
UTOPIAN JUSTIFICATIONS: MORE'S UTOPIA, 
SETTLER COLONIALISM, A N D  CONTEMPORARY  
ECOCRITICAL CONCERNS

SUSAN BRUCE

B u t i f . ..  the m ultitude. . .  exceed the due number, then they choose 
out o f  every city certain citizens, and build up a town under their 
own laws in the next land where the inhabitants have much waste 
and unoccupied ground, receiving also o f  the same country people to 
them, ifthey w ill jo in . . .  w ith  them. They thus. . .  dwelling together 
do easily agree in one fashion o f  liv ing and that to the great wealth 
ofboth the peoples. For they so bring the matter about by their laws, 
that the ground which before was neither good nor profitable fo r  the 
one nor fo r  the other is now sufficient and fru itfu l enough fo r  them 
both. B u t ifth e  inhabitant o f  that land w ill n o t. . .b e  ordered by 
their laws, then they drive them out o f  those bounds which they have 
. . .  appointed out fo r  themselves. A n d  ifthey resist. . .  they count this 
the mostjust cause o f  war, when any people holdeth a piece ofground  
void  and vacant to no good norprofitable use, keeping others from  the 
use and possession o f  i t  which notwithstanding by the law  o f  nature 
ought thereof to be nourished and relieved.
— Thomas More, Utopia.

JUXTAPOSITION I: COLONIALISM

Peter Kosminsky’s uncompromising Channel 4 drama about the Israel/ 
Palestine conflict, The Promise, garnered considerable media attention when
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it was aired in the UK in 2011, but may not be familiar to other audiences: 
it was never, for instance, broadcast in the USA, and has had only limited 
exposure on the internet. I begin with it here not to signal the pursuit of 
an extended close reading of that text, nor to indicate that Palestine and 
its recent history is the primary focus of this essay—although that history 
is indeed a kind of touchstone throughout for some of the claims I wish 
to make about the relations between Utopia, sustainability, and settler 
colonialism. Rather, I invoke The Promise because its articulation of the 
stories we tell to justify to ourselves our appropriations of the lands of 
others is so pithy and so acute, and so resonant with the Utopian passage 
with which I have opened this essay. In episode one of this drama, Erin, the 
naive English woman who is spending her gap year at the TeEAviv home 
of her rich British-Israeli friend, is offered the first of a series of brutal 
lessons in realpolitik when she returns with her friend’s brother Paul and 
his Palestinian comrade, Omar, from a meeting of Combatants for Peace. 
They reach a checkpoint and Omar is sent back by the heavily-armed 
Israeli guard. Unable to intervene, Paul drives home with Erin, leaving 
Omar behind. “Welcome to Israel, Erin,” Paul says as they drive on: “you 
just got a crash course on what it means to be a Palestinian in this fucking 
country.” W hen Erin replies that she understood that the purpose of the 
checkpoints was to prevent terrorists getting into Israel, Paul stops the 
car and takes her to the side of the road, which looks out over a valley 
on the other side of which they can see two discrete villages. “You know 
what that is?” says Paul, gesturing to one of the villages. “It’s a Palestinian 
village.” Then, pointing to the other:

Do you know what that is? That’s another Palestinian village. That one’s 
outside the checkpoint; this one’s inside the checkpoint. Which one does 
the terrorist come from? You tell me. The village outside the wall, or the 
one that is already inside? The checkpoints are there for one reason, to 
make their lives impossible so they’ll give up and move away. It’s about 
control, humiliation, and forcing them off their land. It’s got nothing to do 
with terrorism. Nothing. (The Promise 2011)

W hen they move on they stop at a cafe, the Eden Bistro,'which is blown to 
smithereens moments later. Here Paul apologizes for shouting at Erin, and 
explains his frustration by reference to a story about his father, who is, he 
insists to Erin, despite his kindness and generosity, “part of the problem.” 
“You know,” he tells her:

When I was ten years old my father took me to see the border. The Jewish 
side was, uh, green and fertile, and the Arab side was brown, with a few 
goats, and then he said to me—and this was, this big lesson he wanted me
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to remember he said, “look what they’ve done with the land in 2000 
years. Look what we achieved in fifty.” And this is a good man, a liberal 
man. It took me years to learn how to question the assumptions behind 
the things he said to me that day. “They are not as deserving as we are. 
They do nothing with the land. They are animals. They hate us.” (The 
Promise 2011)

This first juxtaposition affords a stark illustration of one way in which 
twenty-first century readers of More’s text might want to keep some 
Utopian practices at arm’s length. Utopian foreign policy, as George 
Logan argued forty years ago in The Meaning of More’s Utopia, sometimes 
appears hard to distinguish from imperialism (1983, 223). This perspective 
has been reiterated more recently by Andrew Hadfield, who observes 
that Utopians “have to confront exactly the same problems as their real 
{European} counterparts, including the question of appropriating foreign 
lands to ease domestic pressures” (1998, xi). Fredric Jameson similarly 
observes that “Utopia is . . . the prototype of the settler colony, and the 
forerunner of modern imperialism,” and explicitly includes in the notion 
of the settler colony the Zionist formulation wherein ‘“the people without 
land’ supposedly {meet} ‘the land without people’” (2005, 2°5)• In making 
this connection Jameson cites Antonis Balasopoulos, who argues that 
Utopia “provided the template for utopian expansionism” because it “so 
inventively [negotiates] the interface between the misreading of power and 
the power of misreading” (Balasopoulos 2004,8). However, Balasopoulos’s 
analysis of the text is more subtle in its account of the relationship 
between utopianism and colonialism than this might suggest, since for 
Balasopoulos, the claim that the text is a blueprint for colonialism is itself 
a misreading of the text (see also Betteridge 2007 and Chordas 2010).

There is, in other words, something of a tradition now to this 
interpretation of More’s text and the instance with which I have begun 
here is only one of the ways in which Utopia might be argued to “speak” the 
colonial discourse of the early sixteenth century. Arguably more general, 
but just as “colonialist,” is the dynamic if emergent sense of nation that 
pervades the text in so many different ways. Hythloday’s account of the 
separation of Utopia from its mainland at its inception articulates that 
event in terms of a great myth of the founding moment, figured as an 
almost literal birth of a nation: Louis Marin (1984), for instance, reads 
Utopus’s destruction of the isthmus attaching Utopia to what was to 
become its nearest neighbor as akin to the cutting of an umbilical cord. 
Utopia does not develop from a number of city states or evolve from civil 
strife in a pre-existing political landscape, nor does it throw off a tributary 
relationship to a larger land. It is founded by a markedly geo-political
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intervention, emerging complete, whole, and immediately independent 
of its motherland. It loses its (pre-)history in one fell swoop, becoming a 
nation ex-nihi/o, and its national status is then shored up by the “Utopian” 
literature—poem and alphabet—which appeared in the 1518 Basel first 
edition of the text.2 “A metre of four verses in the Utopian tongue, briefly 
touching as well the strange beginning, as also the happy and wealthy 
continuance of the same commonwealth,” was in a later edition “rudely 
Englished” by the translator, “according to his simple knowledge and 
mean understanding in the Utopian tongue”; “in English” the poem reads:

My king and conqueror Utopos by name,
A prince of much renown and immortal fame,
Hath made me an isle that erst no island was,
Full fraught with worldly wealth, with pleasure and solace.
I one of all other without philosophy 
Have shaped for man a philosophical city.
As mine I am nothing dangerous to impart,
So better to receive I am ready with all my heart. (More 1999,127)

Both the Utopian alphabet and the poem and its transliteration are sat
urated with nationalist and colonialist discourses, of which they can be 
understood to be a kind of palimpsestic representation. In the poem, 
Utopia speaks itself—“hath made me an isle that erst no island was”— 
articulating its own existence in the “kingdom of its own language” as 
Spenser put it. Richard Helgerson, who drew attention to the resonance 
and deeper implications of Spenser’s phrase, points out that in most lit
erature of this nature, the triangle between king, people, and language is 
squared by the inclusion of the poet (Helgerson 1992). But in a typically 
Utopian twist, that role here falls instead to the translator, so that Utopian 
authorial agency is elided, rendered absent rather like the place itself. But 
there are less “theoretical,” more direct ways in which the transliteration 
and the translations of “Utopian”—first into Latin, and then into the 
plethora of vernaculars into which the book was successively translated 
over the following fifty years (Cave 2008)—reflect aspects of the colonial 
enterprise. In them lie echoes of the responses of real-life European trav
ellers to the new languages they encountered: they wrote the vocabulary of 
these indigenous languages down, as best they could, first transliterating 
them into European characters, and thence into English, or Portuguese, or 
Dutch (Bridges 2007). Everything about Utopia gestures to the rise of the 
nation, which presupposes and is presupposed by the zwternational envi
ronment so deftly sketched in its opening paragraphs. These paragraphs 
glitter with the spatial and political realities of a new, outward-looking
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European landscape and its burgeoning international networks, both 
humanist and diplomatic. Even the epistolary form of some of Utopia's 
paratexts its letters, encominiums, and maps—engage in this new sense 
of (internationalism, performing as they do the triumph of communi
cation over distance and expressing a delight in the ability to overcome 
national limitations through the power of intellectual exchange. This 
delight must have been as palpable to its original readers as it is to us today.

The long tradition of understanding Utopia as being linked to the 
emergence of early colonialist thought and experience is thus unsurprising; 
to these accounts, my juxtaposition of a passage from a dramatic narrative 
contemporary to our own time may add some further observations. I do not 
intend here to get into the dense and unresolved argument about whether 
Zionism is, or is not, colonialist (Kimmerling 1983; Kimmerling and 
Migdad 2003; Lee 2011; Said 1992; Said 1995; Shafir 1989; Raz-Krakotzkin 
2011); what I do assume, however, is that the defense of Israel’s occupation 
of Palestinian land that Paul rehearses in our opening anecdote is 
undoubtedly so. The presentist anachrony of juxtaposing a passage from 
Utopia with a twenty-first century television drama exposes the way in 
which the terms of their justifications are almost exactly alike. The claim 
to the virtue of productivity proves so compelling that it has lasted from 
Utopia, through the colonization of American land “wasted” by and on 
its natives (Sweet 2008, 271), to present day incursions into Palestine. 
Scholars such as David Gilmour and Michael Neumann have in recent 
years written histories of the trope that The Promise presents in fictional 
form: successive Zionist leaders have portrayed indigenes as “ignorant 
and backward,” Gilmour notes, tracing that justification from the early 
twentieth century on, through Zionist films such as The Land of Promise. 
“Where twenty years ago the soil was either marshland or just scratched 
with primitive plough,” that film’s voiceover proclaims, now “harvest is 
almost all the year round” (Gilmore 1980). Neumann, similarly, draws our 
attention to the persistence of this trope in the “image” of the Zionist: 
“fresh-faced pioneers . . .  turning the desert to green” (2005). The “waste 
and unoccupied ground” (More 1999, 62) of one’s neighbors (brown land, 
perhaps with a few goats) may be made green and fertile, “sufficient and 
fruitful enough” for the many if only people have the will so to transform 
it, instead of being left barren, fit only to feed very few.

Both the passages I am focusing on here articulate the conviction that 
with the proper application of labor, the most hard and unforgiving of 
terrains can be made productive. And by extension, that those willing to 
exert themselves to make this space productive earn thereby the right to 
its use and the right to appropriate it for themselves, dispossessing in the
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process those whose engagement with the land is judged insufficiently 
productive. The ideological nature of both accounts is betrayed by what 
they leave out (which we will come to later), as well as by the drift of 
the moral censure embedded in them: from condemnation of the sloth 
of those who have let the land go to waste, to something more deeply 
fundamental, their respective rhetorics equating the laws of the stronger 
nations with rather more transcendental legitimations. In Utopia the 
Utopian “laws” that enable the productivity of the land slip quietly into 
Utopian Law, which seamlessly becomes first coterminous with, then 
indistinguishable from, the Law of Nature (More 1999, 63). In The Promise 
we can observe a similar move, where local agricultural failure is equated 
with the failure to be properly human and thence the implication that 
Palestinian irrationality is the originary cause of political conflict.

From such perspectives, Utopia (the country, perhaps also the genre), is 
fundamentally empirical, “presenting itself” (just as Hardt and Negri argue 
that Empire does,) “not as a historical regime originating in conquest, but 
rather as an order that effectively suspends history and thereby fixes the 
existing state of affairs for eternity.” Utopia adopts “Empire’s perspective”: 
“this is the way things will always be and the way they were always meant to 
be;” like Empire it is a “regime with no temporal boundaries . . . outside of 
history or at the end of history” (Hardt and Negri 2000, xiv-xv). Empire, 
Hardt and Negri go on to say,

not only manages a territory and a population but also creates the very 
world it inhabits. It not only regulates human interactions but also seeks 
directly to rule over human nature. The object of its rule is social life in 
its entirety [and! . . .  although the practice of Empire is continually bathed 
in blood, the concept of Empire is always dedicated to peace—a perpetual 
peace outside of History. (Hardt and Negri 2000, xv)

Empire is in this formulation as utopian as Utopia is Imperial. Utopia, 
like Empire, manages its territory and population, regulates the human 
interactions that occur within its borders, and (as we have seen) rules over 
the human “nature” with which Utopian Law here eventually becomes 
coterminous (see also Balasopoulos 2004, 26). The object of Utopia’s 
rule, like that of Empire, is “social life in its entirety” and the concept of 
Utopia, like that of Empire, is always (but only ostensibly) “dedicated to 
peace.” Yet the practice of Utopia is, again like that of Empire, “continually 
bathed in blood” (Hardt and Negri 2000, xv): the Utopians “do detest and 
abhor war or battle as a thing very beastly” we learn, and yet Utopian 
men and women conduct military exercises every day (More 1999, 97). 
They prefer “craft and deceit” to bloodshed, but if they do not get what
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they want before war breaks out, they “take so cruel vengeance of them 
which be in the fault, that ever after they be afeard to do the like” (More 
z999> 99)- “They never go to battle,’ we hear, “but either in defence of their 
own country or to drive out of their friends’ lands the enemies that have 
invaded it.” And yet a familiar Utopian strategy unpicks this skin-deep 
pacifism, justifying war “to deliver from . . . bondage some people that be 
therewith oppressed”; to “revenge injuries” done to friends; even to defend 
the interests of allied “merchants in any land” should they find themselves 
faced with “unjust laws” (98). Some might say the Utopians landed on the 
concept of “pre-emptive” justifications of warfare well before we did. And 
how clever, and how colonialist, is all this?

JUXTAPOSITION II: SUSTAINABILITY

So, a presentist juxtaposition of our passage with a current narrative of 
colonialism can serve to draw out the colonialism of Utopia as well as 
potentially enable students to begin to situate current interventionist 
justifications in a longer, more self-evidently colonialist, past. But what 
happens if we read the passage instead in the light of another twenty-first 
century text, written to a very different purpose? W hat other aspects of 
Utopia might be thrown into relief by that different context, and what 
interpretations of it might issue from a different presentist juxtaposition? 
In an essay published in the Guardian newspaper of the January 4, 2011, 
the writer and eco-activist George Monbiot drew readers’ attention to a 
paradoxical duality in the availability of housing in twenty-first century 
Great Britain. On the one hand, and as many commentators have noted, 
there exists at the beginning of 2011 an acute housing shortage, 650,000 
homes in England alone classed as overcrowded, 5.8 million new homes 
being needed (by 2033, and in a small island) to plug the gap between 
available housing and those who need it. Such homes, Monbiot points 
out, “threaten to mash our landscapes and overload the environment”: if 
supply is to meet demand this way, the need for new domestic spaces will 
infest the space outside the home and collectively, we will all eventually 
be the losers. But “scarcely mentioned”, he goes on, is the “other crisis”, 
the 45% increase in the “space that people don’t need”. Between 2003 
and 2008, the number of “under-occupied” homes grew to almost eight 
million (37% of the total housing stock), almost 90% of which occurred 
within privately owned property. This is not, he surmises, because the 
proportion of single-occupancies or of childless households has risen in 
that time (they have not); nor is it because the fertility rate has dropped 
or the population suddenly and unexpectedly aged. The cause is more
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likely, he suggests, to be money: rich people are buying bigger houses, and 
consequently, occupying more (and more) space than they actually need. 
Monbiot’s solution to this housing shortage is twofold. “Those who use 
more than their fair share,” he argues, “should pay for the privilege, with 
a big tax penalty for under-occupation”. If they plead poverty, there is a 
solution to this too. “If [that tax] prompts them either to take in a lodger 
or to move into a smaller home in a lower tax band,” he concludes, “so 
much the better” (Monbiot 2011).

Monbiot, it might be noted, softens the argument he is making here: 
his rich wastrels are “prompted” to relinquish the space they are not 
using, as if they have merely forgotten that someone else might be glad 
of it and just needed somebody to remind them of it in order to propel 
them to behave more selflessly. His rhetoric downplays the coercion 
which would necessarily be involved in such a scheme: a more accurate 
iteration of Monbiot’s argument might substitute the verb “force” for 
the gentler locution he adopts instead (“prompt”). And put this way, the 
fundamental ethical claim of this argument is strikingly similar to that 
which the Utopians, the Israelis, and so many others, have invoked to 
defend the expropriation of the land of their neighbors: “you squander 
what you have when others need it and can use it more productively. Let 
us use it, with you, properly; or else relinquish it to us in part or altogether 
and go somewhere else”. Now, there are, to be sure, important differences 
between the two examples here. Property ownership and national 
sovereignty are not equivalent to each other. The latter, of course, was 
a dubious protection in any case both for the Utopians’ borderers, and 
for Palestinian indigenes, neither of whose national sovereignty was 
secure enough in the eyes of foreign settlers to afford them an adequate 
defense against those incursions, and to this we will later return. I am 
not “against” Monbiot’s argument in the same way that I am “against” 
a Utopian, or settler colonialist justification of the displacement of the 
land of its neighboring peoples. There is nothing wrong (to me) with the 
suggestion that people who “use more than their fair share” should “pay 
for that privilege” in the form of higher taxes (although depending as this 
does on the existence of both property and taxes, this would not be a 
solution for the Utopians, whose own housing stock is in any case already 
fairly divided). More problematic is the fundamental structure of the 
argument. Lodged as it is on an appeal to the governance of the discrepancy 
between potentially infinite human need and finite natural resources, the 
formulation of this argument is nothing if not utopian: asj. C. Davis points 
out, achieving this balance through institutional mechanisms as well as 
the education of the population, rather than through an adjustment to
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the presumed availability of resources or the presumed degree of human 
desire, is characteristic among ideal world narratives of the utopia alone 
(1983). But it is also, and alarmingly, open to deployment in less egalitarian 
agendas, as in fact in this case it almost immediately proved to be: some 
months after the publication of Monbiot’s article, the British government 
employed precisely this justification in the service of its “reform” of the 
provision of social housing, reducing the housing benefit of those renting 
“under-occupied” state housing (even separate dining rooms counted as 
“spare rooms”) to force them to move into smaller accommodation or to 
take in a lodger (National Housing Federation 2014; Shelter 2014).

Monbiot’s is not only an eminently Utopian solution to the problem of 
overcrowding, but in fact a solution to exactly the same problem that the 
Utopians themselves face: insufficient housing for a growing population 
and a limited amount of space. Utopian appropriation of someone else’s 
land, or sharing of it if the other is willing to submit to the new Law, 
is a policy consequent on Utopian management of its highly regulated 
native population. Houses in Utopia are large; in the cities they are all 
terraced, all have gardens, and all are of three stories (More 1999,51). They 
are almost exactly the same as one another, but in case anyone gets too 
attached to one, every ten years people change houses by lot (54). The 
Utopians live in extended family groups, but clear prescriptions are placed 
on the numbers of children of over “fourteen years or thereabout” in any 
one household. Should they exceed these, children from larger families 
are moved into families with fewer young people in order to ensure that 
households conform to this optimum size (62).

This concern with population control is, as Timothy Sweet has pointed 
out, congruent with the emergence of population theory in early modern 
England: Harriot, Sweet notes, calculated in 1586 the “number of persons 
yt may stand on the earth”, taking as his measure 6 acres per person for 
subsistence farming (2008, 269). Sweet reads this aspect of Utopia as 
embedded in an emergent colonialist perspective, and specifically for what 
it tells us of Utopia's relations to the colonization of the Americas, but 
why should we see it only in these terms? W hat if we look backwards 
within the text instead of outwards outside it? For this measured Utopian 
ebb and flow into and out of houses, locations, and then neighbouring 
lands is not the only place in Utopia that we find references to movements 
of populations. Book 1 has its own examples in the “great flock . . .  of 
. . .  serving men” temporarily in the employ of the “idle gentlemen” of 
England who are “incontinent thrust out of doors” to wander through the 
countryside when they or their masters fall ill; or the “hired soldiers” of 
France who “fill and besiege the land” (More 1999, 19-20), overrunning
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and destroying the fields and cities that should sustain them when they are 
no longer needed for warfare.

In other words, it is as plausible to place Utopia’s relation with its 
neighbors in the context of the early modern concern with the disorder 
and shifting impermanence that destitute and homeless populations 
were thought in the early modern period to herald (Fumerton 2006), 
as well as the perception that natural resources are finite in character, 
as it is to situate it in a colonial discourse. For the vast majority of the 
vagrant population who feature in the debate on contemporary early 
modern England in Book 1 are those who are forced into vagabondage by 
the practice of enclosure, the “poor, silly, wretched souls” who populate 
the margins of the text even when not invoked explicitly. These ghostly 
presences who usher in the ensuing debates about the death penalty, the 
ills of private property, and the counseling of kings (More 1999, 21-23). 
Against this backdrop, then, some aspects of Utopia, as Marius de Geus 
has argued, might point towards an early manifestation of an ecological 
sensibility, with its citizens who consider themselves the “good husbands” 
of the land and not its “owners,” and who rotate (under a concept surely 
based on the practice of crop rotation) between the rural and the urban, 
“yearly changing and renewing the occupiers of husbandry” (More 1999, 
51); with its insistence on ubiquitous gardens (54); with its concern with 
urban pollution (64); and above all with its abhorrence of waste, the latter 
quality especially rendering it de facto a “utopia of sufficiency”, suffused 
with the ethos of sustainability which is so transparently embedded in the 
Utopian passage with which we began (de Geus 1999).

It remains the case, however, that ecological behavior or attitudes 
in Utopia are a consequence not of an ecological sensibility per se but of 
anxieties issuing from other impulses and concerns. Anxiety about the 
ravaging of the landscape by the dispossessed in England in Book 1, for 
instance, is generated first and foremost from economic, juridical, and 
humanitarian concerns; Utopian dislike of butchery and hunting by 
worries about the effect of such practices—clemency “little by little {will} 
decay and perish” in the butcher, the Utopians think (More 1999, 64)— 
or for what they indicate about the practitioner—“the hunter seeketh 
nothing but the pleasure of the silly and woeful beast’s slaughter” which 
is at once irrational and, more immediately, sadistic (81). Even Utopian 
insistence that nothing that is “filthy, loathsome, or uncleanly be brought 
into the city” is not a result of a concern about the integrity of the land 
but an anxiety about public health and the potential effect of “pestilent 
diseases” on an urban population (64).
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Indeed, when the term “nature” is invoked at all in Utopia it tends to 
signify the ethical rather than the ecological.3 When it does appear in the 
text in the latter sense it is clear that the Utopians consider “nature” as 
“a most tender and loving mother, [who] hath placed the best and most 
necessary things open abroad . .. and hath removed and hid farthest . .. 
vain and unprofitable things” (More 1999,70). But this does not prevent the 
Utopians from intervening in nature when it suits them: they transplant 
forests, for example, in order to place them closer to water to facilitate 
the movement of timber (84); and of course Utopia owes its very existence 
to an act of extreme geographical intervention: Utopus’s digging up of 
the “uplandish ground” to form the island (50) (the moment that Marin 
saw as a literal “birth” of the nation). They abhor mining for reasons very 
similar to those articulated a century or so later by Milton when he writes 
that Men, taught by Mammon “with impious hands / Rifl’d the bowels of 
thir mother Earth / For Treasures better hid” (Milton 2007, r: 685-90), a 
dystopian vision which might be consequent on the growth in Milton’s 
time of a proto-industrial, mining landscape which was rarer in More’s, but 
which is apparent in embryonic form in Utopia too. But Utopian antipathy 
to mining for metals does not curtail the interventionist attitude to nature 
it more generally endorses. Agriculture and gardening are in Utopia simply 
social practices whose function is to maintain the polis—unlike Arcadia, 
for instance, which adjusts both material satisfactions and human desire 
and fervently embraces a conception of Nature as intrinsic good (Davis 
1983). In fact, Utopia’s landscapes are so self-consciously managed and 
controlled as to render it an anti-pastoral: Utopia replaces pastoral’s 
insistence on a non-interventionist co-existence of man and nature with a 
relationship, if not of domination, at least of manipulation.

For these reasons, some have claimed Utopia to be inhospitable to 
ecocritical concerns: it “resists ecocriticism,” argue Ivo Kamps and 
Melissa Smith for example, because it “advances an accord based less on 
an ‘encounter with nature’ than on a manipulation of the term ‘nature’ 
and what counts as ‘natural’” (2008,116). Yet this allegation sits unhappily 
with recent developments in ecocriticism, wherein early assumptions of 
division between nature and culture, as John Parham has claimed, are 
increasingly contested by an insistence that “outdated notions o f‘balance’ 
or ‘harmony’” be supplanted by notions that privilege instead flux and 
contingency, and embody more politicized attempts to engage with 
socio-economic concerns (2008, 25). From this standpoint, we might more 
fruitfully develop a reading of Utopia that might allow us to understand 
its anti-Arcadian urbanism in ways that engage ecocritical concerns
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rather than “resist” them. Utopia's attitude to livestock, for instance, in 
Book 1 as well as Book 2, challenges the more sentimental attitudes to 
livestock embraced both by the conventional pastoral and by critics who 
see the pastoral as the mode in which ecological sensibilities achieve 
their most profound literary expression. Attacking Jonathan Bate’s (1991) 
writings on Wordsworth, Dana Phillips has tartly observed that while 
“both Wordsworth and Bate . .. make a great deal of the shepherd,” they 
“have relatively little to say about the sheep” (2008, 44). Such “elisions”, 
Phillips claims, are at once “essential to pastoral strategy” and partial and 
sentimentalized, leaving out “the role played by sheep in environmental 
history, where they have often figured . . .  as all-devouring agents of 
desertification” (45). By contrast, as Julian Yates observes, Utopia's sheep 
are not herded by piping, happy shepherds, but are instead profoundly 
embedded in the context of the economic conditions of early modern 
England. “‘Forsooth my lord,’ (quoth I),” relates Hythloday, “‘your sheep 
that were wont to be so meek and tame, and so small eaters, now, . . .  be 
become so great devourers . . . that they eat up, and swallow down the very 
men themselves. They consume, destroy, and devour whole fields, houses, 
and cities’” (More 1999, 21-22). For Yates, this excoriation of the effects 
of wool-production operates as a “perverse reversal of Pastoral” wherein 
sheep eat up men and the shepherds become wolves (2007,194).

Such instances serve not merely as condensed exempla of Utopia's 
remoteness from a pastoral sensibility, but also as indicators of the way 
anti-pastoralism speaks to ecocritical concerns: in fact, one way of reading 
the Utopian representation of the relation between humanity and nature is 
to see it as proleptic of movements within ecocriticism itself. “The history 
of utopia began only when society abandoned the image of paradise,” 
maintains Touraine (2000, 29). In Utopia, a quasi-Edenic but also rather 
perfunctory sense of nature as garden constructed by divine hand into 
which humanity ought not delve too deeply (neither metaphorically 
nor literally) is overlaid by more modern convictions: that sustainability 
entails a conception of nature as something into which humanity has 
always-already intervened, for example. Instead of lamenting Utopia's 
failure to offer us a pristine “encounter with nature” we could argue that 
it rehearses and then transcends the idealist sensibility of ecocriticism’s 
initial interventions (which maintained a respectful distance between 
humanity and nature), replacing it with the more realist conviction that 
the notion of a meaningful boundary between a nature “out there” and 
one constructed by human social interactions is an unsustainable illusion 
(Ivakhiv 2008,109). And how prescient, and how congruent with current 
ecocritical concerns, is that?
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UTO PIAN  SYNTHESES

Let us return for a moment to The Promise, that contemporary exploration 
of what must be one of the most utopian attempts at nation-building 
witnessed over the last century. The account given by Paul’s father of the 
contrast between the barren Arab landscape and the green Israeli one is, 
as we seen, a fundamental justification for expropriation which, like all 
ideological narratives, mystifies the exploitations it is designed to cover 
up. In particular, it does not acknowledge the politics of water: it makes no 
mention of the technology and wealth necessary to bring water to the land, 
to control where it goes, and to ensure, by force or by fraud or by spurious 
laws, that its benefits and dangers are directed towards one community 
and not another (Weizman 2007). Water is the crucial resource, from 
whose control all else follows (Selby 2003), and it is the political dimension 
of resource control that is elided in the myth of laziness and labor. All 
that this particular narrative lacks to make its Utopian resonances 
complete is a reference to its own River Anyder. In a very similar manner, 
in Utopia Hythloday’s assertion that it is Utopian law that enables the 
land to become productive obscures the role and nature of the resources 
that allow the Utopians to indulge in this periodic peripatetic population 
management in the first place. Privileging as they do use over exchange 
value and dispensing with money and any other form of property serves 
the superficial function of protecting the Utopians from succumbing to 
the pleasures and dangers of commodity fetishism. Utopian communism 
controls at once the desire to accumulate many things and the desire to 
possess any one, particular thing: here, as in everything else in Utopia, 
what is expedient is also rendered desirable. That antipathy to property 
and its possession extends also to their act of settler colonialism: should 
the Utopian population be diminished by illness and disease, the Utopians 
recall their settlers, abandoning their colonies rather than permitting 
depopulation of their home towns (More 1999, 63). Once again, we can 
note here an analogy with contemporary Palestine: “against the geography 
of stable, static places, and the balance across linear and fixed sovereign 
borders” Eyal Weizman notes, “frontiers are deep, shifting and elastic 
territories. Temporary lines of engagement. . . are not limited to the edges 
of political space, but exist throughout its depth. Distinctions between 
the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’ cannot be clearly marked” (2007, 4).

However, as others have suggested, distinctions between the “inside” 
and “outside” are unstable throughout Utopia, not merely in the instance 
of the Utopians’ fluctuating occupation and abandonment of their settle
ments in neighboring lands. The governing opposition between Europe
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and Utopia—wherein Europe is the locus of excess, the uncontained, the 
superfluous (and, therefore, desire) and Utopia the place of order, containment, 
and the valorization of sufficiency (and, therefore, satisfaction)—obscures 
the fact that underneath the rational, ordered surface of Utopia (and 
indeed shoring it up) is a very strong conviction of the intrinsic rather 
than conferred value of the commodity and a constantly renewed surplus 
which Europe could only envy. As Richard Halpern’s brilliant reading of 
the Utopian attitude to gold has shown, its logic is contradictory, “shot 
through with the logic of the commodity” even whilst it pretends to 
eschew that logic. The ritual debasement of gold in Utopia, he argues 
“suggests a desire that must be repressed . . .  investing gold} with an 
innate desirability that transcends all social contexts . . . and transform[s] 
social value . .. into a quality of the thing itself’—not to speak of the 
inconvenience of requisitioning all the chamber pots in wartime and 
simultaneously freeing all the slaves (1991,145-47). As for surplus: “though 
they do know . ..  how much victuals the city with the whole country or 
shire round about it doth spend,” relates Hythloday, “yet they sew much 
more corn and breed up much more cattle than serveth for their own 
use, parting the overplus among their borderers” (More 1999, 52). As 
Christopher Kendrick has pointed out, “Utopian working arrangements 
are not calibrated to produce just enough, but much more” than is needed 
(2004, 66). Surplus—of corn, of cattle, or of “precious” stones—is what 
enables the Utopians to remain dominant over their neighbors. It shores 
up their independence, provides the means to buy the things they lack— 
notably iron (see Kendrick 2004)—and most usefully of all, it pays their 
mercenaries to fight their wars for them. Perhaps it even underscores the 
subjugation of their neighbors, to whom some of that “overplus” appears 
periodically to be donated. Why produce the surplus yourself if someone 
else is always giving it to you? Gift economies, after all, can sometimes 
act to keep your inferiors in their places, as many a potlatch king and his 
losing competitors have come in the end to recognize.

Reprising our colonial reading of the text, then, we might argue that 
the Utopians appear to be using both generosity and force to cement their 
superiority in respect of their neighbors. And moreover, this narrative might 
be an urinstance of what the ecocritic Rob Nixon would call “slow violence,” 
its casualties unseen and uncounted, conveniently driven away and forgotten 
if they do not accede to the “pitilessly instrumental” and bureaucratic 
appropriation of their land by, in this case, the Utopians (2011, 17). The 
“official landscape” of the Utopians overwrites the vernacular landscapes 
across the waters that were previously the home of a community whose 
“vigorously unimagined condition becomes indispensable to maintaining
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a highly selective discourse of national development” (150) and whose 
displacement is, like other more recent victims of similar expropriations, 
“facilitated by {the] lack of official title deeds to the ecosystems that have 
sustained them for centuries” (151): as we have seen, it is the Utopians who 
control Law. Physical displacement of such communities, Nixon argues, is 
accompanied by an imaginative displacement in which that community is 
evacuated from the idea of the developing nation-state; the “result is a spatial 
amnesia, as communities under the banner of development are physically 
unsettled and imaginatively removed, evacuated from place and time and 
thus uncoupled from the idea of both a national future and a national 
memory” (151). In this respect, Utopia—the book as well as the new nation— 
offers not merely the formulation of a fundamentally ideological justification 
for colonialism, but a more extensive blueprint for the brutal eradications 
of indigenes not merely from their homelands but also from the memories 
of those who replace them, which we see played out today in numerous 
spaces across the globe. Once again, here Utopia’s strategic forgetting 
of its bordering indigenes (where do they go to? How do they survive?) 
is proleptic of Palestine’s more recent past today: Utopia “imaginatively 
removes” its inconvenient subsistence farmers as fundamentally as Golda 
Meir attempted imaginatively to remove the Palestinians some centuries 
later in her infamous, and now ubiquitously quoted, pronouncement that 
“there was no such thing as the Palestinians.. . .  It was not as though there 
was a Palestinian people in Palestine considering itself as a Palestinian 
people and we came and threw them out and took their country from 
them. They did not exist” (Golda Meir, quoted in Kimmerling and Miguel 
2003; see also Neumann 2005; Gilmore 1980).

However, if it is true that a hidden surplus shores up the ability of 
the Utopians to conquer their neighbors and that a lacunae in the text 
imaginatively displaces the indigenes next door as effectively as the 
Utopians physically expel them, it is also the case that the very same notion 
of a hidden attachment to surplus unsettles the ethical justifications with 
which we began. Fundamental to the opposition between Utopia and 
England, Richard Halpern has argued, is the opposition between utility 
and waste that he claims echoes the class division in English society 
between petty producers and aristocracy (Halpern 1991, 165). It is this 
same opposition, expressed instead as one between sufficiency and waste 
that, as we have seen, underlies some of the ecocritical claims that the 
text is hospitable to ecological concerns (De Geus 1999, for example). But 
the colonial moment in this text troubles the stability of both of these 
dichotomies, for in the Utopians’ colonization of their neighboring lands 
they are doing something very similar to what the English aristocrats are
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doing at this time: appropriating the lands previously worked by others 
to increase their productivity and forcing those who worked it previously 
to move elsewhere. The unfortunate indigenes of Book 2, driven out 
of the lands now “limited and appointed out” for the Utopians, thus 
end up occupying the same figurative political space as do the “poor, 
silly, wretched souls” of Book 1, who are forced into vagabondage by 
the practice of enclosure. Both become victims of the slow violence of 
their more powerful neighbors and the Utopians become the instigators 
of precisely the problem for which they are originally introduced as the 
solution. In fact, we might ask, who really are the pettiest producers in 
the larger, extended, imperial Utopian landscape? Isn’t it (pace Halpern) 
not the Utopians but the mainlanders, those so roundly condemned in our 
opening passage for their failure to work the land to make it produce more 
than they need? For isn’t that what subsistence farming is: by definition, 
an agriculture that produces minimal surplus, only “enough” to feed the 
farmers and their families, sufficient and fruitful to meet the needs of that 
indigenous population who previously lived peacefully off that land?4

I end here by reiterating two further questions. The first is this. 
“Sustainability, Yes—but at what level?” asks Wolfgang Sachs in Global 
Ecology; “where is the circle of use and regeneration to be closed? At 
the level of a village community, a country, or the entire planet?” (Sachs 
quoted in Keough 2008, 66). More’s text does not answer this question but 
it poses it in productive ways, unsettling “obvious” oppositions between 
the ecological interests of local communities and large entities (be they 
class interests or national ones) and the colonial agendas that underlie the 
international framework, a framework that presupposes the imagining of 
Utopia. The ways in which the interpretative possibilities of the passage on 
which I have focused ramify out into the two ostensibly separate discourses 
of colonial and ecological ethics signals the deep way in which these two 
fields are in fact intrinsically and sometimes ethically connected. Similar 
justifications, both issuing from a perception of the scarcity of available 
resource in the face of potentially illimitable human “need,” can underlie 
arguments about sustainability just as easily as they can those lodged in 
defense of a less honorable, colonialist agenda. Perhaps, however, the root 
of the problem lies in that formulation (eminently utopian, as we have seen) 
of the relation between supply and demand. As Jan Selby points out in 
Water, Power, and Politics in the Middle East, in holding that water crises tend 
to be guided by an assumption that they are “a product of overpopulation 
relative to available resources” (2003, 22), ecological perspectives on such 
crises adopt an essentially Malthusian perspective on the relations between 
populations and resources. From this perspective, “natural resources
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[are held to] impose . . .  limits on human societies and economies” and 
“nature and society are ontologically distinct and separate” (32). But this 
is a misunderstanding, Selby claims: “like everything else in our biosphere 
.. . ‘natural’ resources are in truth completely saturated with the marks of 
human labor” (35). Such a claim is a partial explanation as to why Monbiot 
is right to invoke the argument he makes and the Utopians wrong: 
Monbiot’s case, unlike that of the Utopians, is rescued from the Malthusian 
presumptions which at first appear to underlie it (the presumption that 
natural resource is de facto limited in nature) by the solution he advocates: 
use existing resources to more efficient effect. Sachs’ question, however, 
remains open. Must the ethics of place always be delimited by notions of 
the inviolability and sovereignty of the national state?

Perhaps Utopia itself might be read as a very early manifestation of 
the “fitful eruptions” that Adrian Ivakhic describes when he argues that 
“recognition of our complicity with and responsibility for the ecological 
crisis . . . and of the colonial . . . incursions with which this crisis is 
historically bound” becomes a kind of repressed other that erupts “fitfully 
at [times] when collective responsibility for eco-social collapse beckons 
at our consciousness” (2008, 107). Perhaps it is this that underlies the 
parallels the text draws in its own political unconscious, wherein the 
reasoned antimonies between aristocracies and petty producers, between 
notions of waste and notions of sufficiency, between England and Utopia 
collapse into each other via the unresolved question of who (and perhaps 
what) the subsistence farmer really is. Ivakhic posits this against the 
Jamesonian claim that historicity is that repressed other; but in fact there 
may be a latent sense in this example of historicity and complicity going 
hand in hand, since in driving from the lands their immediate neighbors, 
are not the Utopians somehow expelling the vestiges of their own pasts? 
W ho else would inhabit the “next land” to them but the progeny of their 
own ancestors, from whom Utopus severed them when he caused that 
uplandish ground between them to be dug up?

My second question is one that has been posed by Rob Nixon. “W hat 
would it mean,” he asks in an article examining the uneasy relationship 
between environmentalism and postcolonial theory, if we were to bring 
the two “into a full, productive, dialogue” (2005, 233) with each other? 
The schisms between them that Nixon elaborates include dichotomies 
between bio-regionalism and cosmopolitanism, between trancendentalism 
and transnationalism, between the ethics of place and the experience of 
displacement, dichotomies that invoke always over-arching conceptions 
of the center and the periphery. Utopia might help us here too. As we 
have seen above—and as others, notably Marin (1994) on the conceptual
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level and Elizabeth McKutcheon (1971) on the linguistic level, observed 
years ago—notions of center and periphery in particular are always being 
deconstructed in Utopia. In studiously undermining the stability of those 
concepts, perhaps Utopia itself gestures towards the desirability of the 
“transnational ethics of place” that Nixon articulates (2005, 43), offering 
us a utopian and very early gesture towards an international imaginary that 
might transcend Buell’s (2005) notion of a national one. Such imaginaries, 
perhaps, might help us square the circle between a colonialism which 
justifies the appropriation of another’s land because it is the space that 
people do not use productively enough with the ecological claim that those 
who perceive land as their property do not earn thereby the rights to its 
sole use. It is not so radical to suggest that utopias might play a particular 
role in allowing us access to those productive imaginaries: discussing E. P. 
Thompson’s use of another utopian thinker, William Morris, John Parham 
reiterates Thompson’s belief that “historical transformation resides not 
so much in people’s conformity to ideology or {the] dictates of law and 
social convention but in their imaginations, ‘moralism,’ and desires,” the 
latter being educable qualities (an eminently Utopian formulation) whose 
cultivation is achievable though the literary (Parham 2008, 31). And if 
Wendy Wheeler and Hugh Dunkerly (2008) are right to remark that 
“ecocritics have increasingly tended to the view that language . . .  is about 
the attempt to bring forth a world (world-making or world-modeling)” (9), 
utopian thinking may prove central to these concerns. For Utopia, if it 
doesn’t do that, would be nothing; it would be no place at all.

NOTES

An earlier version of the first part of this essay appears in Utopian Moments 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2012), edited by J. C. Davis and Miguel Aviles. The 
present essay develops further the postcolonial interpretation sketched there 
and juxtaposes it w ith ecocritical concerns.

1 As its title suggests, this drama wears its Biblical imagery relatively lightly, but 
it does wear it.

2 In  transliterated “Utopian”: “Utopos ha Boccas peu la chama polta chamaan. /  
Bargol he maglomi baccan soma gymnosophaon./Agrama gymnosophon labarem bacha 
bodamilomin. /Volvala barchin heman la lavolvala drammepagloni” (More 1999,127); 
the Utopian alphabet is also reproduced in the paratexts.

3 The complexity of the terms “nature” and “natural” is notorious; briefly, 
when such terms are invoked in Utopia they tend to imply a natural/unnatural 
distinction such as that underlying sense 2 of “N atural” in the Oxford English 
Dictionary, 2nd ed.: “consistent with nature, normal, expected” (“in early use 
freq. with implication of moral principle,” the entry adds).
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41 realize that there is a distinction between the concept of the petty producer, 
who exchanges parts of the products of his labor, and the subsistence farmer, 
who in the popular imagination, does not. But that latter claim is a rather 
purist understanding of subsistence farming, in which some limited exchange 
of surplus is very likely to take place.
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