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A map of the world that does not include Utopia is
not worth even glancing at, for it leaves out the one 

country at which Humanity is always landing. And when 
Humanity lands there, it looks out, and seeing a better country, 

sets sail. Progress is the realisation of Utopias.
	 -	Oscar	Wilde,	“The	Soul	of	Man	Under	Socialism”	(1891)

An acre in Middlesex is better than a principality in Utopia.
	 -Thomas	Babington	Macaulay,	“Lord	Bacon”	(1837)
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Welcome	to	The Utopia Chronology: A Journal of Utopianism.	This	introductory	sample	issue	for	Fall	2013	
is	also	an	invitation.	The	invitation	is	extended	to	students,	teachers	and	others	who	may	wish	to	contribute	to	a	
conversation	about	utopian	issues.

We	will	consider	research-based	articles	and	opinion	pieces,	shorter	notes	and	reviews,	poetry,	graphics.	jokes	
and	cartoons.	

Contribution	topics	include:	utopia,	dystopia	and	anti-utopia	in	literature,	film	and	other	media;	utopianism	in	
political	thought,	design	and	city	planning;	intentional	communities	and	utopianism	in	popular	culture;	and	
other	topics	you	may	propose.	 	 	 	 		
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Editorial Note: A Chronology of Utopian Dress

Ancient	utopianism	includes	myths	of	pre-historical	paradises,	such	as	the	Golden	Age	in	Hesiod’s	Works and 
Days	and	the	Garden	of	Eden	in	the	Book	of	Genesis	(c.	700-900	BCE).	These	original	people	were	innocent	
and	the	climate	was	perfect,	so	that	clothing	was	optional.	(Modern	Naturism	seeks	to	recreate	that	primal	state	
of	living	comfortably	in	nature	with	no	pants	on.)	In	the	space	below	you	may	imagine	a	couple	of	inhabitants	
of	the	golden	age	or	paradise.	Use	these	stylized	fig-leaves	if	you	are	more	comfortable	looking	at	naked	people	
who	have	clothes	on:
	

	 	

After	the	decline	from	the	Age	of	Gold	or	the	
expulsion	from	Eden,	human	beings	were	forced	to	
earn	their	carbs	by	the	sweat	of	their	brows.	This	
could	be	fattening	as	well	as	difficult.	The	medieval	
“Land	of	Cockagne”	(c.1400)	is	notorious	for	its	
rivers	of	beer	and	houses	made	of	cakes.

	 	 	

Thomas	More’s	Utopia	of	1516	includes	some	snarky	
comments	by	Utopian	children	about	the	ambassadors	
from	Anemolia.	The	ambassadors	appear	in	golden	
finery	to	impress	the	natives	but	they	are	laughed	at	
instead.
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In	Gulliver’s Travels	(1726),	Jonathan	Swift	satirizes	
what	he	calls	utopian	“projectors.”	He	also	satirizes	
human	nature	when	he	describes	how	the	beastly	
Yahoos	defecate	on	Gulliver’s	head.

Modern	utopian	dress	includes	dystopian	
uniforms	which	reflect	uniformity	of	thought,	
as	in	Brave New World	(1932)	or	The 
Handmaid’s Tale	(1985).	

On	the	positive	side,	modern	utopian	dress	also	
includes	clothing	which	covers	the	body	and	provides	
warmth	or	cooling,	but	may	also	extend	human	
abilities	in	various	ways--for	example,	being	able	to	
write	notes	or	play	video	games	on	one’s	shirt.

   Editorial Note: A Chronology of Utopian Dress
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The Library as a Utopian Institution: 
Libraries in Bacon’s New Atlantis, Bellamy’s 
Looking Backward, and the Potential of Future 
Libraries in Utopian Communities

Kathryn McCudden

Utopias	are	a	kind	of	dream,	a	vision	of	a	better	
world.		They	can	be	both	personal	and	global	visions,	
individual	dreams	and	communal	goals,	and	can	
be	explored	through	literature,	art,	or	the	design	of	
buildings,	clothing,	communities,	new	technologies,	
or	even	social	and	political	organizations.			As	long	
as	something	is	designed	or	created	with	the	intention	
to	improve	upon	the	present,	to	progress,	we	can	
trace	its	relationship	to	utopian	ideas.		Thus,	a	library	
should	be	considered	as	a	concrete	expression	of	
utopian	thought.		Libraries	can	be	defined	in	many	
ways,	especially	since	there	are	many	different	
types	of	libraries.		However	if	we	define	a	library	
in	general	as	a	collection	of	records	or	recorded	
knowledge	for	individual,	institutional,	or	public	use	
and	benefit,	with	emphasis	on	benefit,	then	libraries	
are	utopian	institutions,	helping	to	improve	both	
the	individuals	and	communities	they	belong	to.		In	
acknowledgement	of	this,	libraries	have	often	been	
written	of	in	utopian	literature,	notably	in	Francis	
Bacon’s	New Atlantis	and	Edward	Bellamy’s	Looking 
Backward,	where	the	libraries	serve	the	community	
in	different	but	useful	ways.		By	examining	Bacon’s	
and	Bellamy’s	placement	of	libraries	in	their	utopias,	
and	by	imagining	what	a	utopian	library	in	today’s	
world	might	look	like,	we	can	explore	how	a	library	
contributes	to	the	betterment	of	society	and	acts	as	
a	bridge	between	the	community	and	the	individual,	
and	in	doing	so	examine	the	utopian	ideals	that	are	an	
inherent	part	of	libraries.

A	library	is	the	central	institution	in	Francis	Bacon’s	
utopia,	depicted	in	his	short	novel,	New Atlantis.		
Written	in	the	seventeenth	century,	New Atlantis	is	the	
story	of	a	utopian	society	with	a	house	of	knowledge	

and	science	at	its	heart	and	helm	whose	highest	
goal	and	purpose	is	“the	enlarging	of	the	bounds	of	
the	human	empire”	(Bacon	288).		While	the	word	
“empire”	is	often	associated	with	military	might	or	
economic	power,	Bacon’s	utopians	are	interested	in	
neither;	the	secluded	island	country	named	Bensalem	
aims	not	to	expand	its	own	empire,	but	the	empire	of	
all	people,	the	empire	of	human	knowledge.		Within	
the	country,	the	order	of	Salomon’s	House	exists	to	
collect	and	further	human	knowledge	much	as	our	
own	libraries	and	centres	of	education	function	today,	
and	the	structure,	purpose,	and	value	of	Salomon’s	
House	to	the	community	can	be	compared	to	that	of	a	
library.

Although	Bensalem	is	isolated	from	the	rest	of	the	
world,	and	unknown	outside	its	own	borders,	it	
maintains	ties	to	its	foreign	neighbours.		In	collecting	
the	knowledge	of	the	world,	Salomon’s	House	sends	
its	scholars	secretly	into	the	world	to	collect	new	
ideas,	designs,	inventions,	and	discoveries,	and	bring	
them	back	to	Bensalem.		As	one	of	the	utopians	
explains	to	the	narrator,	a	traveller	who	has	landed	
by	chance	on	the	island,	“thus	you	see	we	maintain	a	
trade,	not	for	gold,	silver,	or	jewels,	not	for	silks,	nor	
for	spices,	nor	any	other	commodity	of	matter;	but	
only	for	God’s	first	creature,	which	was	light:	to	have	
light...	of	the	growth	of	all	parts	of	the	world”	(Bacon	
272	–	273).	

In	expanding	their	collection	of	knowledge	the	
utopians	do	not	only	collect	information	from	
other	countries,	they	constantly	perform	their	own	
experiments	and	devise	their	own	inventions:	
Salomon’s	House	is	a	library,	but	it	is	also	a	
laboratory,	one	which	studies	every	art	and	science	
Bacon	could	think	of	and	list	(Bacon	288	–	300).		
From	astronomy,	chemistry,	physics,	mathematics,	the	
arts	of	baking	and	brewing,	meteorology,	botany,	and	
zoology,	to	even	alchemy,	the	list	that	Bacon	presents	
is	fantastic,	and	is	as	complete	as	someone	writing	in	
the	seventeenth	century	could	make	it	(Bacon	288	–	
299).			With	its	collection	of	knowledge,	Salomon’s	



          Fall 2013       The Utopia Chronology             7

House	advises	the	citizens	and	Government	of	
Bensalem,	and	in	return	the	scholars	are	treated	with	
the	greatest	respect	by	Bensalem’s	citizens	(Bacon	
301	–	302).		The	placement	of	so	much	value	and	
prestige	upon	a	society	of	scholars	indicates	a	society	
that	has	benefitted	from	the	fruits	of	this	scholarship,	
and	indeed,	the	characters	in	New Atlantis	often	talk	
of	how	life	is	better	in	Bensalem	then	it	is	elsewhere,	
how	it	is	kinder,	cleaner,	healthier,	and	happier	(Bacon	
274).		

Bacon’s	utopians	have	improved	their	society	by	
using	the	knowledge	collected	by	Salomon’s	House.		
However,	there	are	things	about	Salomon’s	House	
which	by	today’s	standards	might	not	seem	very	
utopian.		For	example,	Salomon’s	House	is	an	insular	
and	exclusive	society	of	scholars,	and	while	its	work	
might	benefit	the	community,	it	is	a	secretive	society,	
and	not	all	members	of	Bensalem	have	access	to	it.		
The	result	is	that	a	high	prestige	is	attached	to	being	
a	member	of	Salomon’s	House,	which	somewhat	
separates	its	members	from	the	rest	of	society.		This	
results	in	a	kind	of	class	system,	albeit	one	based	
on	scholarly	merit,	not	on	birth	or	wealth.		Not	all	
members	of	Bensalem	have	access	to	the	society	
of	Salomon’s	House;	nor	do	they	have	access	to	
its	collection	of	knowledge,	since	the	members	of	
Salomon’s	House	do	not	publish	all	their	findings.		
Each	member	must	“take	all	an	oath	of	secrecy	for	the	
concealing	of	those	[inventions	and	findings]	which	
[the	members]	think	fit	to	keep	secret”	(Bacon	300).		
There	is	no	public	access	to	this	library;	it	is	only	
open	to	particular	members	of	the	community.		By	
contrast,	modern	day	public	libraries	seem	to	be	an	
improvement,	since	by	being	more	egalitarian	they	can	
be	considered	closer	to	being	utopian.

From	a	twenty-first	century	perspective,	the	exclusive	
nature	of	Salomon’s	House	does	not	seem	very	
utopian,	but	it	can	be	accounted	for	by	looking	at	how	
libraries	existed	in	Bacon’s	time.		In	the	seventeenth	
century,	British	libraries	were	largely	either	privately	

owned	or	owned	by	institutions	such	as	churches,	
schools,	or	colleges.		While	some	libraries	were	open	
to	the	public,	the	majority	were	only	open	to	members	
of	those	institutions,	or	to	scholars	who	sought	
the	privilege	out,	and	very	occasionally	to	a	wider	
readership	(Johnson,	222	–	223).		Bacon	wrote	of	a	
library	that	is	only	open	to	a	certain	group	of	people	
likely	because	these	were	the	only	types	of	libraries	he	
was	familiar	with.
		
The	public	library	as	we	know	it	today	did	not	begin	
to	develop	until	the	nineteenth	century,	and	then	only	
gradually.		Although	libraries	before	this	time	were	
sometimes	publicly	owned,	they	were	not	used	by	
the	public	or	made	widely	available	in	the	way	public	
libraries	are	today	(Johnson	218).		The	progress	to	
the	modern	public	library	was	gradual,	and	involved	
many	intermediate	steps	along	the	way.		Elmer	D.	
Johnson,	in	his	History of Libraries in the Western 
World,	writes	that	“what	we	mean	today	by	the	public	
library	is	the	general	library	that	is	not	only	publicly	
owned	but	which	is	also	in	general	use	by	any	citizen	
who	desires	to	use	it.		More	particularly,	we	mean	by	
the	public	library	the	municipal	or	regional	circulating	
library”	(218).			It	is	important	to	note	in	his	definition	
that	the	public	library	we	typically	think	of	is	one	that	
services	a	community;	while	national	libraries	play	
important	roles,	when	we	speak	of	public	libraries	we	
usually	refer	to	libraries	servicing	relatively	smaller	
communities	of	people.		Additionally,	the	emphasis	on	
circulation	is	important.		The	fact	that	any	member	of	
the	community	can	enter	the	library	and	have	access	
to	the	shelves	is	an	important	development,	but	just	
as	important	is	the	ability	to	take	a	book	from	the	
public	space	and	transfer	it	to	a	private	space,	at	least	
temporarily.		Thus	libraries	serve	to	form	a	bridge	
between	the	public	and	private	spheres:	this	is	an	
important	role	in	any	community,	and	one	we	will	
examine	later.
		

   The Library as a Utopian Institution...        Kathryn McCudden



     8          The Utopia Chronology          Fall 2013

That	most	people	would	no	longer	think	of	the	
exclusivity	of	Salomon’s	House	as	utopian	likely	
indicates	a	change	in	our	societal	values:	today	we	
value	equality	more	highly	than	they	did	in	Bacon’s	
time.		That	Bacon	does	not	think	twice	about	including	
an	exclusive	and	privileged	group	within	his	utopia,	
and	that	today	we	would	reject	this	as	part	of	a	utopia,	
shows	just	how	much	social	values	influence	our	ideas	
of	utopia.		Utopias	are	versions	of	our	world,	only	
better.		Bacon	writes	of	a	utopian	version	of	the	world	
he	knew,	and	his	utopia	reflects	the	values	of	the	world	
he	lived	in.		Salomon’s	House	is	thus	a	utopian	version	
of	the	libraries	and	social	structure	he	was	familiar	
with.		Edward	Bellamy,	writing	at	the	end	of	the	
nineteenth	century,	does	the	same	thing.		The	world	
evolved	during	the	time	between	the	two	writers,	and	
libraries	evolved	with	it.	Bellamy	was	familiar	with	a	
different	kind	of	library	than	Bacon,	one	significantly	
closer	to	the	modern	public	libraries	we	are	familiar	
with	today.		He	also	belonged	to	a	different	society,	
with	different	cultural	values.		A	significant	shift	in	
these	values,	as	well	as	in	how	libraries	function,	who	
they	serve,	and	how	they	are	arranged,	is	reflected	
in	his	version	of	the	utopian	library,	presented	in	his	
novel,	Looking Backward: 2000 – 1887.			

While	Bacon’s	narrator	reaches	his	utopia	by	ship,	
Bellamy’s	narrator	reaches	it	through	a	century	of	
sleep.		Going	to	bed	one	night	in	the	nineteenth	
century,	he	wakes	to	find	himself	in	the	year	two	
thousand,	having	slept	in	a	trance	for	one	hundred	
and	thirteen	years.		Although	he	is	still	physically	in	
Boston,	it	is	no	longer	the	Boston	he	knows;	it	has	
been	transformed	into	a	utopia.		Bellamy’s	utopia	
is	different	from	Bacon’s	in	many	ways,	but	for	us	
the	relevant	fact	is	that	while	the	public	library	is	an	
important	part	of	Bellamy’s	utopia,	it	is	not	such	a	
central	institution	as	it	is	in	Bacon’s	story.		The	library	
in	the	new	Boston	is	part	of	a	public	building	called	
the	“Elephant”,	a	building	central	to	the	lives	of	the	
utopia’s	citizens,	and	present	in	each	neighbourhood	
of	Boston.		After	dining	there	with	his	hosts,	the	
narrator,	Julian	West,	exclaims	that	“it	seemed	it	was	

not	merely	a	dining-hall,	but	likewise	a	great	pleasure-
house	and	social	rendezvous	of	the	quarter,	and	no	
appliance	of	entertainment	or	recreation	seemed	
lacking”	(Bellamy	137).		

West’s	first	tour	of	the	Elephant	ends	in	the	library.		
There	he	and	his	guides	find	“luxurious	leather	
chairs...	in	one	of	the	booklined	alcoves”	and	the	
small	group	settles	down	to	have	a	quiet	discussion	
in	this	intimate	and	private	space	existing	within	a	
public	library,	itself	existing	in	the	most	public	of	
buildings	(Bellamy	138).		In	writing	about	libraries	
in	various	literary	utopias,	Kevin	J.	Hayes	makes	
much	of	the	distinction	and	relationship	between	the	
private	and	public	spheres.		It	is	a	theme	that	has	often	
been	written	of	in	relation	to	utopian	libraries,	and	
utopias	in	general.		When	it	is,	the	focus	is	typically	
on	an	attempt	to	improve	the	relationship	between	the	
private	and	public	lives	of	citizens	of	utopia,	and	is	
often	a	response	to	how	libraries	existed	at	the	time	of	
writing.		Hayes	writes	that	“though	the	typical	reading	
room	[of	the	nineteenth	century]	was	a	public	space,	
its	obligatory	silence	precluded	it	from	being	a	place	
where	people	could	interact	and	exchange	ideas.	In	
practical	terms,	it	was	a	matrix	of	small	private	spaces	
equal	to	the	number	of	chairs	it	contained”	(337).		
Thus,	Bellamy’s	idea	of	small	alcoves	appropriate	for	
quiet	discussion	within	the	library,	to	allow	privacy	to	
small	groups	or	individuals	while	still	keeping	them	in	
a	public	space,	can	be	seen	as	an	attempt	to	bridge	the	
gap	between	private	and	public.

While	the	Elephant’s	library	bridges	private	and	
public,	the	Elephant	itself	is	also	an	institution	which	
brings	the	community	together,	which	links	the	
public	and	private	spheres,	and	the	individual	with	
the	community.		When	West	eats	there	with	his	hosts,	
he	comments	on	how	intimate	the	dining	room	they	
use	is,	and	is	answered:	“This	is,	in	fact,	a	part	of	our	
house,	slightly	detached	from	the	rest...	Every	family	
in	the	ward	has	a	room	set	apart	in	this	great	building	
for	its	permanent	and	exclusive	use	for	a	small	rental	
[fee]”	(Bellamy	134).		The	Elephant	functions	as	a	

   The Library as a Utopian Institution...        Kathryn McCudden
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public	space	that	allows	people	to	socialize	and	bond	
as	a	community,	while	also	providing	private	or	semi-
private	spaces	for	comfort	and	rest.		The	dining	rooms,	
like	the	library	alcoves,	are	spaces	that	exist	between	
the	public	and	private	realms,	participating	in	both	
and	allowing	their	occupants	to	participate	in	both.		
Modern	public	libraries	also	have	spaces	like	this	
in	the	tables	and	reading	areas	that	can	generally	be	
found	in	most	libraries.		Libraries	also	help	their	users	
to	participate	in	both	the	private	and	public	realms	by	
entering	the	public	space,	taking	a	publicly	owned	but	
privately	used	material	from	it	to	their	own	private	
homes,	and	then	returning	the	book	and	themselves	
to	the	public	space	when	the	book	is	due,	thus	
completing	the	interaction	between	private	and	public.		
Although	only	a	part	of	the	Elephant	is	reserved	as	an	
actual	library	space,	the	entire	building	functions	as	
a	place	where	members	of	the	community	can	meet	
and	participate	in	social	life:	a	function	of	modern	
day	public	libraries	and	an	important	aspect	of	what	a	
modern	day	utopian	library	should	be	like.

Bellamy	was	clearly	concerned	with	building	
community	ties	in	a	society,	and	in	bringing	the	
private	and	public	realms	closer	together.		At	one	
point,	Dr.	Leete,	one	of	the	utopians,	makes	a	speech	
concerning	the	importance	of	social	communion:	

Who	is	capable	of	self-support?...	There	is	no	
such	thing	in	a	civilized	society	as	self	support...	
from	the	moment	that	men	begin	to	live	together,	
and	constitute	even	the	rudest	sort	of	society,	
self-support	becomes	impossible.		As	men	grow	
more	civilized...	a	complex	mutual	dependence	
becomes	the	universal	rule.		Every	man,	however	
solitary	may	seem	his	occupation,	is	a	member	
of	a	vast	industrial	partnership,	as	large	as	the	
nation,	as	large	as	humanity.	(Bellamy	121)

Bellamy’s	concern	with	bringing	the	public	and	
private	spheres	closer	together	was	likely	motivated	
by	his	view	that	such	a	connection	was	necessary	to	
humankind’s	further	development	and	progress.		If	

progress	requires	closer	ties	between	people,	closer	
partnerships	made	by	larger	groups	of	people,	than	
perhaps	encouraging	such	partnerships	and	sense	of	
community	will	produce	progress.

In	spite	of	their	differences,	Bacon’s	and	Bellamy’s	
utopian	libraries	share	a	common	element	in	that	
each	functions	for	the	benefit	of	society.		The	lives	
of	Bellamy’s	utopians	are	clearly	enriched	by	such	
institutions	as	the	Elephant	and	its	library,	and	
although	Salomon’s	House	engages	in	a	kind	of	
censorship,	and	elitism,	its	scholars	always	work	
towards	the	betterment	of	their	society	as	a	whole,	and	
its	citizens	are	happier	for	it.		This	is	ultimately	the	
goal	of	any	utopian	institution.		

Lyman	Tower	Sargent	writes	that	“all	utopias	ask	
questions.		They	ask	whether	or	not	the	way	we	live	
could	be	improved	and	answer	that	it	could”	(5).		New 
Atlantis	is	a	seventeenth	century	utopia,	and	thus	a	
comment	on	how	to	improve	seventeenth	century	
society.		Similarly,	Looking Backward	is	a	nineteenth	
century	utopia,	and	a	comment	on	how	to	improve	
nineteenth	century	society.		Although	aspects	of	these	
commentaries	are	still	applicable	to	the	twenty-first	
century,	someone	writing	about	a	utopian	community	
today	will	have	different	values,	and	focus	on	different	
things.		In	the	tradition	of	fictional	utopias,	let	us	
imagine	a	modern	version	of	the	utopian	library,	
which	would	function	as	a	single	part	of	either	a	larger	
utopian	community,	or	as	a	utopian	institution	in	any	
community,	designed	to	improve	community	spirit	
and	the	connection	between	the	individual	and	society,	
and	between	the	private	and	public	spheres.		With	this	
in	mind,	let	us	examine	how	a	modern	utopian	library	
might	look	and	function.

In	imagining	a	design	for	a	utopian	library,	we	must	
think	about	how	people	learn,	and	about	making	
a	place	where	people	are	comfortable	to	pursue	
their	own	interests	at	their	own	pace,	while	having	
enough	support	and	guidance	to	do	so	effectively.		A	
utopian	library	should	find	a	balance	between	too	
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much	structure	and	not	enough,	a	balance	where	the	
educational	institution	is	present	but	not	dominant	
over	the	curriculum.		If	learning	is	going	to	be	utopian,	
it	has	to	be	largely	self-directed,	and	motivated	by	the	
joy	of	learning	something	you	really	want	to	learn,	not	
something	forced	upon	you	by	a	required	curriculum.		
However,	institutions	and	the	structured	learning	they	
offer	are	still	helpful,	since	they	can	serve	as	a	guide	
to	people	who	are	unsure	what	to	study	or	where	to	
find	the	right	material	for	what	they	are	interested	in.		
When	you	imagine	the	thousands	of	books	written	
on	any	given	subject	it	can	be	extremely	intimidating	
for	individuals	to	start	for	fear	of	being	lost.		In	such	
cases,	institutions,	their	curriculums	and	staff,	can	
help	introduce	various	subjects	and	sources,	until	
individuals	feel	capable	of	self-directed	study.		

The	structure	of	the	utopian	library	is	provided	by	the	
librarians:	the	shelving	system,	and	community	classes	
organized	through	the	library.		Art,	music,	or	academic	
classes	could	be	offered,	and	would	be	taught	by	
volunteers	in	the	community.		This	would	involve	a	

very	grassroots	organization:	a	
bulletin	board	near	the	entrance	
of	the	library	would	have	sign-
up	sheets,	kind	of	a	“wanted/
selling”	classifieds,	but	based	
on	a	free	trade	of	knowledge	
rather	than	an	exchange	of	
money.		People	looking	to	learn	
something	would	write	what	
they	are	interested	in	learning	
on	one	sheet,	and	if	another	
member	of	the	community	
feels	capable	of	teaching	that	
subject,	he	or	she	can	volunteer	
and	a	new	sheet	will	be	hung	
for	people	to	sign	up	for	the	
class.1		If	no	teachers	live	in	
the	community,	the	library	staff	
might	need	to	recruit	a	teacher	
from	outside	the	community.

Unlike	Bacon’s	library,	this	utopian	library	would	be	
open	to	the	public	and	free.		Though	it	would	keep	
late-charges	in	place	to	ensure	the	timely	return	of	
books,	its	financial	support	would	largely	come	from	
government	funding.		A	small	fee	may	also	be	charged	
for	attending	the	classes	offered	by	the	library.		The	
funding	would	go	to	support	upkeep,	acquisitions,	and	
staff.		Librarians	are	essential	to	the	utopian	library	
as	I	have	imagined	it,	and	would	provide	structure	to	
the	environment	by	enforcing	the	rules	of	borrowing	
and	returning	books,	as	well	as	by	helping	anyone	
who	needs	advice	or	guidance.		The	staff	would	also	
book	the	rooms	for	the	community	classes	and	help	to	
organize	them,	and	would	provide	the	same	services	
that	librarians	do	in	modern	libraries.		Beyond	this	
the	librarians	would	be	instrumental	in	encouraging	
and	enabling	the	growth	of	the	community	spirit	that	
is	the	key	to	the	utopian	library.		They	provide	the	
human	element	that	makes	the	library	work.	That	

   The Library as a Utopian Institution...        Kathryn McCudden

	1	In	the	2006	movie	Accepted,	the	new	“university”	uses	a	
similar	system	for	signing	up	for	classes.
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biography,	and	travel;	the	second,	science,	philosophy,	
and	religion;	and	the	third,	poetry,	drama,	fiction,	
and	art”	(Johnson	352).		The	books	would	still	be	
catalogued	and	you	could	find	any	one	book	easily	
in	an	online	directory,	but	a	new	organization	system	
would	hopefully	make	it	easier	to	browse	the	shelves.	
Searching	a	subject	in	the	online	catalogue	would	
bring	up	cross	references	from	all	areas	of	the	library.		
It	is	important	to	note	that	this	system	is	not	designed	
as	a	replacement	for	the	Dewey	Decimal	System	or	to	
be	used	in	formal	academic	libraries,	but	rather	as	a	
supplement	to	exist	alongside	them.		

In	addition	to	the	structure	of	the	cataloguing	
system,	the	structure	of	the	building	is	important.		
Architecture	can	affect	not	only	how	the	building	
functions	but	also	how	people	feel	when	they	enter	
it.		This	utopian	library	is	designed	to	feel	very	open	
when	you	walk	in	to	it;	it	incorporates	the	structure	
of	a	globe	because	I	wanted	there	to	be	the	sense	of	
the	world	contained	within	this	building,	to	indicate	
that	it	is	a	collection	of	the	knowledge	and	art	of	the	
world.		Also,	I	feel	that	domes	can	be	simultaneously	
intimate	and	awe-inspiring,	and	while	an	important	
theme	to	this	library	must	be	accessibility,	it	should	

makes	it	a	place	that	is	inviting	and	interactive,	and	
about	community	and	a	shared	joy	in	learning.		They	
are	the	ones	who	can	listen	to	what	each	community	
wants	out	of	the	library	and	make	the	appropriate	
adjustments	within	the	library,	to	adapt	it	to	its	
surroundings,	and	allow	it	to	grow	with	the	city	or	
community.

The	librarians	and	the	classes	would	provide	some	
of	the	structure	of	the	library,	but	further	structure	
would	also	be	provided	by	the	physical	organization	
of	the	books	and	shelves.		The	library	contains	a	
different	filing	system	for	books	than	what	is	currently	
conventional.		In	this	library	I	want	to	get	away	
from	the	Dewey	Decimal	System	to	make	the	space	
feel	a	little	less	formally	scholastic.		Although	it	is	
an	efficient	system,	I	think	it	can	be	intimidating	to	
people	who	are	using	it	for	the	first	time.		Additionally,	
the	introduction	of	a	new	cataloguing	system	would	
lend	a	freshness	and	uniqueness	to	the	library.		While	
the	Dewey	Decimal	System	is	the	cataloguing	
system	of	choice	in	libraries	around	the	world,	any	
cataloguing	system	is	arbitrary,	and	can	be	changed	at	
any	time	to	suit	the	purpose	of	the	library	(Manguel	
197	–	198).		The	benefit	of	this	is	that	the	community	
itself	could	decide	how	to	
organize	the	books,	thus	making	
the	library	more	personalized	
to	its	citizens.		However	as	a	
general	guide,	the	community	
could	organize	it	by	subject,	or	
alphabetically	by	author	or	title,	
or	any	number	of	ways.		One	
interesting	way,	fallen	out	of	
general	use,	was	invented	and	
recommended	by	nineteenth	
century	American	librarian,	
Thaddeus	Mason	Haris,	who	
“divided	all	books	into	three	
classes;	memory,	reason	and	
imagination.		The	first	class	
included	all	phases	of	history,	
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also	give	people	entering	it	for	the	first	time	a	feeling	
of	possibility	and	excitement.		It	should	instil	a	kind	
of	respect	for	this	world	of	literature	and	knowledge,	
while	not	intimidating	someone	who	is	entering	it	
for	the	first	time.		When	you	walk	in	you	enter	onto	
a	raised	platform,	below	which	is	a	public	reading	
area.		Radiating	from	this	circular	reading	area	are	the	
bookshelves,	so	that	from	the	entrance	you	can	see	far	
into	the	corners	of	the	library,	making	the	shelves	feel	
accessible	and	user-friendly.		The	second	and	third	
floors	would	be	designed	to	have	balconies,	so	that	
they	could	also	be	seen	from	the	entrance,	to	leave	
no	hidden	offices	and	hierarchies	within	the	library:	
everything	is	immediately	out	in	the	open.

The	third	floor	of	the	library	is	composed	
of	separate	soundproof	rooms	to	be	signed	
out	for	personal	studying,	or	community	
organized	classes.		Additionally,	an	indoor/
outdoor	roof	garden	would	provide	green	
space	all	year	round.		This	garden	would	
add	extra	reading	space,	as	well	as	a	quiet	
place	to	enjoy	nature	and	the	views	of	the	
neighbourhood	surrounding	the	library.		
Extra	community	classes	could	also	be	
offered	on	gardening	or	botany	by	using	
these	roof	gardens.		

Readers	would	be	welcome	to	sit	in	the	
main	area	near	the	entrance	of	the	library,	
or	at	the	tables	looking	down	on	this	

area	from	the	second	floor.		They	could	also	book	a	
personal	study	room,	so	long	as	it	is	not	in	use	for	a	
community	class.		Additional	seating	could	be	found	
in	little	corners	here	and	there	with	tables	and	couches	
so	that	readers	who	wished	for	more	privacy	while	
studying,	but	not	the	seclusion	of	a	private	room,	
would	have	their	own	happy	medium.		These	corners	
or	rooms	would	function	in	the	same	way	as	Bellamy’s	
library	alcoves,	providing	a	semi-private	space	within	
the	larger	public	space,	and	allowing	for	a	freedom	of	
movement	between	the	two	spheres.
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By	benefitting	the	individual,	libraries	indirectly	
benefit	the	community,	but	they	also	benefit	the	
community	in	a	more	direct	way	by	acting	as	a	
gathering	place	for	people	to	meet	and	socialize,	or	as	
a	medium	through	which	community	events	can	be	
organized	and	neighbourhood	issues	addressed.		The	
community	classes	that	could	be	organized	through	
it	would	help	neighbours	get	to	know	each	other,	and	
allow	people	to	learn	from	each	other.		This	would	
build	relationships	in	the	community,	but	would	
also	be	a	great	thing	for	those	individuals	who	learn	
something	new	or	gain	the	experience	of	teaching	
something	they	love.		It	would	be	self-motivated	
since	you	would	sign	yourself	up	for	classes.		I	think	
that	self-motivation	is	key	to	the	kind	of	learning	
environment	the	utopian	library	should	offer.		To	
encourage	this,	there	would	be	no	degrees	or	diplomas	
attached	to	the	community	classes,	and	no	prestige	
in	taking	them;	taking	a	class	must	be	purely	for	
enjoyment	and	self-improvement	if	it	is	going	to	
satisfy	a	utopian	ideal	of	education.		In	these	ways,	
the	utopian	library	connects	the	individual	and	the	
community.

   The Library as a Utopian Institution...        Kathryn McCudden

In	a	world	where	we	have	the	modern	conveniences	of	
the	internet,	and	an	incredible	amount	of	information	
at	our	fingertips,	the	utopian	library	should	be	an	
institution	to	return	individuals	to	the	community:	to	
form	them	into	a	community	instead	of	just	a	group	
of	people	living	in	proximity	to	each	other.		Bacon	
and	Bellamy	wrote	of	their	ideal	libraries	as	fulfilling	
something	they	saw	lacking	in	their	societies.		The	
internet	is	full	of	communities,	of	discussions	and	
social	media	and	ways	of	participating	in	whichever	
social	group	you	choose	to	be	a	part	of,	and	for	this	
and	many	other	reasons	it	is	an	incredible	advance	that	
will	take	us	far	into	the	future	and	other	future	utopias.		
But	we	cannot	ignore	our	physical	communities	just	
because	we	have	the	opportunity	to	establish	virtual	
ones.		With	every	year	more	books	are	available	
online,	and	often	for	free,		on	sites	such	as	Project	
Gutenberg	(itself	a	utopian	enterprise,	designed	to	
provide	free	reading	material	from	the	public	domain	
to	as	many	readers	as	possible,	for	their	enjoyment,	
benefit,	and	knowledge).		With	such	advances,	
it	is	possible	that	fewer	people	will	need	to	visit	
libraries	to	obtain	hard	copies	of	books.		However	
this	doesn’t	mean	that	the	role	of	the	library	is	in	any	
way	diminished,	especially	since	the	library	and	its	
staff	could	help	people	access	and	sift	through	the	
information	available	online	in	a	way	that	an	internet	
search	engine	might	not	be	able	to.		
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This	will	likely	become	an	important	role	that	libraries	
play,	but	the	utopian	library	would	be	most	efficient	
and	effective	by	expanding	its	already	existing	role	as	
a	bridge	between	an	individual	and	his	or	her	society,	
and	by	becoming	a	tool	of	social	communion.

This	particular	design	for	a	public	library	is	meant	
to	balance	the	structure	of	an	educational	institution	
with	the	freedom	of	self-directed	study.		Any	structure	
the	library	would	have	would	mainly	be	created	
by	the	community	itself,	not	imposed	on	it	by	the	
institution	of	the	library.		This	library	would	serve	
as	a	community	centre,	an	integral	part	of	the	city	
or	town	to	which	it	belongs,	and	a	meeting	place,	
while	inspiring	people	and	exposing	them	to	new	and	
interesting	things.		Citizen	involvement	is	key	to	its	
success;	people	are	the	one	truly	important	part	of	
any	social	system,	and	the	library’s	accessibility	and	
welcoming	atmosphere,	as	well	as	the	community	
classes	available	to	all	people	as	both	students	and	
teachers,	should	encourage	the	necessary	involvement.		
One	thing	prominent	in	both	Bacon’s	New Atlantis	and	
Bellamy’s	Looking Backward,	and	common	to	many	
other	literary	utopias,	is	that	the	citizens	are	passionate	
about	their	society;	they	are	involved,	proud,	and	
excited.		Inspiring	those	kinds	of	sentiments	is	exactly	
what	this	design	for	a	utopian	library	is	intended	to	
do,	what	any	utopian	design	ultimately	intends	to	
do.		All	libraries	have	elements	of	utopian	thought	
at	their	core;	whether	by	collecting	and	expanding	
upon	humankind’s	knowledge,	or	by	improving	one	
individual’s	mind,	or	by	improving	how	a	community	
interacts	with	its	citizens,	libraries	are	a	utopian	
experiment	going	on	around	us	everyday,	and	by	
recognizing	their	importance	to	a	community	we	also	
recognize	their	power	to	effect	change.

   The Library as a Utopian Institution...        Kathryn McCudden
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City on a Hill

John Herperger

As	I	was	walking	home	one	day
My	friend	ran	up	to	me,
“I’ve	found	the	most	amazing	place,
You	have	to	come,”	said	he.

Intrigued,	I	went	after	my	friend
To	see	what	caused	his	joy,
He	led	me	to	a	darkened	cave
Skipping	like	a	small	boy.

As	we	walked	we	passed	a	sign
I	struck	a	match	to	see--
“Welcome	to	Utopia
Come	in,	have	fun,	be	free.”

My	curiosity	was	piqued
“Utopia?”	thought	I,
“Could	this	be	where	I	spend	my	days
Happy	until	I	die?”

And	then	we	strode	out	of	the	cave
Again	into	the	light,
I	stopped	and	gasped	as	my	wide	eyes
Beheld	a	wondrous	sight.

A	city	shone	upon	a	hill
And	everywhere	I	gazed,
All	the	people	smiled	as	if
They	did	it	every	day.

Yet	then	my	eye	caught	on	a	sign
Just	beside	the	cave,
“These	are	the	rules	for	living	here”
The	rock	had	been	engraved.

“Take	what	you	like	from	any	store
It	all	comes	free	of	charge,
Eat	your	fill	at	restaurants
Portions	small	or	large.”

“Do	as	you	like	for	every	day
You	spend	within	our	walls,
Relax	all	day	or	play	some	games
It	really	is	your	call.”

“For	all	these	goods	and	services
We	only	ask	one	thing,
Pledge	to	us	all	that	you	are,
Your	soul,	unto	our	King.”

“My	friend,”	I	said,	“I	will	not	stay
Though	it	looks	rather	well,
Worse	would	be	but	one	day	here
Than	all	of	time	in	Hell.”

Photos: (top) San Francisco from Marin Headlands; 
(below) San Francisco Fire, 1906 Source: Wikipedia
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The Silver Horn of Robin Hood: Utopia as 
Fellowship

Alex MacDonald

The Silver Horn of Robin 
Hood	is	a	children’s	
version	of	the	story	by	
Donald	E.	Cooke.		It	
begins	when	Robin	goes	
to	the	Nottingham	Fair	
and	wins	a	golden	arrow	
with	his	superb	archery.	
The	Sheriff	arranges	to	
trick	Robin	into	killing	
one	of	the	King’s	deer,	
forcing	him	to	become	
an	outlaw	in	Sherwood	
Forest.		One	adventure	

follows	another	in	rapid	succession.		Robin	becomes	
leader	of	the	outlaw	band	by	proving	his	skill.		He	
recruits	Little	John	and	Friar	Tuck.		There	are	many	
skirmishes	with	the	Sheriff	and	haughty	churchmen,	
and	dangerous	forays	into	Nottingham.		Eventually	
the	Sheriff	and	Prince	John	are	defeated,	King	Richard	
returns	from	the	crusades	and	makes	Robin	Earl	of	
Huntingdon,	Robin	and	Marion	are	married	and	for	
a	while	all	live	happily.		But	years	later	Richard	dies,	
Robin	must	flee	again	to	the	forest	and	in	the	end	he	
dies	by	treachery	at	the	hand	of	the	Sheriff’s	daughter.	
Such	is	the	story,	and	a	familiar	one	it	is,	but	why	
should	it	be	talked	about	in	relation	to	utopias?		Two	
examples	can	help	with	this	generic	question.

The	first	example	is	almost	as	well	known	as	Robin	
Hood	—	it	is	Sir	Thomas	More’s	Utopia.	More’s	
Utopia	presents	us	with	an	imaginary	society	which	
we	are	to	regard	as	better	than	the	existing	society	
of	16th	century	Europe,	and	the	book	names	the	
tradition	of	writing	about	better	societies	which	goes	
back	to	before	Plato.		The	other	side	of	the	tradition	
is	the	dystopia,	an	imaginary	society	which	we	are	

to	regard	as	worse	than	the	real	world.		The	critical	
element	is	the	notion	of	an	imaginary	society,	and	by	
this	definition	Robin	Hood	seems	to	fail	as	a	utopia	
because	although	fictional	we	are	clearly	to	take	this	
as	a	representation	of	medieval	life	as	it	really	could	
have	been.		However,	another	example	will	be	useful.
Alice	Munro’s	wonderful	short	story	called	“Boys	
and	Girls”	is	set	in	rural	Ontario	in	the	mid-twentieth	
century.		The	central	character	is	a	girl	who	sees	her	
father’s	work	—	he	is	a	fox	farmer	—	as	exciting,	and	
resists	being	relegated	to	the	kitchen	to	work	with	her	
mother.		The	climax	of	the	story	comes	when	the	girl	
is	told	by	her	father	to	close	the	gate	in	order	to	trap	
the	mare	who	is	going	to	be	shot	for	fox	food.		Instead	
of	obeying,	the	girl	flings	the	gate	wide	and	lets	the	
mare	escape.		But	despite	this	symbolic	gesture	of	
liberation	of	the	female	the	story	ends	with	a	grating	
patronization	—	her	father	excuses	her	for	what	she	
did	by	allowing	that	she	is	“only	a	girl.”		This	story	
portrays	its	world	in	a	realistic	way	and	is	clearly	not	a	
utopian	story.		However,	it	offers	a	strong	criticism	of	
society	and	in	another	sense	could	be	said	to	involve	
an	implied	utopia,	a	world	in	which	girls	are	treated	
equitably	with	boys.		This	point	is	obvious	enough,	
perhaps,	but	it	illustrates	that	although	the	utopian	
and	non-utopian	are	distinguished	by	whether	we	
are	to	see	the	society	as	an	alternative	world	or	a	
realistic	portrait	of	the	existing	world,	the	two	notions	
are	actually	closely	related,	like	images	in	mirrors.		
More’s	Utopia	does	both,	for	it	involves	a	portrait	of	
England	as	it	actually	is	and	a	portrait	of	the	utopia	as	
a	society	which	could	be.

Although	The Silver Horn of Robin Hood	does	not	
involve	a	fully	developed	alternative	society	it	goes	
beyond	the	“implied	utopia”	of	social	criticism	we	find	
in	“Boys	and	Girls”	and	many	other	realistic	works.		
And	this	is	because	it	actually	shows	us	an	alternative	
to	the	society	of	the	day.		Throughout	the	story	the	
portion	of	the	deep	greenwood	around	the	Trysting	
Oak	functions	as	a	utopian	space	in	relation	to	the	
“real”	world	of	Nottingham,	something	like	Book	II	of	
Utopia	functions	with	respect	to	Book	I.		
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It	is	not	only	that	this	place	is	associated	with	feasting	
and	abundance	and	is	a	utopia	in	the	Golden	Age	or	
Cockagne	sense.		But	the	outlaw	band	is	something	
of	an	intentional	or	alternative	community	in	relation	
to	the	surrounding	society.		In	the	case	of	Robin	Hood	
the	central	ethic	of	the	greenwood	is	fellowship,	while	
that	of	Nottingham	is	mastery,	and	this	is	reflected	in	
various	ways.

The	greenwood	stands	for	the	idea	of	equality	of	
persons,	as	opposed	to	the	notion	of	precedence	which	
is	part	of	the	Sheriff’s	world.		Robin’s	preference	for	
this	mode	is	indicated	early	in	the	story	when	he	gives	
the	golden	arrow	not	to	the	Sheriff’s	daughter,	because	
of	her	position,	but	to	Maid	Marion,	because	of	her	
flashing	eyes.		In	a	different	way,	John	Little,	who	is	
a	huge	man	by	accident	of	birth,	is	rechristened	by	
the	outlaws	as	Little	John,	playing	on	the	notion	of	
advantage	and	implying	the	power	of	the	community	
to	determine	relative	status.		The	rejection	of	
precedence	by	mere	position	is	nowhere	more	clearly	
indicated	than	in	the	moment	when	Sir	Richard	of	the	
Lea	returns	to	pay	his	debt:

…Sir	Richard	tried	to	persuade	Robin	to	take	
his	horse	but	Robin	would	have	none	of	it.		So	
there	was	nothing	for	the	good	knight	to	do	but	
dismount	and	walk	beside	the	outlaw,	leading	
his	palfrey	by	the	bridle.		Deeply	touched	by	this	
show	of	respect	from	a	great	knight,	Robin	knew	
not	what	he	should	say.		But	the	two	men	were	
fast	friends	in	that	instant,	and	they	strolled	along	
the	wooded	lane	with	a	warm	bond	of	mutual	
respect	between	them	that	was	more	eloquent	
than	words.	(215)

	
One	of	the	interesting	things	about	the	story	is	how,	
although	Robin	is	respectful	to	legitimate	authority,	
for	example	fiercely	loyal	to	King	Richard,	the	effect	
of	such	passages	as	this	one	is	to	deconstruct	the	
notion	of	hereditary	or	arbitrary	rank	and	put	in	its	

place	a	democratic	equality	of	persons	whose	personal	
characteristics	determine	the	respect	with	which	they	
shall	be	treated.		I	would	say	this	does	not	result	from	
the	fact	that	this	is	an	American	version	of	the	story,	
but	that	the	democratic	impulse	is	an	essential	feature	
of	the	legend	of	Robin	Hood	from	its	beginnings.

Closely	related	to	the	notion	of	equality	is	the	nature	
of	authority	and	its	source.		Within	the	story	there	is	
a	dialectic	of	power	between,	on	the	one	side,	King	
Richard	and	Robin	Hood	and,	on	the	other	side,	Prince	
John	and	the	Sheriff.		Robin	becomes	leader	of	the	
outlaw	band	by	excelling	all	others	in	their	chosen	
sport	of	archery,	and	although	he	was	challenged	even	
the	challenger	“joined	in	the	cheer	and	was	as	loud	in	
his	praise	as	the	rest	when	Will	O’	Th’	Green’s	silver	
horn	was	presented	to	Robin	as	a	token	of	leadership”	
(49).		What	this	means	is	that	Robin’s	authority	to	
govern	the	outlaws	comes	from	the	consent	of	the	
governed	themselves.	Unlike	the	Sheriff	and	Prince	
John,	whose	authority	is	based	on	force	and	the	threat	
of	force,	Robin	has	the	willing	co-operation	of	his	
men,	which	is	attested	to	by	Sir	Richard	of	the	Lea:

Robin	Hood’s	secret	is	himself.		He	is	brave,	
generous,	and,	above	all,	fair	in	his	dealings	with	
all	men.		Those	who	follow	him	do	so	of	their	
own	free	will	and	not	through	any	compulsion.		
Thus	his	orders	are	respected	and	are	carried	out	
because	his	men	trust	him……I	judge	it	matters	
little	to	Robin	Hood	whether	a	man	be	of	high	or	
low	degree,	so	long	as	he	be	honest.	(223)

	
A	characteristic	of	the	outlaw	community	which	is	
not	shared	with	the	Sheriff’s	community	is	concern	
for	whole	persons.		The	Sheriff’s	henchperson,	the	
Bishop	of	Hereford,	is	set	to	marry	young	mistress	
Ellen	to	a	sour-faced	old	knight	for	political	reasons.		
Robin	and	the	outlaws	step	in	and	see	that	she	marries	
Alan-a-Dale,	her	true	love.		The	Bishop	regards	Ellen	
not	as	a	person	but	as	a	chess	piece	to	serve	economic	
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and	political	purpose,	and	in	the	same	way	we	sense	
that	the	Sheriff’s	soldiers	are	mere	functionaries	to	
be	expended	rather	than	individuals	who	count	for	
something.		This	radically	different	valuation	of	the	
human	person	is	one	of	the	most	striking	differences	
between	Nottingham	and	the	greenwood	utopia.		
Another	manifestation	of	the	lack	of	respect	for	
persons	is	lying	as	a	tactic	of	the	Sheriff’s	side.		Words	
are	chosen	to	conceal	or	equivocate	and	the	unspoken	
reality	is	that	the	other	person	is	merely	an	object	to	be	
manipulated	rather	than	an	equal	who	deserves	to	hear	
the	truth	as	best	one	is	able	to	speak	it.

One	of	the	most	illuminating	features	of	the	use	of	
power	is	how	the	weaknesses	of	others	are	dealt	with.		
It	is	standard	practise	in	the	realpolitik	world	of	the	
Sheriff	to	identify	the	weakness	of	another	and	use	that	
weakness	to	defeat	him	or	her;	for	example	the	plotters	
calculate	that	Robin’s	fondness	for	archery	contests,	
or	his	penchant	for	rescuing	a	captured	comrade,	will	
lure	him	into	Nottingham	so	that	he	himself	can	be	
taken.		In	a	broader	sense	the	Sheriff	and	his	lackeys	
take	advantage	of	the	relative	weakness	of	the	farmers	
and	trades	people	to	tax	them	mercilessly.		Robin’s	
world,	on	the	other	hand,	is	governed	by	the	“Forest	
Law”:	“To	respect	the	brave;	to	protect	the	weak;	to	
help	the	poor;	and	to	prey	upon	injustice…While	there	
were	always	some	who	grumbled,	most	of	the	bold	
outlaws	were	proud	of	their	code	and	would	have	died	
for	it	as	well	as	for	their	staunch	leader.”(51)		There	is	
a	great	irony	in	this,	of	course:	the	Sheriff,	ostensibly	
the	keeper	of	law	and	order,	is	in	reality	a	predator	
who	lives	by	jungle	law,	whereas	Robin,	ostensibly	
an	outlaw,	is	in	reality	the	keeper	of	a	humane	and	
civilized	code	of	law.

A	dialectic	woven	subtly	throughout	the	novel	is	the	
tension	of	two	radically	different	kinds	of	political	
vision.		The	word	“political”	can	have,	of	course,	a	
negative	connotation,	meaning	the	insincere	currying	
of	favour	to	win	support.		This	is	very	much	the	
nature	of	politics	for	the	Sheriff	and	Prince	John.		

They	are	men	of	little	horizons	whose	focus	is	upon	
a	two-dimensional	board	game	of	power	politics,	
and	their	own	power.		The	other	sense	of	“political”	
is	the	positive	notion	of	seeking	to	build	a	consensus	
among	people	in	order	to	achieve	worthwhile	things.		
The	vision	is	outward-looking	and	motivated	by	
principle.		In	the	case	of	Richard	the	lesson	is	that	
even	this	is	not	enough,	for	Richard	looks	to	the	mis-
guided	crusades	and	neglects	his	responsibilities	at	
home.		Robin,	however,	has	a	clear	vision	of	England	
and	how	it	might	be	if	concern	for	the	common	good	
were	to	replace	the	narrow	self-interest	of	leaders	like	
the	Sheriff	and	Prince	John.		Robin	makes	no	long	
speeches	about	this,	but	his	political	views	are	evident	
in	what	he	does	—	as,	for	example,	when	he	and	Little	
John	are	escaping	from	Nottingham	and	he	insists	
that	John	gets	to	safety	first	(178).	Thus,	not	only	is	
the	greenwood	a	sort	of	utopia,	an	alternative	kind	of	
society,	but	it	also	points	toward	an	implied	utopia	
—	an	England	in	which	fair	dealing	and	respect	for	
persons	would	prevail	and	in	which	fellowship	rather	
than	mastery	would	be	the	essential	spirit.
	
The	partially	realized	utopian	community	of	Sherwood	
has	a	counterpart	in	other	works	of	literature	for	
children,	one	example	being	The Casket and the Sword	
by	Norman	Dale	(1955).		The	central	character	is	
Jeremy	Shepherd,	who	gets	the	measles	and	as	part	of	
his	recuperation	is	sent	to	visit	his	Aunt	Eleanor	in	the	
West	country.		Aunt	Eleanor’s	cottage	is	just	outside	
the	great	wall	of	an	old	estate	called	Castlecombe.		
Jeremy	hears	mysterious	trumpet	calls	coming	from	
behind	the	wall	and	soon	he	has	got	inside	to	join	
Clive	and	Sally	Palfrey.		The	Palfrey	children	are	
rightful	heirs	to	the	estate	but	it	has	been	taken	over	by	
Mungo	McDougal,	a	wealthy	businessman	to	whom	
the	children’s	grandfather	had	gone	for	a	loan.		After	
many	adventures	Jeremy	and	the	Palfreys	find	the	old	
casket	and	sword	and	save	the	estate	from	Mungo	
whose	plan	was	to	tear	down	the	old	and	replace	it	
with	steel,	concrete	and	an	airfield,	a	modern	dystopia	
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to	replace	the	pastoral	paradise.		One	of	the	climactic	
scenes	is	one	in	which	Mungo	tries	to	force	from	the	
captured	Jeremy	the	whereabouts	of	the	other	children.		
Jeremy	is	frightened	but	he	responds	bravely:

“If	you	knew	the	Park	as	well	as	Clive	and	Sally	
you	wouldn’t	have	to	ask	me	about	the	hide-out.		
You’d	have	guessed	the	most	likely	place	and	
sent	someone	to	look.		But	it	isn’t	only	that.		You	
don’t	really	know	Castlecombe	at	all.		You	may	
have	been	born	here,	but	you’re	a	stranger	just	the	
same.		There	are	so	many	things	that	you	don’t	
understand.		You	think	the	trumpet-calls	are	silly,	
but	they	aren’t.		And	you	don’t	understand	about	
songs.”
“Songs?”		McDougal	repeated	blankly.	“	Are	you	
raving,	boy?		What	are	you	talking	about?”	(153)

What	we	see	here	is	the	same	motif	of	fellowship	and	
solidarity	among	the	children	as	was	found	among	
the	outlaws	of	Sherwood,	in	this	case	organized	
around	rejection	of	McDougal’s	utilitarian	inability	to	
appreciate	what	is	old	and	beautiful.

A	more	recent	example	is	Harry Potter and the 
Philosopher’s Stone	by	J.K.	Rowling	(1997).		Neither	
the	ordinary	world,	in	which	the	orphan	Harry	Potter	
is	made	to	live	under	the	stairs	by	miserable	relatives,	
nor	the	alternative	world,	in	which	there	are	evil	
wizards	and	spiteful	teachers	and	students,	is	utopian.		
But	one	of	the	huge	differences	for	Harry,	between	the	
ordinary	muggles	or	non-magic	world	and	the	magic	
world	of	Hogwarts,	is	the	fact	that	at	Hogwarts	Harry	
has	friends;	Ron	and	Hermione	share	his	adventure	
against	the	evil	wizard	Voldemort	and	we	see	the	
same	values	of	fellowship	and	solidarity	as	in	the	
greenwood.

What	I	am	suggesting		is	that	the	outlaws	in	Sherwood	
Forest,	Jeremy	and	the	Palfreys	at	Castlecombe,	or	
Harry	and	his	friends	at	Hogwarts,	constitute	partially	
realized	intentional	communities	associated	with	
special	places	and	centred	on	the	notion	of	fellowship	
as	opposed	to	mastery.		For	this	reason	such	stories	
may	be	playing	out	for	us	one	of	the	primal	dramas	
involved	in	growing	up	—	the	sense	of	equality	and	
fellowship	among	children	in	relation	to	the	mastery	
of	parents	and	teachers.		Of	course	it	would	not	do	to	
romanticize	childhood	or	to	forget	that	some	children	
learn	very	early	the	tactics	of	domination,	yet	I	think	
we	often	carry	with	us	from	childhood	a	memory	of	
fellowship	which,	if	we	are	fortunate,	we	may	find	
again,	and	more	deeply,	in	our	adult	lives.
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Utopianism in the Political Thought 
of Thomas Paine (1737-1809)   

Lee Ward

From	what	we	now	see,	nothing	of	reform	in	the	
political	world	ought	to	be	held	improbable.		It	is	
an	age	of	Revolutions,	in	which	everything	may	be	
looked	for.
(Thomas	Paine,	The Rights of Man,	Part	I,	1791,	
262)

	

In	his	recent	study	“Tom	Paine:	Utopian?”	Mark	
Jendrysik	astutely	observes	the	difficulty	in	assessing	
the	utopian	character	of	a	thinker	whose	political	
projections	and	aspirations	have	been	substantially	
realized	in	the	centuries	since	his	death:	“Is	it	possible	
to	be	considered	utopian	in	one	era	and	mundane	in	
another?”	1	The	new	world	order	that	has	emerged	
since	1989,	namely	a	global	association	of	largely	
peaceful	democratic	regimes	broadly	committed	to	
human	rights	and	free	markets,	is	certainly	a	political	
vision	congenial	to	Paine’s	legacy.		However,	it	is	
not	at	all	obvious	that	the	range	and	depth	of	Paine’s	
utopianism	is	exhausted	by	the	catalogue	of	political	
reforms	he	proposed	and	supported.		Indeed,	what	
I	propose	to	do	in	this	piece	is	to	chart	a	different	
interpretive	path	than	we	typically	see	with	Paine.
	
The	first	observation	is	that	we	would	be	well	served	
to	distinguish	between	qualities	or	characteristics	that	
pertain	to	political	visionaries,	on	the	one	hand,	and	
to	utopian	thinkers,	on	the	other.		These	need	not	be	
mutually	exclusive	categories,	and	I	would	suggest	
that	Paine	is	arguably	both	a	visionary	and	utopian.		
The	visionary	forecasts	or	proposes	concrete	political	
projects	that	have	two	defining	traits.	First,	these	
projects	are	realized,	however	gradually,	in	time,	even	
if	over	centuries.		That	is,	visionaries	are	identified	

retroactively.			
Second,	this	
political	
vision	is	
based	on	a	
theoretical	
deduction	
from	certain	
primary	
principles	
of	human	
nature	or	an	
overarching	
concept	of	
progressive	
history.
	
By	these	

criteria,	Paine	is	certainly	a	visionary.		In	Common 
Sense	(1776)	he	proposed	the	basis	for	a	democratic	
continental	union	of	the	American	colonies	that	was	
substantially	realized	in	1788.		In	the	Rights of Man	
(1791-2)	Paine	not	only	offered	a	spirited	defense	of	
the	French	Revolution	against	its	conservative	arch-
critic	Edmund	Burke,	he	also	powerfully	demonstrated	
the	practical	impossibility	of	ever	returning	to	the	
inequality	of	the	ancien régime.		Paine’s	systematic	
attack	on	traditional	Christianity	in	the	Age of Reason	
(1794)	clearly	adumbrates	the	modernist	critique	of	
scripture	and	religious	orthodoxy.		Finally,	in	Paine’s	
last	major	work	of	political	philosophy	Agrarian 
Justice	(1795)	he	foreshadows	the	modern	welfare	
state	with	proposals	that	include	an	old	age	pension	
system	and	a	cash	payment	to	all	citizens	intended	to	
“compensate”	for	the	loss	of	the	natural	right	to	the	
universal	commons.		Thus,	while	Paine	was	perhaps	
less	theoretically	sophisticated	than	some	of	his	
contemporaries	such	as	Kant	or	Wollstonecraft,	one	
could	argue	that	as	a	political	visionary	Paine	had	a	
greater	intuitive	sense	of	the	profoundly	democratic	
implications	of	natural	rights	philosophy	than	any	
other	figure	of	his	age.

Image: Thomas Paine by Laurent Dabos (Wikipedia)
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	It	is	not	my	intention	here	to	define	utopianism.		
That	is	clearly	beyond	the	scope	of	the	present	study.		
However,	I	would	like	to	indicate	some	of	the	features	
of	Paine’s	thought	which	extend	beyond	the	visionary.		
If	Paine	is	utopian	it	is	not	due	to	any	of	the	specific	
political	projects	he	espoused,	but	rather	I	would	
suggest	that	a	seminal	principle—Paine’s	theoretical	
distinction	between	government	and	society—is	a	
more	fruitful	basis	for	his	utopianism.		Perhaps	the	
most	important	statement	of	this	distinction	in	Paine’s	
corpus	occurs	in	the	opening	pages	of	Common Sense	
in	which	he	argues:

Society	is	produced	by	our	wants,	and	
government	by	our	wickedness;	the	former	
promotes	our	happiness	positively	by	uniting	our	
affections,	the	latter	negatively	by	restraining	our	
vices.		The	one	encourages	intercourse,	the	other	
creates	distinctions.	The	first	is	a	patron,	the	last	a	
punisher.
	
Society	in	every	state	is	a	blessing,	but	
government	even	in	its	best	state	is	but	a	
necessary	evil…Government,	like	dress,	is	the	
badge	of	lost	innocence;	the	palaces	of	kings	are	
built	on	the	ruins	of	the	bowers	of	paradise.	2

	

When	we	approach	Paine’s	political	project	through	
the	interpretive	lens	offered	by	this	crucial	distinction	
between	society	and	government,	a	number	of	
questions	emerge.		The	most	important	for	our	
purposes	is:	Did	Paine	believe	that	the	progressive	
reforms	he	envisioned	would	culminate	in	improved	
governments	or	rather,	more	radically,	in	the	
permanent	achievement	of	a	stable	social	condition	
without	government?		At	least	two	logical	possibilities	
thus	present	themselves	with	regards	to	Paine’s	
potential	utopianism.
	

First,	we	can	emphasize	Paine’s	view	of	the	antipathy	
between	government	and	society,	and	draw	from	this	
the	deeper	lesson	that	insofar	as	every	government	
inevitably	derogates	from	the	non-coercive	and	
voluntarist	ideals	of	society,	then	the	most	radical	
dimension	of	Paine’s	thought	could	be	characterized	
as	extreme	libertarianism	and	his	best	regime	a	
minimalist,	Nozickian	night-watchman	state.		If,	
however,	we	resist	the	temptation	to	conclude	that	
Paine	insisted	on	the	inevitability	of	government,	
then	a	second	possibility	emerges.		Perhaps	Paine,	
anticipating	Marx,	saw	the	perfection	or	completion	
of	the	egalitarian	principles	of	republican	government	
in	stable	social	equilibrium,	that	is	to	say	the	logical	
culmination	of	democratic	progress	is	the	withering	
away	of	the	state.		Under	the	former	scenario,	it	would	
be	difficult	to	identify	Paine	as	utopian,	whereas	in	the	
latter	case	it	would	be	hard	not	to.
	
While	a	comprehensive	treatment	of	Paine’s	political	
philosophy	is	beyond	our	present	purposes,	it	
nonetheless	may	be	fair	to	ask	whether	there	are	
any	indications	that	Paine	could	have	entertained	
an	authentically	utopian	perspective.		His	belief	in	
the	redemptive	power	of	revolution	is,	of	course,	
legendary:	“From	what	we	now	see,	nothing	of	reform	
in	the	political	world	ought	to	be	held	improbable.		It	
is	an	age	of	Revolutions,	in	which	everything	may	be	
looked	for”	(262).		This	statement	does	not,	however,	
indicate	Paine’s	attitude	toward	the	possible	inherent	
limitations	of	political	life	per	se.		There	is	a	crucial	
ambiguity	with	respect	to	Paine’s	assessment	of	the	
perfectibility	of	human	nature,	seen	by	many	as	an	
important	feature	of	utopianism.		The	transformative	
quality	of	democratic	revolution	lies	in	its	essential	
egalitarianism,	whereby	political	action	shatters	social	
convention	and	artifice	in	order	to	restore	the	claims	
of	nature.		Along	these	lines,	Paine	famously	praised	
the	French	National	Assembly	for	its	capacity	to	
“throw	open	a	magazine	of	light”	in	order	to	“show	
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man	the	proper	character	of	man”	(237).		The	capacity	
of	political	institutions	to	shed	light	on	human	nature	
is,	however,	complicated	by	the	fact	that	the	science	
of	government	“is	but	now	beginning	to	be	known”	
(298).		As	such,	the	limits	to	political	progress	are	
unclear	although	promising:	“For	what	we	can	foresee,	
all	Europe	may	form	but	one	great	republic,	and	man	
be	free	of	the	whole”	(307).		Does	this	one	great	
republic	represent	the	practical	limit	of	democratic	
government	in	a	union	of	states,	or	does	it	adumbrate	
the	eventual	elimination	of	the	nation-state	and	its	
replacement	by	a	global	association	of	self-governing	
autonomous	societies?
	
To	answer	this	question	would	require	much	further	
reflection.		For	now	at	least,	we	may	conclude	
that	reconsidering	utopianism	in	Paine’s	political	
thought	may	help	us	rethink	what	we	mean	by	utopia	
more	broadly.		Is	it	an	inherently	political	idea	that	
represents	the	perfection	of	government,	or	is	utopia	
a	profoundly	apolitical	or	even	anti-political	concept	
signifying	the	promise	of	the	eventual	elimination	of	
politics	from	human	life?

1	Mark	Jendrysik,	“Tom	Paine:	Utopian?”	Utopian Studies	
18.2	(2007):	139-157,	esp.	139.
	Thomas	Paine,	The Thomas Paine Reader.	Eds.	

2	Michael	Foot	and	Isaac	Kramnick.	London:	Penguin	
Books,	1987,	pp.	66-7.		Hereafter	in	text	simply	page	
numbers	in	parenthesis.
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The Baseless Fabric of This Vision 	
	

Collane Ramsey

The	last	breath	before	going	under	was	always	the	
sweetest.
	 Mag’s	mouth	filled	with	the	taste	of	plastic	
as	she	inhaled	again,	her	lips	and	jaw	cramped	from	
how	hard	she	was	clenching	the	end	of	the	hose	in	her	
mouth.	Above	her,	the	hose	snaked	up	to	the	surface,	
swaying	like	kelp.	Mag	forced	herself	to	keep	her	
eyes	open	even	though	they	burned	from	the	salt	
and	chemicals	of	the	polluted	seawater	as	she	kicked	
beneath	the	shadow	and	out	of	the	sun.
	 She	grasped	the	ridge	of	rope	wrapped	tightly	
around	the	first	huge	plastic	tank,	holding	the	tank	in	
its	place	on	the	bottom	of	the	great	raft.	Out	of	the	
corner	of	her	eye,	Mag	saw	other	divers	latching	onto	
tanks	to	her	left	and	right.	Careful	not	to	tangle	her	
hose,	she	rolled	over	onto	her	back	and	pulled	herself	
beneath	the	tank.	Hand	over	hand	along	the	ropes	
and	chains,	she	pulled	herself	along	the	bottom	of	the	
raft,	checking	that	each	clear	plastic	tank	was	light-
coloured,	full	of	air,	thudding	hollowly	beneath	her	
knuckles.	Light,	light—then	dark,	full	of	water.
She	slid	her	fingers	over	the	tank’s	slimy	surface,	
then	recoiled	from	the	jagged	edges	of	broken	plastic.	
Blood	swirled	in	the	water.
	 Wif	went	up	to	the	surface	and	came	back	with	
an	armload	of	chains	trailing	behind	him	alongside	his	
hose.	With	hand	signals	and	gestures,	they	coordinated	
the	switch—hooking	the	tank	up	to	the	chains,	tight	
and	secure,	then	untying	the	algae-slimed	ropes	that	
held	the	tank	to	the	raft.	It	dropped	as	soon	as	the	last	
rope	was	free,	heavy	as	stones	with	no	more	than	a	
few	small	bubbles	of	air	trapped	in	one	corner.	The	
divers	paused	for	a	moment	to	watch	the	tank	fall,	
swinging	in	a	slow	arc	down	and	then	out	toward	the	
edge	of	the	raft,	where	the	chains	were	hooked	to	
weight-bearing	metal	frames	on	the	raft’s	surface.

Mag	held	her	breath,	the	taste	of	dusty	plastic	on	her	
tongue,	as	the	chains	went	taut,	taking	all	the	tank’s	
weight—and	held.
	 And	now	her	part	was	done.	The	engineers	
would	haul	the	tank	up	and	drain	it,	carefully	melt	
and	patch	the	plastic	back	together	so	that	it	could	be	
used	again,	strong	enough	that	it	would	withstand	the	
pressure	of	wind	and	waves—or	they	might	decide	the	
tank	was	too	weak	to	be	re-used	as	a	float,	better	sent	
to	some	village	on	land	for	water	storage.	It	would	not	
be	wasted.	But	Mag	was	done.
	 They	surfaced	what	seemed	like	an	age	later.	
Blinded	by	the	sun,	Mag	held	her	arms	up	to	the	edge	
of	the	raft.	Many	hands	grabbed	her	and	hauled	her	
clear	up	into	the	air.	Then	the	deck	was	beneath	her	
feet	and	they	were	patting	her	on	the	arms,	shoulders,	
head,	congratulating	her	heartily	as	she	gasped	for	air	
and	blinked	furiously.
	 “Good	work.	Good	work,	good	job—you	did	
good.”
	 Her	vision	started	to	come	back	blurrily,	
though	her	eyes	were	still	searing.	All	around	her,	the	
other	divers	were	being	hauled	up	from	the	toxic	bath	
of	the	ocean,	wiped	down.	Children	were	running	
underfoot	carrying	rags	and	clothing,	coiling	up	air	
hoses.	Mag’s	entire	body	began	to	itch	and	burn	as	
it	dried	in	the	hot	sun,	chemical	residue	from	the	
polluted	seawater	leaving	chalky	film	on	her	dark	skin.	
Her	cut	finger	stung.
	 “Here,	here—let	me	help.”
	 Mag	took	one	of	the	wet	cloths	provided,	
scrubbing	it	over	her	face	and	neck.	Precious	fresh	
water	ran	in	rivulets	down	her	throat.	She	did	terrible	
work	so	others	wouldn’t	have	to,	and	so	they	paid	her	
in	the	only	way	they	could,	with	the	most	valuable	
thing	they	had.	Other	hands	and	rags	helped	wipe	
down	the	rest	of	her	body	until	she	was	naked	and	
brown	and	not	burning	quite	as	badly.	Still,	she’d	be	in	
some	pain	for	days,	and	they	all	knew	it.
	 Baby	Ti	brought	her	an	armload	of	clothing	
that	Mag	had	never	seen	before,	big	billowy	things	
that	would	cover	every	inch	of	her	chemical-burned	
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skin	until	the	sensitivity	wore	off	so	that	the	sun	
wouldn’t	pop	up	blisters	the	size	of	thumbprints	
all	over	her	body.	They	were	good	clothes,	the	best	
clothes:	every	rip	carefully	mended,	made	of	enough	
fabric	to	clothe	five	people	normally.
	 “You	want	a	sleep?”	baby	Ti	asked.
	 Mag	squinted	across	the	deck	at	Wif,	who	was	
having	his	knotted	brown	scruff	of	hair	towelled	out.	
He	gestured	toward	the	enormous	raft’s	very	centre,	
where	there	was	a	leather	cover	suspended	from	poles,	
one	side	angled	down	to	provide	shade	in	the	midday	
sun.	“I	think	Ebaline	was	planning	to	have	a	tell.”
	 “You	can	go	sleep,”	Abbi	said.
Mag	scooped	Ti	up	in	her	arms	to	hear	her	shriek	
happily.	“I	want	to	hear	the	tell.	It’s	about	making	
bricks.”
	 Ti	squirmed	until	Mag	let	the	girl	climb	onto	
her	back	and	hold	on.	“Are	you	gonna	make	bricks	at	
home	when	we	get	there?”
	 Mag’s	heart	leapt	in	her	chest	at	the	thought	of	
it:	home.	She	hadn’t	been	home	back	on	rugged,	rocky	
land	in…	over	five	years.	Because	of	the	weather	in	
the	last	five	sailing	seasons,	the	fleet	hadn’t	been	able	
to	send	anyone	so	far	south,	all	the	way	down	the	
Ocean	Spine	to	Antarctica.	But	soon—
She	had	to	take	a	deep	breath	before	she	spoke.
	 “No,	no,”	she	said.	“Not	unless	something’s	
broken.	All	the	houses	are	already	built.	We	don’t	need	
to	build	more.”
	 With	Ti	on	her	back,	Mag	started	to	walk	
across	the	raft	toward	the	tell	shade	at	its	centre,	
between	smaller	shelters	made	from	metal	poles	
lashed	together	in	shoulder-high	frames.	Walking	
across	the	curved	surfaces	of	countless	huge	plastic	
tanks	lashed	together	underfoot	was	easy	from	years	
of	practice.	All	around	them,	people	were	working:	
cooking,	cleaning,	mending	ropes	and	sails	and	
fishing	nets.	People	sat	together	in	groups,	laughing	
and	talking,	for	companionship	made	even	the	dullest	
work	lighter.	Only	a	few	of	the	small	sleeping	tents	
were	occupied,	and	only	by	those	who	were	injured	or	
sick—and	those	who	were	hurt	but	still	able	to	work	
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helped	to	bandage	or	tend	others.
	 “What’s	it	like	down	there?”
	 “Down	the	Spine?”	
	 “Where	you	live.	What	kind	of	houses?”
	 Mag	swallowed.	“We	build	them	in	hills,	
right	inside	the	hill,	but	high	enough	up	that	the	water	
doesn’t	flood	them	when	everything	melts.	It’s	still	
cold	enough	down	south	that	we	get	snow.	And	we	
plant	gardens	on	the	hills,	and	everybody	works	to	
grow	food	all	summer.”
	 They	were	walking	past	the	big	racks	hung	
with	long	strands	of	dark-green	seaweed	and	oily	fish	
drying	in	the	sun,	tended	by	careful	children	Ti’s	age.		
	 “Like	seaweed?”
	 “Like	squash	and	beets	and	carrots.	Things	we	
brought	down	from	the	north	land	a	long	time	ago.	
Some	of	the	villages	trade	with	each	other	when	the	
rafts	aren’t	around,	but	my	village,	we	can’t—we’re	
too	far	away	from	everyone.	So	it’s	just	us.	Sometimes	
after	months,	people	start	fighting	because	it’s	just	
too	long	living	with	the	same	people,	but	then	we	just	
switch	around	a	bit	and	go	live	in	different	houses.”
Ti	wrinkled	her	nose.	“You	live	together?	Lots	of	
you?”
	 “Five	or	six	of	us.”	That	was	more	than	could	
fit	into	one	of	the	little	tent	shelters	on	the	raft.		 	
	 “Unless	two	people	want	to	have	a	baby.	But	
then	they	have	to	tell	everyone,	and	everyone	votes	on	
if	it’s	okay—if	we	think	they’re	both	healthy	enough	
to	have	a	baby,	if	we	think	they’re	going	to	get	too	
attached	or	if	they’ll	be	okay	about	letting	everyone	
else	raise	the	baby.	And	if	everyone	agrees,	then	the	
two	of	them	get	a	house	to	themselves	for	a	while	and	
the	rest	of	us	just	squish	together	a	little	more.”
	 “How	many	houses	you	share?”
	 “Nine.”
	 “That’s	how	many	I	am!”
	 “Is	it?”	Mag	swooped	Ti	through	the	air	until	
she	hollered.	“I	thought	you	were	two!”
	 “Nine!”	Ti	said	belligerently.	“That’s	why	I’m	
here,	because	I’m	old	enough	to	work.”
	 At	the	edge	of	the	big	shade,	Mag	put	Ti	down,	
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crouching	down	to	squint	at	the	girl	through	swollen	
red	eyes.	“Old	enough	to	sit	quiet	and	listen	to	Ebaline	
tell?”
	 Ti	took	a	deep	breath	and	thought	about	
it,	considering	whether	she	could	sit	still	and	pay	
attention	until	Ebaline	was	done	teaching.	It	would	
have	been	shameful	for	Ti	to	interrupt	the	tell	by	
fidgeting,	or	by	having	to	get	up	in	the	middle	and	go	
do	something	else.	Knowing	that	the	rest	of	the	crew	
would	tease	her	for	days	about	being	like	a	child	who	
didn’t	know	her	own	limits,	Ti	weighed	the	matter	
seriously.
	 “No,”	she	muttered.
	 “That’s	okay.”	Mag	touched	Ti’s	shoulder.	“It’s	
good	you	can	admit	you’re	not	ready	right	now.	Go	
help	someone	else.”
	 Then,	as	Ti	ran	off,	dodging	between	racks	of	
seaweed	drying	in	the	sun,	Mag	stepped	beneath	the	
shade,	among	the	listeners	who	were	already	seated,	
respectfully	quiet	before	their	elder.	They	easily	made	
room	for	her	to	sit	and	settle	down.	Girls	with	calluses	
on	their	fingers	from	knotting	rope,	boys	with	flakes	
of	dried	seaweed	on	their	shoulders	from	tending	the	
drying	racks—they	looked	at	Mag’s	billowy	burn	
clothing	with	big	eyes,	touched	her	kneecaps	and	
shoulders	with	respect,	and	then	they	all	turned	back	
to	wait	and	watch	Ebaline	attentively.
	 The	rest	of	the	day	was	spent	in	listening	and	
learning,	talking	through	different	threads	of	inquiry	
that	wound	off	from	Ebaline’s	tell	until	close	to	sunset,	
when	the	clanging	of	the	chemical-stained	steel	food	
bell	interrupted	the	busy	clamour	of	the	raft’s	people.
	 Almost	everyone	stayed	seated	at	first	except	
for	the	elders	and	the	handful	of	people	who	went	
to	fetch	dinner	for	the	sick	and	injured.	Once	the	
oldest	had	taken	their	food,	everyone	else	went	to	the	
cooking	stations	scattered	around	the	giant	raft.	Mag	
and	the	others	her	age	waited	for	what	seemed	like	
a	long	time,	though	if	any	of	them	felt	pangs	at	the	
sight	of	older	adults	walking	away	with	their	food—
fat	chunks	of	grilled	fish	and	shark,	dried	or	boiled	
seaweeds,	and	sometimes	dishes	of	soft	jelly	distilled	
from	boiled	red	algae—they	were	careful	not	to	show	
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it.
	 Only	the	youngest	and	most	impatient,	held	
back	by	Mag	and	the	others	until	it	was	their	turn,	
whined	when	their	control	slipped.	But	those	who	
didn’t	whine,	baby	Ti	among	them,	were	given	small,	
choice	morsels	from	the	plates	of	older	people,	which	
they	accepted	with	quiet	gratitude.	Just	one	small	boy	
smirked	triumphantly	at	another,	who	hadn’t	been	
given	anything;	the	next	moment,	Wif	took	back	the	
strip	of	dried,	salted	shark	meat	that	he	had	given	the	
boy	for	his	patience.
	 “Quiet,”	Abbi	told	the	boy,	who	looked	down	
at	the	deck	as	he	tried	to	fight	tears	of	frustration	and	
shame.	“You	earned	that.”
	 “I’m	sorry.”
	 “Then	don’t	do	it	again.”
	 After	that,	nobody	said	anything	more	of	it,	for	
even	the	youngest	of	them	knew	better	than	to	tease	
once	somebody’s	bad	choice	had	been	dealt	with	by	an	
adult—or	at	least,	they	didn’t	want	their	own	treats	to	
be	taken	away	as	well.
	 There	was	enough	food	to	go	around	that	night	
since	the	fishers	had	hauled	in	a	new	catch	that	day,	
and	the	tang	of	toxicants	in	the	meat	wasn’t	anywhere	
near	as	strong	as	it	could	have	been.	The	cooks	put	
out	their	fire	barrels	as	soon	as	everyone	had	been	
fed,	leaving	the	raft	in	growing	darkness	as	the	first	
stars	of	twilight	came	out	in	the	virulent	red	glow	of	
the	pollution-crimsoned	sunset.	Mag’s	skin	burned	a	
little	less	as	the	heat	of	the	day	faded,	and	beneath	the	
stars	she	lay	on	the	open	deck	among	her	people	and	
listened	to	the	handful	of	singers	who	had	thought	up	
something	new	to	sing	before	everyone	slipped	into	
their	tents,	put	up	their	hammocks	and	went	to	sleep.

*
	 Something	rammed	into	Mag’s	shoulder	
through	the	leather	wall	of	the	shelter,	nearly	flipping	
her	out	of	her	hammock.	Cursing,	she	lurched	out	of	
the	hammock,	accidentally	kicking	Jan.	Then	the	raft	
lurched	violently	and	Mag	fell	on	top	of	Wif,	who	
yelped	awake	in	pain.	The	poles	holding	up	their	
shelter	swayed	alarmingly.	Outside,	people	yelled	
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and	the	waves	were	roaring	and	the	raft	was	creaking	
horribly,	rope	and	plastic	grinding	together.
	 Unbalanced,	Mag	untied	the	leather	flap	from	
the	deck	and	shoved	it	up	to	look	outside.	Wind	tore	it	
from	her	hands.	Greenish-yellow	light	spilled	in.
	 “Hurricane!”	the	watch	was	screaming	from	
her	place	at	the	top	of	the	mast,	her	voice	dragged	
away	by	the	wind.	The	rigging	cracked	ominously	
against	the	mast.	“Hurricane!	Get	up!”
	 All	around	them,	people	were	running	back	
and	forth,	tying	things	down,	collapsing	shelters,	
bundling	food	and	supplies	up.	There	was	panic	in	the	
air.
	 The	clouds	overhead	churned,	full	of	sickly	
yellow	light.	The	first	drops	of	rain	fell.
Then	came	the	storm.

*
	 The	tower	reared	up	out	of	the	ocean	like	a	
skeleton,	terrible	and	black	against	the	terrible	black	
shroud	of	the	storm.	Icy	rain	tore	down	from	the	sky	
in	sheets,	pouring	in	frothy	torrents	from	the	roof	and	
decks	of	the	great	structure,	a	colossus	on	stilts	raised	
high	above	the	heaving	waves.	It	was	ancient,	from	
the	time	before	the	Heat	and	the	Water,	the	time	of	
pollution	and	steel,	an	enormous	waste	of	metal	built	
in	the	middle	of	the	ocean	for	no	reason	that	Mag	
could	imagine.
	 Mag’s	frozen	fingers	fumbled	at	the	ropes	she	
was	trying	to	knot,	trying	to	tie	down	the	sail	canvas	
properly.	The	tower	was	there	on	the	horizon,	they	
were	safe,	but	she	had	to—had	to	finish—
	 An	older	man	grabbed	her	by	the	arm.	“Leave	
it!”	he	yelled.	“Come	on!”
	 “Go—”
	 “Come	on!”
	 Clinging	to	each	other	for	balance,	they	
stumbled	across	the	heaving	raft,	tripping	over	
collapsed	tents	and	barrels	of	supplies	and	metal	
crates.	Ropes	were	strewn	everywhere	from	the	
snapped	boom	that	lay	like	a	broken	arm	across	the	
deck.
	 Ahead	of	them,	people	were	clustered	at	the	
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edge	of	the	raft,	struggling	to	anchor	the	raft	to	the	
great	steel-and-stone	pillars	of	the	tower	even	as	the	
wind	blew	their	tie-lines	out	of	their	hands.	Some	
people	were	already	climbing	the	knotted	ropes	that	
had	been	thrown	down	from	the	tower’s	deck	high	
overhead.	Above,	Mag	could	see	people	waving,	
barely	visible	in	the	darkness,	their	voices	drowned	
out	by	the	wind.
	 The	water	surged,	picking	up	the	raft	like	a	
child’s	toy	and	slamming	it	back	against	the	pillar.	
Plastic	tanks	cracked	and	exploded	into	pieces—and	
the	deck,	the	deck	under	Mag’s	feet	was	collapsing,	
tanks	loosening	in	their	bindings,	tearing	apart.
	 She	was	holding	the	old	man,	who	was	holding	
her	and	someone	else,	and	a	woman	knocked	into	
them,	screaming.	Mag	grabbed	for	her—missed—
blind	in	the	rain	and	the	dark.	The	water	heaved—
They	were	in	the	ocean,	flung	like	ragdolls.	Mag	took	
a	breath	out	of	shock	and	swallowed	water.	Something	
slammed	into	the	side	of	her	head—debris.	The	raft.	
The	old	man,	where,	where	was—
	 She	was	snatching	frantically	at	the	hand	that	
grabbed	her	shirt	before	she	even	realised	someone	
was	there.	Just	above	her,	dangling	precariously	from	
one	of	the	ropes,	a	man	was	leaning	down	to	hold	onto	
that	fistful	of	Mag’s	clothing,	trying	to	drag	her	up	far	
enough	to	breathe.
	 The	old	man—
	 Mag	found	the	rope	and	climbed.

*
	 There	were	buildings	on	the	tower,	huge	
cavernous	rooms	and	hallways	made	of	metal,	lit	by	
torches	despite	the	smoke	that	poured	from	them,	
polluting.	There	were	people	everywhere—yelling,	
soaking	wet	and	bleeding	and	crying,	holding	each	
other,	trying	to	go	places—but	Mag	was	too	exhausted	
and	dizzy	to	look	around	for	the	rest	of	her	crew,	for	
Wif	and	Abbi	and	Ebaline.	She	was	shivering	violently	
beneath	the	guiding	weight	of	the	man’s	arm	around	
her	shoulders.
	 “Baby	Ti,”	Mag	croaked,	her	voice	almost	
gone.
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	 “Most	of	your	people	got	up,”	the	man	said	in	
her	ear,	over	the	din,	as	he	led	her	through	the	crowd.
	 Mag	resisted.	“I	need	to—Ti,”	she	yelled	
hoarsely,	twisting	around,	almost	falling	over.	
“Where’s	Ti—Ti!	Ti,	baby—Ti—”
	 Across	the	crowded	room,	Ti	was	sobbing	into	
Wif’s	shoulder,	terrified	and	shaking.	Mag	almost	
collapsed	with	relief.
	 “Oh.	Oh.	I—I’m	sorry,”	she	said,	letting	
herself	lean	back	against	the	man’s	shoulder.	“I	just—”
	 “It’s	okay.	I	get	it.”	He	was	leading	her	down	
a	hallway,	darkened	and	quieter.	Mag	let	him,	almost	
too	tired	to	walk.
	 “You	came	down	for	me.”
	 “I	could	see	you	down	there.	Wasn’t	going	to	
leave	you.”
	 He	pushed	open	a	door.	The	room	inside	was	
small,	with	distinct	piles	of	blankets	on	the	floor.	“You	
can	sleep	here.”
	 Mag	laughed	from	sheer	relief,	too	wrung	out	
to	form	words.	She	stumbled	in,	already	struggling	
with	her	shirt.	By	the	light	from	the	hallway	through	
the	half-open	door,	she	stripped	out	of	her	wet	
clothing,	catching	half-glimpses	of	the	man	doing	the	
same	next	to	her.	Naked,	she	fumbled	her	way	beneath	
some	of	the	blankets.
	 “Can	I—”
	 “To	sleep,”	Mag	slurred.	“Just.”
	 “Yeah,	of	course.”
	 He	slid	under	the	blankets	behind	her,	warm	
against	her	icy	skin.	Teeth	chattering,	Mag	curled	
up	closer,	no	thought	on	her	mind	but	warmth	and	
closeness	and	the	reassuring	weight	of	another	
person’s	body	after	the	numbing	rage	of	the	storm.	
They	shivered	together	until	heat	started	to	leech	back	
into	Mag	slowly,	thawing	her	bones.
	 Just	before	she	fell	asleep,	she	heard	several	
other	people	getting	into	the	blankets	next	to	them,	
whispering,	one	man	sobbing	softly.	There	was	the	
sound	of	someone	hushing	him,	then	nothing.

*
	 The	ocean	was	a	field	of	wreckage.
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	 They	emerged	from	the	tower	in	the	watery	
light	of	day	to	find	that	the	storm	had	destroyed…	
everything.	Mag	looked	down	from	the	edge	of	the	
deck,	horrified	by	the	sheer	amount	of	debris	floating	
in	the	becalmed	water.	All	around	her,	people	stood	in	
similar	shock.	Not	just	people	from	her	crew	and	the	
tower,	but	from	other	crews,	other	rafts—the	rafts	that	
had	been	torn	to	pieces	below.	Countless	numbers	of	
them.
	 “How	many?”	Mag	whispered	to	Abbi.
	 “Almost	the	whole	fleet	made	it	here.”
	 The	crews	were	mostly	alive.	All	their	cargo—
the	seaweed,	the	fish,	the	crops	from	the	north	lands,	
everything	the	southern	villages	would	be	relying	
on…	gone.
	 A	sharp,	metallic	clanging	interrupted	the	
susurrus	of	grief	and	shock	spreading	over	the	crowd.	
They	all	turned	to	look,	craning	their	heads	up	to	the	
railed	walkway	overlooking	the	main	deck.
	 “I	call	a	vote,”	Ebaline	said,	her	eyes	as	steely	
as	the	metal	bar	she	clenched	in	her	knotted	old	hands,	
ready	to	bang	on	the	railing	again.
	 “I	call	a	vote,”	said	another	elder	immediately,	
stepping	up	beside	her.	Mag	thought	he	was	one	of	the	
elders	of	the	tower’s	crew.
	 “A	vote,”	one	more	elder	agreed.
	 “Three	calls,”	announced	Ebaline.	“We	vote.”
	 The	tower’s	elder	raised	his	hand.	“We	have	
enough	water,	but	there	isn’t	enough	food	for	everyone	
here,”	he	said,	voice	carrying	over	the	crowd.	The	
crowd	groaned,	but	his	face	was	unflinching,	hardened	
by	decades	living	on	the	ocean.	“We	need	more	food	
within	a	week.”
	 “The	nearest	land	is	three	days	away.	We	must	
send	boats—small	boats,	with	small	crews.	As	fast	as	
possible.”
	 “I	support	this.”
	 “Speak	if	you	oppose,”	Ebaline	said,	followed	
immediately	by,	“Good.	No	opposition.	We	vote.”
Mag	felt	dizzied	by	the	breakneck	pace	of	the	voting.	
She	had	never	seen	a	session	of	government	run	so	
quickly.	Usually	there	was	opposition,	questions,	and	
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discussion,	with	enough	time	allowed	for	everyone	
to	voice	their	opinions	and	make	suggestions	about	
possible	solutions.	Young	people	were	always	
encouraged	to	speak	up,	while	the	elders	moderated.	
Never	before	had	three	elders	so	dominated	the	
session.	It	made	Mag	feel	off-balance	and	excluded	
from	the	governing	process	despite	the	fact	that	she	
was	fully	present.	But…	at	the	same	time,	it	was	a	
relief	to	see	their	crisis	being	handled	so	confidently.
	 “Vote	if	you	agree,”	said	the	tower’s	elder,	his	
hand	already	in	the	air.
	 Mag	looked	around.	Everyone	around	her	had	
raised	their	hands.	She	put	hers	up	as	well.
	 “Haille	will	pick	the	crews.	Vote	if	you	agree.”
They	hadn’t	even	asked	for	opposition.	Who	was	
Haille?	Why	him	or	her?
	 Everyone	was	already	voting.	Mag	raised	her	
hand	again.

*
	 The	rafts	had	been	destroyed,	but	there	were	
canoes	lashed	up	in	the	rafters	of	the	tower’s	bigger	
rooms.	These	were	lowered	down	in	a	flurry	of	
activity.	People	were	bringing	forward	all	the	bottles	
they	could	find,	every	precious	water-tight	container	
that	they	had	managed	to	save	from	one	of	the	rafts,	
and	handing	them	over	to	be	filled	with	fresh	water	for	
the	canoe	crews.	The	tower’s	storage	tanks	had	been	
filled	to	the	brim	with	rain,	so	there	was	no	shortage	
of	fresh	water,	but	even	if	there	had	been	not	enough	
to	go	around,	the	water	would	have	gone	to	the	canoe	
crews	anyway.
	 By	the	rope	ladders	hanging	over	the	east	
side	of	the	tower,	Mag	found	Haille.	He	was	a	tall,	
burly	man	with	blistery	sun-scars	on	his	bald	head,	
squinting	critically	at	the	crowd.	People	were	raising	
their	hands,	asking	to	be	chosen—not	everybody,	but	
the	tallest	and	strongest.	Nobody	dared	to	volunteer	if	
they	might	be	too	weak,	if	they	might	slow	the	rest	of	
their	crew	down.	It	was	crucial	that	the	canoes	reached	
land	as	quickly	as	possible.
	 Land.
	 At	the	thought	of	her	village	torn	to	pieces	by	
the	storm,	Mag’s	heart	leapt	into	her	throat	and	lodged	

   The Baseless Fabric of This Vision        Collane Ramsey

there.
	 Her	hand	flew	up.	“I	will.”
	 Haille	looked	at	her,	eyeing	the	ropy	muscles	
of	her	arms	and	shoulders,	the	dark	skin	that	wouldn’t	
sunburn,	the	hard	set	of	her	jaw.	Afraid	that	he	would	
shame	her	if	he	caught	any	hint	that	she	had	been	
motivated	to	volunteer	by	sudden,	irrational	emotion	
rather	than	honest	desire	to	serve,	Mag	refused	to	
flinch	as	he	met	her	eyes.	He	gave	Mag	the	exact	same	
consideration	as	the	man	volunteering	next	to	her,	
weighing	the	two	of	them	against	each	other,	and	then	
jerked	his	head	at	Mag.
	 “You.”
	 Hands	reached	out	to	touch	her	as	she	went	to	
the	canoes	and	the	crew	waiting	to	lower	them	down	
to	the	water.	“Thank	you,”	people	were	saying,	to	Mag	
and	to	the	others.	She	didn’t	know	any	of	the	other	
crew	who	had	been	picked,	but	most	of	them	were	
older	than	her	and	all	of	them	were	as	tall	and	strong	
as	she	was,	their	hair	shorn	short	the	way	divers	and	
fishers	did	to	prevent	it	from	tangling	in	the	wind	and	
crusting	with	salt.
	 “Here,”	a	young	man	said,	holding	out	a	pair	of	
leather	boots	to	one	of	the	older	women	on	the	crew,	
whose	feet	were	bare	and	hard	with	callus.	“You’ll	
need	these	on	land.”
	 Another	woman	pulled	off	her	shirt	and	offered	
it	to	one	of	the	paler	crewmen,	whose	powerful	
shoulders	were	peeling,	red,	and	covered	in	dark,	
blotchy	sun-scars	beneath	the	inadequate	rags	of	his	
own	shirt.	Shawls,	shoes,	pants	and	hats	were	passed	
over	if	anyone	had	something	better	than	what	one	of	
the	crew	had;	sometimes	there	was	an	exchange,	if	one	
of	the	crew	had	a	garment	to	give	back,	or	a	piece	of	
shell	or	stone	or	wire	they	wanted	to	make	repayment	
with.	Mag’s	shirt	and	pants	were	torn	in	many	places	
from	the	storm,	the	billowy	fabric	starting	to	come	
apart	at	some	of	the	seams,	but	nobody	tried	to	give	
her	any	replacements:	she	was	already	wearing	better	
clothing	than	any	of	them	had.
	 Someone	grabbed	Mag’s	hand.	She	turned,	
startled,	to	find	the	man	from	last	night	smiling	at	her.	
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“I	don’t	think	you	usually	row,”	he	said,	pressing	his	
fingers	into	her	palm.	She	could	feel	that	the	callus	
on	her	skin	was	nothing	compared	to	the	thick,	rough	
horn	of	his	own	fingers.	“Take	these.”
	 Her	tongue	stuck	to	the	roof	of	her	mouth.	All	
she	could	think	of	to	say,	as	she	accepted	the	heavy	
leather	gloves	he	handed	her,	was,	“I’m	Mag.”
	 “Kid.”
	 “Boats	down!”	Haille	yelled.	There	was	a	
clatter	of	activity	as	the	crew	heard	the	order	they’d	
been	waiting	for	and	sprang	into	action,	easing	the	
canoes	over	the	edge	of	the	deck	and	starting	to	slowly	
lower	them	down	by	ropes	tied	to	the	thwarts.
Impulsively,	Mag	took	off	the	strand	of	braided	kelp	
cord	she	wore	around	her	neck,	placing	it	in	Kid’s	
hands.	The	shining	metal	tabs	beaded	onto	the	cord	
clicked	and	glittered	in	the	sun	just	as	brightly	as	they	
had	when	Mag	had	picked	them	up	off	the	shore	of	her	
village	five	years	ago.
	 “Boats	down!”
	 “Hurry	back,”	Kid	said.
	 “We	won’t	let	you	starve.”
	 Kid	barked	a	laugh.	“That’s	not	what	I	meant.”
Mag	was	briefly	baffled,	then	scowled	as	she	reached	
understanding.	“Don’t.	Go	find	a	boy.	I	don’t	want	
your	baby.”
	 “I	don’t	want	a	baby!”
	 “Nobody	gets	a	baby,”	interrupted	Ti’s	grumpy	
voice	from	the	region	of	Mag’s	hip.	Ti’s	little	hands	
shunted	impatiently	at	her	stomach,	pushing	her	
toward	the	dangling	ropes.	“I’m	hungry,	Mag.”
Mag	laughed	and	stroked	Ti’s	head	once.	“Be	good.”
	 “I	don’t	want	a	baby,”	Kid	protested	again,	
looking	disgruntled	at	having	his	intentions	impugned.
	 “Then	go	find	a	girl	you’ve	known	more	than	
one	night,”	Mag	told	him,	not	unkindly,	grabbing	
one	of	the	hanging	ropes	and	swinging	a	leg	over	the	
deck’s	railing.
	 The	last	thing	she	saw	before	she	lowered	
herself	below	the	tower’s	deck	was	the	corner	of	his	
mouth	peeling	up	in	a	reluctant	smile.
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*
	 On	the	morning	of	the	seventh	day,	Mag’s	crew	
saw	the	dark,	broken	crown	of	land	on	the	horizon.
Their	paddles	slashed	at	the	water	in	synchronicity	
with	a	speed	that	they	hadn’t	managed	since	the	
second	day.	Rejuvenated	by	the	promise	of	food,	they	
bent	their	backs	and	struck	their	paddles	into	the	ocean	
as	one.	The	prow	of	the	canoe	cut	the	waves	hard	
enough	to	spray	water	over	the	front	three	rowers.	
Unable	to	wipe	away	the	polluted	spray,	Mag	kept	her	
head	bowed,	trying	to	concentrate	harder	on	the	beat	
of	her	heart	in	her	ribcage	than	on	her	wet,	stinging	
skin	or	the	aching	hollow	of	her	stomach.
	 All	of	the	canoes	had	gone	in	separate	
directions	after	leaving	the	tower,	the	fastest	ones	
to	the	nearest	land	and	the	rest	of	them	to	slightly	
more	distant	atolls	or	shorelines.	The	first	canoe	had	
probably	returned	to	the	tower	by	then,	Mag	thought.	
Ti	and	Abbi	and	Kid	would	have	food	by	sunset	at	the	
very	latest.	And	Mag’s	crew…	the	meagre	rations	that	
they	had	been	given	had	run	out	two	days	ago,	but	
they	would	have	food	as	soon	as	they	reached	land,	
too.
	 The	canoe	shuddered	suddenly,	a	hollow	
scraping	sound	filling	the	air.	The	rower	ahead	of	Mag	
cursed	and	stuck	out	her	paddle	to	push	the	canoe	
away	from	the	spur	of	rock	they	had	struck,	grinding	
along	the	hull	just	below	the	surface	of	the	water.		 	
	 “Slow!”	she	shouted.
	 They	dug	in	their	paddles	frantically	just	in	
time	for	the	crew	leader	in	the	front,	Krin,	to	stab	out	
his	paddle	and	pole	them	away	from	a	second	rock.
Above	the	sound	of	her	racing	heartbeat,	above	the	
noise	of	the	waves	slapping	the	canoe’s	hull	and	
the	rest	of	the	crew	panting	for	breath,	there	was…	
another	sound.	It	was	the	slower,	gurgling	rush	and	
recede	of	water	lapping	at	sand.
	 Mag	finally	lifted	her	head.
	 She	felt	the	squeeze	of	her	heart	within	her	
chest.	Her	next	breath	came	in	harsh	and	shocked,	
emerging	as	a	giddy	laugh.	Here?	Of	all	the	places	
they	could	have	landed,	all	the	villages	their	star-
mapper	could	have	guided	them	toward—they	had	
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come	here?
	 Jack	poked	her	in	the	back.	“What?”
	 “This	is	where	I’m	from,”	Mag	gasped,	still	
half-laughing	in	shock.	“I	live	here.”
In	the	bow,	Krin	twisted	around	to	stare	back	at	her.			
	 “You	live	here?”
	 Something	was	wrong	in	his	tone.
	 “I—Yes,	I—what?”
	 Jack	poked	her	again,	harder.	The	rest	of	the	
crew	was	very	quiet.
	 Mag	looked	back	at	the	beach.
	 Was	it—yes,	it	was	the	right	place.	Those	
were	the	short	shale	cliffs	she	had	known	for	all	
of	her	childhood,	the	distinctive	broken	profile	of	
them	across	the	sky.	Just	south	of	the	canoe	was	the	
small	creek	that	ran	down	from	the	rocky	hills	and	
broadened	on	the	beach	into	a	flat,	shallow	confluence	
where	clams	burrowed.	The	beach	had	been	torn	up	by	
the	storm,	seaweed	and	timber	strewn	everywhere,	but	
despite	the	lack	of	evidence	of	habitation—
	 Mag	shut	her	eyes	tightly	and	opened	them	
again.
	 Timber.	There	was	timber	on	the	beach,	dozens	
of	splintered	logs	scattered	like	twigs.	Not	trees,	not	
deadfall	washed	down	from	the	pine	forest	on	the	
rocky	slopes	above—logs,	cleanly	felled	and	stripped	
of	their	branches	and	hewn	in	half.	Timber	that	
someone	had	deliberately	cut	down.
	 Grimly	silent,	the	crew	rowed	into	the	shore,	
easing	the	canoe	through	the	rocky	shallows.	A	last	
few	fast,	sudden	strokes	sent	the	canoe	skimming	
through	the	water	and	halfway	up	onto	the	sand,	where	
it	stuck	and	stopped.
	 Uncertain	whether	she	was	feeling	hunger,	
exhaustion,	or	fear,	Mag	climbed	out	of	the	canoe	and	
stood	on	wobbling	legs.
	 She	looked	at	the	others.	Krin	gestured	sharply	
for	her	to	lead.	It	was	not	a	welcoming	gesture.	
Her	stomach	churning,	Mag	put	her	paddle	over	
her	shoulder	and	headed	up	the	beach	toward	the	
creekside	path	that	led	up	to	the	village	in	the	hills.

	 Mag’s	feet	dug	deep	divots	in	the	soft,	rain-
churned	mud	of	the	path	that	she	had	walked	every	
day	for	the	first	thirteen	years	of	her	life,	and	walked	
in	her	dreams—but	never	with	six	terse,	unhappy	
adult	strangers	looming	behind	her.	The	soft,	soothing	
rush	of	waves	on	the	beach	and	insects	in	the	trees	
contrasted	sharply	with	the	deafening	silence	from	
behind	Mag.	A	sense	of	vertiginous	unreality	filled	her	
at	the	conflict	of	memory	and	reality.
	 Halfway	up	the	slope,	the	creek	bent	sharply,	
and	the	path	along	with	it.	A	half-broken	wooden	
structure	stood	at	the	bend:	a	bridge.	Someone	had	cut	
down	those	trees	to	build	a	bridge	across	the	creek,	
which	was	barely	knee-deep	and	easily	crossed	on	
stepping	stones.	Why—why?
	 The	village	stood	around	the	corner	of	the	path,	
concealed	by	a	steep	hill.
	 “Wait,”	Mag	said,	without	meaning	to,	the	
moment	she	laid	eyes	on	the	village,	because	it	was	
wrong,	it	was	all	wrong;	this	wasn’t	her	home	at	all.	
Wait,	no,	I’m	sorry,	I	made	a	mistake,	she	meant	to	
say.	Her	village	fitted	unobtrusively	into	its	natural	
surroundings,	houses	and	food	stores	built	into	the	
hills	with	only	a	woven	withe	door	visible,	and	all	
necessary	outbuildings	like	the	wellhead	and	the	
covered	steps	cut	down	to	the	cold	cellar	built	of	
stacked	stone.	It	didn’t	have	any	wooden	buildings.	It	
didn’t—
	 But	beneath	the	new	constructions	that	had	
been	erected	in	the	shallow	valley,	Mag	recognized	
the	profile	of	the	hills,	constant	despite	the	wooden	
structures	that	bristled	on	the	surface,	the	houses	and	
sheds	and	an	enormous	building	with	no	walls	and	
many	benches	in	a	circle	around	the	fire	pit	beneath	
the	peaked	roof,	the	whole	thing	so	large	and	pointless	
that	it	made	Mag	want	to	scream.	Farther	back,	she	
vaguely	recognized	the	shape	of	the	slopes	whose	
trees	had	been	clear-cut,	leaving	the	earth	strange	and	
naked	and	stubbled	with	stumps.
	 People	were	staring	at	them.	One	of	the	
children	that	had	been	picking	up	broken	branches	
from	the	garden	closest	to	the	path	shrieked	and	ran	
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into	a	nearby	house,	from	which	a	man	and	woman	
quickly	appeared.
	 “What	did	you	do?”	Mag	heard	herself	say,	
her	voice	strange	and	high	and	scared.	“What	did	you	
do?”
	 “Who	are	you?”
	 “Did	you	do	this?”	Krin	demanded,	shoving	
past	Mag	as	he	strode	forward	to	get	in	the	closest	
man’s	face.	“Did	you	build	this?”
	 “Who—”
	 “Go	away!”	shouted	a	woman	standing	in	
front	of	a	house	farther	away,	looking	frightened	and	
possessive.	She	had	picked	up	a	metal	stone-breaker	
from	a	nearby	tool	shed	and	was	holding	it	raised	over	
her	shoulder,	bare	muscular	arms	tense	and	flexing.	
People	were	gathering,	coming	out	of	houses	and	
buildings,	and	all	of	them	were—no.	This	was	wrong.	
It	had	been	years	since	the	fleet	had	managed	to	
reach	this	village;	why	weren’t	they	welcoming	their	
visitors?
	 Out	of	the	corner	of	her	eye,	Mag	saw	two	of	
her	crew	lift	their	paddles	to	their	shoulders	as	well.	
One	of	them	was	crying.
	 “We	don’t	need	your	food,”	someone	yelled,	
and	Mag	recognized	him:	Micalor,	the	stone-builder,	
who	Mag	had	lived	with	for	six	years	before	she’d	
gone	to	the	rafts.	He	held	an	ancient	axe,	rusted	except	
where	the	blade	of	it	was	clean	and	shining	from	use.		
	 “Go	away.”
	 “You	never	came	before!”	another	man	
shouted.	“You	forgot	about	us	then!”
	 “Is	that	why	you	did	this?”	Krin	roared.	His	
face	was	crimson	with	more	than	sunburn.	He	shoved	
his	hands	into	the	chest	of	the	man	in	front	of	him,	
forcing	the	man	to	stumble	back	several	steps.	“Is	that	
why	you	thought—”
	 “What	were	you	thinking?”	Jack	demanded,	
his	voice	wrecked	and	raw.
	 Micalor’s	face	was	turning	red.	“What	do	you	
care?	This	isn’t	any	of	your	business.”
	 “You	cut	down	the	trees!”
	 “You	try	living	underground	all	your	life!”	
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Micalor	shouted	back.	“There	are	trees	everywhere!		
	 Why	do	they	matter	more	than	us?”
	 Suddenly	everyone	was	shouting,	some	people	
on	both	sides	crying	and	others	almost	shaking	with	
fury.	The	villagers	were	drawing	together	more,	
pushing	forward	shoulder	to	shoulder	as	they	cursed	
and	yelled,	too	many	with	shovels	or	hoes	in	their	
hands,	and	the	crew	did	the	same	in	return,	holding	
onto	their	paddles	with	white	knuckles.	Mag	stood	
frozen,	her	eyes	skipping	from	person	to	person	in	the	
opposing	crowd,	struck	dumb	by	the	sight	of	faces	she	
had	known	all	her	life	now	transformed	with	rage.	Did	
any	of	them	recognize	her,	after	five	years	away?
	 “You	can’t	just—”
	 “—acting	like	you	don’t	know	better	than	
to—”
	 “—even	think	of	telling	us	what	to	do,	we	
only—”
	 “I	call	a	vote,”	Mag	said	hoarsely,	but	it	was	
lost	in	the	din.	Nobody	was	listening.
	 “We	need	food!”	Ara	shouted,	her	voice	
carrying.	She	sounded	unhinged,	like	she	was	barely	
hanging	onto	self-control	but	was	still	determined	to	
remember	the	job	they	had	been	sent	on.	“We’re	here	
for	the	fleet	and	you	have	to	help	us	or	they’ll	starve.”
	 “Go	fuck	yourself!”	responded	the	man	
that	Krin	had	pushed,	taking	his	eyes	off	Krin	for	a	
moment	to	spit	at	Ara.
	 In	a	heartbeat,	Krin	rammed	his	hands	into	the	
man’s	chest	again,	sending	him	flying	back	several	
feet	into	the	mud.
	 Micalor	raised	his	axe.
	 The	deafening	crack	of	the	axe	haft	colliding	
with	Krin’s	metal	paddle	almost	drowned	out	the	
screams	of	shock	from	both	sides.	Krin	wrenched	the	
paddle	sideways,	catching	the	head	of	the	axe	and	
yanking	it	down.	Micalor	stumbled	to	one	knee.	Krin	
swung	his	paddle	again,	hitting	Micalor	in	the	jaw	
with	the	flat	metal	blade.	Micalor	staggered	backward	
and	the	axe	dropped	into	the	mud.
	 Ara	seized	Krin’s	arm,	trying	to	yank	him	back	
even	as	several	villagers	lurched	forward,	their	shovels	
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raised	and	terrified	expressions	on	their	faces.
	 Faster	than	anyone	could	react,	Krin	jerked	
the	axe	out	of	the	mud	and	buried	it	in	the	side	of	
Micalor’s	skull.
	 After	the	body	hit	the	mud,	nobody	moved	
except	a	village	boy	who	bent	over	and	retched	against	
the	side	of	a	house,	vomit	staining	the	wood.	Mag	
felt	as	though	her	feet	had	been	nailed	to	the	earth.	
She	didn’t	know	if	she	was	going	to	fall	over	or	never	
move	again.	She	couldn’t	take	her	eyes	off	the	body.
Krin	pointed	the	bloody	head	of	the	axe	at	the	
villagers.	His	arm	shook,	but	judging	by	the	
expression	on	his	face,	it	was	from	raw	fury	rather	
than	fright.	“Get	back.	Go—go	stand	in	the	fucking	
field,	or	I’ll	kill	you	all.”
	 Clinging	to	each	other,	they	began	to	back	
away,	many	weeping	openly.	Some	of	them	dropped	
their	makeshift	weapons;	the	ones	who	still	held	
something	seemed	unable	to	use	it	for	anything	but	
support.	They	had	picked	up	weapons,	raised	them	
in	anger—but	none	of	them,	none	of	them	had	ever	
thought	there	would	be	death.	They	had	never	seen	
death	except	by	illness	or	age	or	accident.	Why	would	
they	have?	Sixty	of	them	could	not	stand	up	to	a	single	
man	with	blood	on	his	hands	and	murder	in	his	eyes.
	 “Ara.	Dru.	Jack,”	said	Krin.	“Find	the	food.	
Take	what	we	need.”
	 After	a	long	moment	of	hesitation,	Jack	
wobbled	forward.	The	others	followed,	at	first	moving	
jerkily	in	shock.	Then,	as	if	a	dam	had	broken,	they	
strode	forward	with	purpose	to	the	nearest	buildings	to	
search.	They	saw	the	wood,	the	waste	and	the	clear-cut	
hills,	and	they	remembered	their	anger.	The	villagers	
scattered	and	retreated	faster,	terrified	that	all	of	the	
crew	would	turn	out	to	be	like	Krin.
	 Only	Mag	stood	frozen.	“I	call	a	vote,”	she	
croaked.
	 Krin	turned	to	look	at	her.	“Shut	up.”
	 Mag	could	feel	herself	trembling	
uncontrollably.	“I	call	a	vote,”	she	repeated,	more	
loudly,	unable	to	believe	what	he’d	said.	This	wasn’t	
how	it	was	done.	When	a	vote	had	been	requested,	
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everyone	had	to	listen	to	the	problem	being	raised	
even	if	there	weren’t	two	other	people	who	wanted	to	
offer	enough	support	to	hold	an	actual	vote.
	 There	were	a	few	stifled	cries	of	protest	from	
the	villagers	as	Dru	and	Ara	found	a	storage	building	
and	started	to	bring	out	baskets	of	dried	roots	and	
vegetables,	piling	them	in	the	mud.
	 “Shut	up!”	Krin	roared,	whirling	back	to	them	
with	the	axe	outstretched	threateningly.	“I	said	stand	
in	the	field!	And	you—”	He	turned	back	to	Mag	and	
grabbed	her	by	the	shirt,	yanking	her	forward.	“Go.	
Get.	The	food.”
	 “You	can’t—”
	 “What	should	I	do?”	Krin	demanded,	shaking	
her	by	the	collar.	He	was	older	and	he	was	taller,	and	
for	the	first	time	Mag	realized	that	he	could	handle	her	
like	a	child	if	he	wanted	to,	and	she	was	terrified.		 	
	 “You	want	a	vote?	You	want	to	go	all	the	way	
back	to	the	fleet	and	vote	while	they	cut	down	more	
forest	and	burn	more	trees?”
	 “No,	I—”
	 “You	want	to	go	stand	with	them,	is	that	it?	
This	is	your	home,	isn’t	it?	Is	this	what	you	do?”
	 “It	was	never	like	this!”
	 “You	want	to	stay	with	them	and	cut	down	the	
forest?”
	 “No,	no!”
	 He	released	her	with	a	shove.	“Then	shut	up	
and	get	the	food.”
	 Mag	couldn’t	tell	if	she	was	about	to	throw	up	
or	not.	Shocked	and	terrified,	she	staggered	over	to	the	
storage	building	that	Dru	and	Ara	were	still	emptying.	
There	were	tears	running	down	her	face.
	 This	wasn’t	how	it	was	done.
	 “Take	it	all!”	Krin	shouted.	“The	boat	can	
carry	that	much.”
	 From	the	edge	of	the	muddy,	clear-cut	field,	
one	of	the	older	women	wailed,	“You	can’t	do	that!	
Look	at	our	crops.	They’re	all	gone.	We	have	nothing	
else.”
	 That	was	when	Mag	realized	what	the	clear-cut	
field	was.	It	had	been	a	garden,	bigger	than	any	garden	
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she’d	ever	seen,	half	a	valley’s	worth	of	space	cleared	
and	dug	up	and	planted	with	crops.	And	judging	by	the	
sea	of	mud	that	covered	half	of	the	village	right	up	to	
the	edge	of	the	creek,	the	entire	field	had	been	washed	
out	of	the	hills	and	down	into	the	ocean.
		 “We	have	nothing	else,”	the	woman	sobbed,	
looking	like	she	was	about	to	collapse.
	 “Good	choice,	cutting	down	all	the	trees,”	Jack	
said,	as	he	went	past	with	a	basket	of	dried	fish	on	his	
back.
	 For	a	single	terrible	heartbeat,	Mag	thought	
the	spell	of	fear	that	held	the	villagers	back	was	going	
to	break,	that	all	sixty	of	them,	young	and	old,	would	
charge	forward	with	the	terrible	force	of	survival	
instinct	and	rage	surging	in	their	veins	despite	the	
threat	of	Krin’s	axe,	and	it	would	all	be	over.	But	the	
moment	stretched—Krin	took	a	single	step	forward—
and	their	rage	wavered	and	passed,	leaving	only	a	
paralyzing,	helpless	grief.
	 Mag	felt	the	same.	Something	in	her	chest	
had	torn	and	she	felt	like	a	fish	with	a	broken	spine,	
gasping	frantically	for	breath	at	the	gills	because	that	
was	all	it	knew	how	to	do,	even	though	it	was	as	good	
as	dead.
	 “Krin,”	said	Dru	tentatively,	pausing	on	his	
way	down	to	the	boats	with	his	first	heavy	armload	of	
food.	“The	children?	It’s	not	their	fault.”
	 There	was	a	heavy	pause.	Krin’s	impassive	
face	tightened,	shifted.
	 “We’ll	take	anyone	who	isn’t	an	adult,”	he	
announced	eventually.
	 But	the	villagers	recoiled,	several	people	
outright	hiding	their	children	behind	them.	“Don’t	you	
touch	my	baby,”	one	woman	ground	out.
	 “They	don’t	have	to	die,”	Krin	told	her.	“This	
isn’t	their	fault.”
	 “You’re	not	taking	my	girl!”
	 “She’s	not	your	girl.”
	 “She	is	my	girl!	I’ll	kill	you!”
	 Krin	stared	at	the	villagers	with	some	open-
mouthed	mixture	of	disbelief	and	disgust.	“You’re	
raising	your	own	children.	You’re	breaking	the	
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community	because	it’s	hard	to	make	the	better	choice.	
What,	do	you	have	them	without	community	consent,	
too,	just	because	you	feel	like	it?”
	 Silence,	except	for	the	crying	infant	in	the	back	
of	the	crowd.
	 “This	is	why	you	give	the	baby	to	someone	
else!”	Krin	bellowed,	freshly	incensed.	“You’re	so	
attached	you	can’t	make	sensible	decisions	anymore,	
and	you’re	getting	them	killed!	They	don’t	have	to	die	
for	your	stupidity!”
	 “Don’t,”	said	Jack	angrily.	“Don’t.	Let	them	do	
it.”
	 “This	isn’t	the	children’s	fault,”	Krin	snarled.
	 “Let	them	do	it!”
	 Krin	pointed	the	axe.	“Selfish,”	was	all	he	
said,	his	voice	trembling	for	the	first	time.	“Stupid	and	
selfish.”	Without	warning,	he	swung	the	axe	around	
to	point	straight	at	Mag,	who	had	been	standing	stock	
still	with	a	basket	in	her	arms.	“And	you—go.”
	 Mag	almost	tripped	over	her	own	feet	in	her	
haste	to	move.	Laden	with	supplies,	she	turned	away	
from	the	storage	building	and	stumbled	toward	the	
beach	path.	With	her	back	turned	toward	Krin,	she	
almost	expected	to	feel	the	axe	hit	her	in	the	spine	at	
any	moment.
	 “Mag!”	a	voice	cried	suddenly,	and	it	was	
worse	than	the	axe.	“Is	that	you?	Mag!”
	 She	knew	that	voice:	Urda.	She	knew	it	the	
way	she	had	known	all	of	the	other	voices,	all	the	
faces	in	the	crowd	that	she	had	been	trying	not	to	
identify,	not	to	name,	because	if	she	did	then	she	felt	
like	she	would	scream	and	scream	forever	with	the	
knowledge	that	she	was	killing	them,	killing	them	
because	of	the	axe	and	the	hideous	look	on	Krin’s	
face.
	 This	wasn’t	how	it	was	done.
	 “Mag.	Please	don’t.	Mag.	Mags,	please.	Don’t	
do	this.”
	 Because	of	the	axe	and	the	blood	and	the	way	
she	could	see	Micalor’s	brain	through	his	broken	skull	
as	she	edged	around	his	body	on	her	way	to	the	path,	
crying	helplessly,	tears	dripping	onto	the	basket	of	
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food	in	her	arms.
	 “Mag!”
	 She	stepped	in	a	puddle	and	blood	soaked	into	
the	storm-torn	fabric	of	her	pants,	and	she	walked	
away,	knowing	in	some	terrible	part	of	her	heart—the	
part	that	was	relieved	when	others	took	control,	and	
was	craven	from	fear	of	the	axe—that	this	was	how	it	
was	always	done,	and	always	would	be.

Originally	written	for	HUM	260-C01,	Winter	2013.	
Allusions	in	the	text,	including	the	title,	reflect	several	
works	consulted:	Thomas	More’s	Utopia	(eds.	George	
M.	Logan	and	Robert	M.	Adams),	Waterworld	(dir.	
Kevin	Reynolds),	and	William	Shakespeare’s	The 
Tempest	(ed.	Bevington).
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SimCity Societies: Destinations	 	 	

Colin MacDonald

WEB SITE:	http://www.simcity.com/

The	SimCity	games,	which	feature	urban	planning	and	
simulated	government,	provide	the	player	with	some	
tools	to	create	a	virtual	world.	The	tools	are	varied,	
but	also	limited.	These	“strategy	games”	require	
forethought	to	achieve	the	goal.	The	player	assumes	
something	like	the	role	of	a	god	within	the	game,	
which	is	parallel	to	the	author’s	role	in	the	traditional	
literary	utopia.	However,	unlike	the	static	utopian	
book,	in	SimCity	the	player-god-author’s	choices	must	
interact	with	the	choices	built	in	to	the	program.	This	
produces	a	certain	level	of	unpredictability,	which	
increases	in	games	driven	by	narrative.

SimCity	Societies:	Destinations	differs	slightly	from	
other	games	in	the	series	in	its	mechanics	and	goals.	
The	original	SimCity	games	are	focused	on	a	city’s	
infrastructure	and	expansion.	The	player	builds	a	
city’s	infrastructure	from	the	ground	up.	All	public	
utilities,	from	electricity,	water	and	maintenance	are	
orchestrated	by	the	player.	Building	infrastructure	is	
still	necessary	in	SimCity	Societies,	though	the	task	
is	simplified	with	pre	set	patterns.	For	example,	the	
player	still	controls	the	placement	of	roads,	but	the	
game	only	allows	for	a	grid	pattern,	and	this	limits	
the	player	to	a	less	organic	form	of	city	planning.	
Another	example	of	limited	choice	is	energy	systems:	
the	player	may	choose	from	environmentally-
friendly	solar	farms	and	wind	farms,	or	pollution	
producing	coal	plants,	but	cannot	invent	non-standard	
combinations	of	the	various	technologies.

Beyond	the	physical	dimensions	of	the	simulated	
city	are	its	goals,	such	as	the	goal	of	happiness.	
The	program	correlates	features	such	as	buildings,	
transportation,	and	pollution	with	the	increase	or	
decrease	of	happiness.

My	experience	was	that	when	I	tried	consciously	to	
plan	a	happy	society,	the	population	turned	“rogue”,	
but	when	I	played	more	intuitively,	choosing	buildings	
or	features	based	on	what	seemed	to	feel	right,	the	
population	showed	a	higher	happiness	factor.
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