
In the geography of utopian imagination, one topic of particular relevance 

is the sea. Owing to its boundless and flowing vastness and to its 

unfathomable depth, the sea has always been open to varied symbolic 

investments. Andrew Marvell's famous lines on the ocean as a place 

“where each kind / Does straight its own resemblance find and which 

creates, transcending these, / Far other Worlds, and other Seas” represent 

the ocean as an element that prompts the idea of discovery and that 

symbolizes the desire to transcend the known limits of the earth. Both the 

“awful” sea of Antiquity and the modern sea of “hope” have never ceased 

to inspire the literary imagination, particularly the imagination of the 

maritime nations. The sea as a vehicle to reach the unknown otherness has 

played an essential role in the composition of so-called utopian literature. 

Every historian and essayist researching the phenomenology of utopia 

acknowledges, therefore, the catalytic role played by the sea and seafaring 

discoveries in the birth of utopia, both as a genre and a general term by 

which to refer to an indeterminate hope in the future well-being of 

humankind. 

The set of essays on lands beyond the sea / the other beyond the sea 

opens with a discussion by Evy Varsamapoulou on the utopian experience 

in Homer’s Odyssey, not in terms of viewing it as a paradigmatic narration 

of the hero’s search for an ideal society, but as a representation of “the 

struggle between spatial and temporal utopian thinking”. Focusing on the 

spatial and temporal attributes of human identity, as well as on Ricouer’s 

concept of duration as a “temporal totality”, Varsamapoulou evaluates the 

significance of Odysseus’ longing for home, his sea voyages and land 

sojourns as an illustration of the dialectics of being and becoming, and of 

stasis and movement, that permeate and give rise to different utopian 

dimensions within the narrative structure of the poem. The planting by 

Odysseus of the oar in the earth, predicted in Tiresias’ foretelling of the 



hero’s future, may therefore symbolise the continuity of the sea voyage on 

land, with its perils, sufferings and discoveries, the “fruit” of which is the 

opening and renewing both of the self and of the collective experience of 

identity.  

Odysseus’ epic sea voyages were literally continued and extended to 

other seas by European navigators. From the Renaissance era onwards, the 

oar was replaced by the sail and the discovery of new lands was often 

followed by accounts of new peoples living either in a noble simplicity or 

in a highly civilized manner. This gave rise to idealizations of human 

habitats whose modes of existence were regarded as exemplary either 

because they had preserved a prelapsarian status or because they had 

somehow developed an unprecedentedly sophisticated level of social 

organization. While Rui Bertrand Romão’s reading of Montaigne’s essay 

on the Cannibals focuses on the consequences that sixteenth-century 

geographical discoveries had both on the level of the representation of 

nature and the conception of art in early modern works, José Eduardo Reis 

examines early modern Portuguese literary texts according to three discreet 

categorizations of the utopia/maritime voyages theme. Ranging from 

idealized representations of distant lands and continents – reported in 

accounts of sea journeys – to imaginary places conceived to celebrate the 

efforts of the Portuguese navigators as well as fanciful descriptions of far 

distant civilizations, the diversified content of those texts may outline what 

Reis calls a Portuguese ideal-maritime literary history. 

The first of the two essays in French in this volume consists of a 

detailed account by Luísa Malato of the cultural role played by the cultural 

academies in seventeenth-century Portugal. As sites dedicated to literary 

and scientific enlightenment, these institutions were conceived, according 

to Malato, as “utopias of knowledge”. Inspired by the platonic ideal of a 

life devoted to self-enlightenment, their members were supposed to co-



operate in harmony, on the basis of a peaceful emulation between equals. 

Along with the general characterization of the academies, Malato 

highlights the importance of a particular emblem – “the gender of a 

dialogue between a text and an image representative of an institution” – of 

one of the first Portuguese academies (the Academia dos Singulares) and, 

in the context of a long European iconological tradition, analyses its 

complex symbolism in order to demonstrate how it reflected the way in 

which that “avant-garde” body of literati sought to proclaim its spiritual 

and doctrinal autonomy from the hegemonic ideologies of church, state and 

mob. 

Maria Varsam argues that Ursula Le Guin’s short story “Those who 

walk away from Omelas” is a “flawed” utopia, the type of narrative that 

Lyman Sargent has called an apparent eutopia that turns out to conceal a 

structural deficiency. The knowledge of this flaw, a “sacrificial contract” of 

one child’s continued deprivation of freedom and nourishment to ensure 

that the well-being of the community of Omelas be preserved, forces its 

citizens to either collude in the oppression of the one victim by the many, 

or to “walk away”, prompting “one to right action”. Varsam’s reading of 

this short story therefore raises questions about utopian ethics such as 

individual responsibility in collective guilt, the value of compassion in 

conscious moral choices, and the priority of ethics over political agency.  

In terms of strict semantic determination and logical reasoning, 

utopia and space are antinomian concepts that, in principle, exclude any 

intersection of common meaning or any combined sense. Utopia and space 

hold an asymptotic relation to each other, which, nevertheless, has proved 

to be highly productive in the field of aesthetic imagination and within the 

domain of disciplines that manipulate spatial forms. The relation of 

architecture and utopia, for instance, seems to transcend the space / non 

space conceptual antinomy that exists between them, as happens either 



when highly formalized buildings and urban structures are depicted in the 

context of utopian narratives or when the design principles of architecture 

are illuminated by the imagination of ideal forms. The history of this 

dialogue of paradoxical terms began earlier than the model city depicted in 

More’s Utopia: Hippodamos of Miletos (fourth century BC), the 

(presumed) mythical architect considered by some authors to be one of the 

first utopists, conceived a geometrical, orthogonal city, based on the image 

of Plato’s Republic, that had a strict number of inhabitants divided into 

three classes (priests, warriors and artisans) each of which inhabited a 

different part of urban space (sacred, public and private).  

The cittá ideale of the Italian architectonic philosophers of the 

Renaissance, Campanella’s circular City of the Sun, Andreae’s square 

Cristianopolis, the architectural utopism of Piranesi, Boulée and Ledoux, 

the ideal urbanism trends of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Tony 

Garnier’s Cité  industrielle, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre City and Le 

Corbusier’s urban rationalism are, among others, well-established points of 

reference in which the architectural ideal, either fictionally or by means of 

visionary building and urban plans, takes on a prominent role in utopian 

thought. But, aside from material constructs, both the imaginary use of the 

category of space and its empirical experience (in art installations and 

aesthetic and political theory, for instance) are open to utopian investments 

as well. 

The essays on contemporary conceptualizations of space, 

architecture, urban planning, sites of aesthetic, critical and political 

imagination open with Matthew Rampley’s discussion on Ernst Bloch’s 

critical arguments against modern architectural practice. In order to fully 

discuss such arguments, Rampley compares them with those of other 

philosophers and critics and provides a sketch of Bloch’s ontological 

explanation of utopianism as stemming from “a constitutive subjective 



lack” of an awareness of the present now. This “self-blindness” is open to 

possible deferred meanings which are correlative to the openness “of the 

horizon of futurity” of historical phenomena. In the last instance, this 

indeterminacy of subjective experience is the source of the semantic variety 

of utopian projects. Central to Bloch’s reading of utopia, therefore, is the 

notion of “semantic surplus”, which would be absent in the lifeless 

functionalism of modernist architecture. 

Styliane Philippou reflects on the relation between the utopian  

architectural project of the modernist “capital of hope” of Brasília and the 

construction of the national identity of Brazil. Drawing from a varied range 

of cultural sources, Philippou contextualizes the building of Brasília in the 

early sixties of the twentieth century, both as the outcome of an old 

national desideratum of opening up the unexplored interior of the country 

and the modernist architectural belief in the edification of a city capable of 

“producing a new Brazillian reality and collective social order”. According 

to Philippou, at the same time that this “wish-fulfilling insular utopia” – 

close to the Platonic and Aristotelian ideal of small polities – stands as a 

paradigmatic example of national architecture tinged by modernist 

aesthetics, it also exhibits, in its present museum-like condition, the 

incapacity of the modernist urban plan to operate as a catalyst for socio-

political changes. 

However, as Isabel Donas Botto makes clear in her analysis of 

current projects in the United Kingdom, urban plans are more than ever 

necessary for the regeneration of twenty-first century cities. Botto 

examines the content and the implications of the concept of the 

“sustainable city”, put forward both by the architect Richard Rogers and 

Anne Power, a professor of social policy, and concludes that within the 

range of its social, urban and architectural implications, it draws a “picture 



of a possible future” which, not intending to create a utopia, “has not 

recoiled before it either”.  

In Rogers and Power’s proposal, the re-creation of neighbourhoods 

and the participation of their inhabitants in their upkeep and in their local 

council politics are viewed as essential for the revival of cities. Rachel 

Haidu, reflecting on the ephemeral constructions of the Swiss artist Thomas 

Hirschhorn, gives an account of the active participation of the inhabitants 

of Landy, a Paris neighbourhood of African immigrants and white working 

and nonworking poor, in the establishment and running of the Musée 

Précaire Albinet. This was a project that ran for eight weeks in the Spring 

and Summer of 2004 that “appears to match up to Benjamin’s ‘utopic’ 

vision” concerning the role of an institution such as a museum both “in the 

artwork’s relation to its spectators” and “in relegating the work of art to a 

more or less ‘autonomous’ relation to society”.  

By redefining the functions and by changing the modes of operation 

of existing social spaces and institutions, Hirschhorn’s constructions, such 

as his Musés précaire, contradict the values of self constitution, 

permanence and stability on which institutions are built. Those 

constructions even seem to embody some traits of Michel Foucault’s 

concept of “heterotopia”, examined by the essay by Maria Varela and 

Nikita Dhawan. Using a genealogical approach to the emergence of the 

concept of heterotopia, Varela and Dhawan proceed to analyse and 

problematise its multilayered meanings in relation to those generally 

ascribed to utopia. Their reflection on the dynamics between space and 

power leads them to examine how the Foucaultian concept of heterotopia, 

as a counter-site, but also as an ambivalent locus of cross social values, 

draws not only on Henri Lefebvre’s theory of space but is resonant of the 

notion of the “Third Space” proposed by the postcolonial theorist Homi 

Bhabha. Stating that heterotopias “can be read as spaces of resistance 



and/or of total ordering”, Varela and Dawan conclude that “neither utopian 

nor heterotopian spatiality can simply transform monolithic, hegemonic 

structures into counter-spaces, but both offer the subject possibilities of 

exploring and envisioning other ways of living and being in the world”.  

Struggling against the establishment of institutions and hegemonic 

values on the basis both of a radical critique of the post war consumer 

society and the concomitant development of a revolutionary policy of 

space, was, as Derya Ozkan’s essay points out, the main feature of the 

Situationist International political group and avant-garde artistic movement 

(1957-1972). Ozkan discerns a productive antinomy in the Situationist’s 

revolutionary thinking and programme of action which is reflected in its 

conception of spatiality. According to Ozkan, the Situationist’s combined 

yet antinomic revolutionary goal of transforming everyday life and 

conceiving at the same time total change in the long-term finds its 

expression in their strategy of disrupting the hegemonic spatial 

organization of the city – reinventing its habitational experience – while on 

envisioning a utopian urbanism of the future. After cataloguing Situationist 

concepts of spatiality, the essay focuses on the forms that these concepts 

took in the imaginary city of New Babylon, a project that was “the outcome 

of Constant’s [a founding member of the Situationist International] 18 

year-long experimental practice of sketching out ideas for ‘another city for 

another life’”. Ozkan stresses that, in its “indeterminate form of critique”, 

the New Babylon project stands as a “perfected” manifestation of the 

Situationist antinomic politics of space that aimed “to intervene in 

everyday life immediately and partially while at the same time devoting a 

serious effort to imagining a future spatiality in its totality”.  

The second of the two essays in French is also the last one in this 

volume. Even though Dalie Giroux, like the preceding authors, reflects on 

spatial issues, her focus of analysis is on the spatial implications of what 



she calls “with epistemological délicatesse, the “‘humankind project’”. 

Drawing on the history and philosophy of law (Carl Schmitt), from 

political theory (Antonio Negri et Michael Hardt) and from post-modern 

philosophy of space (Deleuze and Guattari), Giroux proposes that we re-

think the concept of “social body” (corps social), the erosion of which is 

due in part both to the breaching of the boundaries between territory and 

law (nomos) and by the dissolution of the concept of national sovereignty. 

According to Giroux, the contemporary ‘‘inversion of the relationship 

between social body and space’’, corresponding to a “des-symbolization” 

of the earth-space (espace terre) and to a “de-spatialization” of power 

relationships, nonetheless requires that one identifies, in the individual 

body, a territory-like quality, from which it can be projected the foundation 

and preservation of the law of public space. Thus the implication of the 

essay is that the evanescent indeterminacy of the locus of power (the u-

topia) has to be counterbalanced by a return to the old/new utopia 

associated with the free action of the individual human organism (sôma), 

that is, with the concrete space of the “body-territory” (“corps-territoire”). 

What is the body after all, if not the alpha and omega of the foundational 

law that underpins our dreams of a better world? 

 

 

 
 
 
 


