
 
eng 4994 
Seminar in Themes & Genres: 
("Contemporary Utopian & Dystopian Writing") 
Derek Owens, B40 St. John Hall, x5610, x6387 
owensd@stjohns.edu, owensd@optonline.net 
 
All information for our course can be found at WebCT. You'll need to visit our course on WebCT 
each week as this is where you'll be uploading papers and contributing to weekly discussions all 
semester long. Here's how to get there: 
 

Log in to St. John's Central. Click on the "My Courses" tab at the top of the page. Click 
on our course; you'll be taken to our WebCT site. 
 
OR: if St John's Central is down, you can get to our WebCT page this way: Go to 
newonline.stjohns.edu:9000/   Follow the directions for logging on. 

  
Brief Course Overview: 
 
The emphasis is really on dystopian literature more than utopian, partly because there's so little 
contemporary utopian literature (with the exception of political and religious discourse). We'll 
begin the semester with a quick tour of the Western canon of utopian literature then leap ahead to 
novels in the 1980s, 1990s, and early 21st c. We'll also read a critical study that attempts to make 
sense of the different forms of dystopian fiction in the last few decades. Much of this course will 
explore the "near-future narrative," a contemporary genre that includes the work of SF and 
speculative fiction writers, as well as material by futurists (who are loathe to refer to their future 
scenarios as fiction, preferring to classify it as "research"). 
 
Texts: 
 
Required: 
 
Gregory Claeys & Lyman Tower Sargent, eds, The Utopia Reader, New York University  
 Press 
Lois Lowry, The Giver, Laure Leaf 
William Gibson, Neuromancer, Ace Books 
Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower, Warner Books 
Margaret Atwood, Oryx and Crake, Anchor 
Russell Hoban, Riddley Walker, Indiana University Press 
Frederick Buell, From Apocalypse to Way of Life, Routledge 
 
 
Supplemental: 
 
Selected essays from Utopia: The Search for the Ideal Society in the Western World (New York 
Public Library) will be made available. 
 
Recommended: 
 
Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale, Anchor Books 
William Gibson, Pattern Recognition,  



Nalo Hopkinson, Brown Girl in the Ring, Warner Books 
Richard Powers, Gain, Picador Press 
 
Semester Assignment Schedule 
 
NOTE: Beginning every Saturday starting September 4, you're required to post a response under 
the appropriate discussion topic at WebCT. 
 
NOTE: all assigned papers are to be 6-8 pages long 
 
Week 1 
 
Wed Sep 1  Introduction 
 
Fri Sep 3  Designing Utopia in 45 minutes: a classroom exercise 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: If you had to describe a utopia in several paragraphs, what would you 
come up with? 
 
Week 2 
Wed Sep 8  Utopia Reader: from Genesis through the 18th Century (phew!) 

The Garden of Eden (9), The Elysian Fields (12), Islands of the Blest (12), 
Lycurgus (16), Iambulus (60), Lucian (64), Cockaigne (71), Utopia (77), 
Montaigne (99), Campanella (106), Bacon (118), Swift (141), Bretonne (163) 

 
Fri Sep 10--class cancelled (I have an all day meeting) 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to any of this week's readings 
 
Week 3 
 
Mon Sep 13 Utopia Reader:  the 19th Century 
   Shakers, Oneida, Fourier, Saint-Simon, Owen, Cabet (182-227) 
    
Wed Sep 15 Utopia Reader: 19th Century cont. 
   Butler (229), Bellamy (240), 
 
Fri Sep 17  Utopia Reader: 19th Century cont. 
   Morris (273), Howells (301) 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to any of this week's readings 
 
Week 4 
 
Mon Sep 20   Utopia Reader: 20th Century 
   Wells (312), Gilman (319), Zamiatin (329) 
 
Wed Sep 22 Utopia Reader: 20th Century cont. 
   Burdekin (344), Huxley (347), Orwell (398), Le Guin (407) 
 
Fri Sep 24  Workshop: Writing Paper #1 (on any themes drawn from Utopia Reader) 



 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to any of this week's readings 
 
Week 5 
 
Mon Sep 27   Lois Lowry, The Giver 
 
Wed Sep 29 Lois Lowry, The Giver 
 
Fri Oct 1  Paper #1 due 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to The Giver 
Week 6 
 
Mon Oct 4  Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower 
 
Wed Oct 6  Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower 
 
Fri Oct 8  Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to Parable 
 
Week 7 
 
Wed Oct 13 Buell, From Apocalypse to Way of Life, (preface, Chapters 1 & 2: xi-66) 
 
Fri Oct 15  Buell, From Apocalypse to Way of Life, (Chapters 3-4: 69-142) 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to this week's readings in Buell 
 
Week 8 
 
Mon Oct 18 Workshop: Writing Paper #2 (on The Giver, Parable of the Sower, or  
   both) 
 
Wed Oct 20 William Gibson, Neuromancer 
 
Fri Oct 22  William Gibson, Neuromancer 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to Neuromancer 
 
Week 9 
 
Mon Oct 25 Paper #2 due 
 
Wed Oct 27 William Gibson, Neuromancer 
 
Fri Oct 29  William Gibson, Neuromancer 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic:  Respond to the rest of Neuromancer 
 



 
Week 10 
 
Wed Nov 3  Margaret Atwood, Oryx & Crake 
 
Fri Nov 5  Margaret Atwood, Oryx & Crake 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to Oryx & Crake so far 
 
Week 11 
 
Mon Nov 8  Margaret Atwood, Oryx & Crake 
 
Wed Nov 10 Margaret Atwood, Oryx & Crake 
 
Fri Nov 12  Workshop: Writing Paper #3 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to the rest of Oryx & Crake 
 
Week 12 
 
Mon Nov 15 Buell, From Apocalypse to Way of Life, (Chapter 7: 211-246) 
 
Wed Nov 17 Buell, From Apocalypse to Way of Life, (Chapters 8 & 9: 247-322) 
 
Fri Nov 19  Paper #3 due 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to this week's readings in Buell 
 
Week 13 
 
Mon Nov 22 Russell Hoban, Riddley Walker 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Your thoughts on Riddley Walker so far 
 
Week 14 
 
Mon Nov 29 Russell Hoban, Riddley Walker 
 
Wed Dec 1  Russell Hoban, Riddley Walker 
 
Fri Dec 3  Russell Hoban, Riddley Walker 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Respond to Riddley Walker 
 
Week 15 
 
Mon Dec 6  catching up 
 
Thur Dec 9  catching up 
 



Mon Dec 13  Paper #4 due (on Riddley Walker, or a novel of your choice, or your own  
    dystopian or utopian short fiction) 
 
WebCT Discussion Topic: Now that the course is over, what are your closing thoughts about 
utopias, eutopias, dystopias, and the near future?  
 
"Designing Eutopia" Exercise 
 

Some long lost distant relative has died and bequeathed to you a village that they own in 
upstate New York. It's a good 10,000 acres in size, with fresh water, fertile soil, lots of buildings 
for homes, roads, businesses, and services (schools, fire dept, police, water authority, etc), and a 
population of 3,000 people. This relative has also given you ample funds for enhancement and 
upkeep of the village. Here's the catch: to keep this property, and the money, you are charged 
with designing a community: not a perfect community, but a microsociety that is far more 
desirable than the one we currently live in. If, after five years, the village has doubled in size due 
to the desirability of living there, you'll be allowed to keep the property, and further funds will 
come your way. If however the community you design is deemed to be undesirable by the 
inhabitants, and people begin leaving, you'll lose everything at the end of the five years. 

 
Your goal is not to design a "perfect" place, but rather a place where things are much 

better than they are now. You have free reign to reinvent the educational system, the labor 
system, economics, religious institutions--pretty much anything you want. 
 

Your job is to begin selecting this community drawing from the materials we've read so 
far from the Utopia Reader. Discuss among your peers what these visionaries, mavericks, and 
writers have had to say about the topics of work, education, the family, wealth, gender relations, 
children, and other matters. Which of their ideas do you find to be desirable or salvageable? 
Which would you reject? What would you modify? Take the next 30 minutes to compile a list of 
all the good, working ideas you can find within the  readings. When the time is up we'll discuss 
what you've come up with. 

 
You'll be working in groups but you needn't feel obligated to come to an agreement with 

your group members. Use the groups to bounce ideas off one another. 
 
Riddley Walker notes 
 
For me Riddley Walker is a testament to creativity and hope. To be sure, the subject is 
grim & brutal—most of what we love of our contemporary world (& indeed our very 
civilization(s), past & present) has been wiped out: art, literature, philosophy, science, 
languages, music, fashion, media, childhood, technology, wealth, leisure, religion, animal 
& plant species, gourmet food, architecture, etc. And yet Hoban designs characters 
(Riddley obviously, but Lissener too, and also Goodparley and Lorna) who long for 
something greater, or express certain creative urges, and are pushed to express their 
desires and longings through their own poetics. Riddley especially epitomizes a creative 
spirit, not so much an appreciation but a primal understanding of art, spirituality, and the 
deep energies that can surge and rise & evolve within and throughout human 
consciousness. Hoban also reawakens mythology—he tears down most of our 
contemporary myths (but never completely—myths rarely ever fully go away; they just 



mutate and come to haunt other myths), and conjures new ones in their stead. As Robert 
Kelly says, myths are neither true nor false—they work.  
 
It's hard not to disagree with Margaret Atwood that too many things in our culture are 
regressing and devolving and in trouble (Oryx and Crake). Things like ethics and 
morality are either in short supply, or are concepts manipulated for political ends. And, 
more importantly, empathy seems too often absent in our political, economic, and local 
landscapes. I happen to be convinced by Lawrence Buell’s argument (Apocalypse as Way 
of Life) that we are very much living in a state of sustained, perpetual crisis, or rather 
crises (environmental, social, economic, political) that run so deep we often don’t even 
recognize them anymore; these crises have become so much the very fabric of daily 
living. And yet, despite all this, the homegrown mythmaking, the love of language play, 
the construction of a new culture (albeit a rather primal, primitive one), and the genuine 
care for his characters—all of this makes Hoban's novel inspiring for me. As someone 
who was always  interested in mythology and Jungian psychology, I’m also attracted to 
works like this that attempt to tap into fairly primal states of being/mind—works that are 
testaments to  the fecundity of the human imagination. And it must be said I’m also 
partial to works of art that articulate, or capture, visionary experience. The visions 
Riddley and Lissener have are not oddball, isolated phenomenon; literature and art and 
philosophy are filled with such “altered state” encounters. The visual poetics of William 
Blake is one of the most obvious examples that comes to mind. And if you pick up an 
issue of Raw Vision, a magazine devoted to “outsider and intuitive visionary art,” you see 
that all across the globe there are people who are making art in their own, local, 
homespun manner—and in fact here it’s not so much “art” as it is something else 
(consciousness? Poeisis?) Anyway, I read Riddley Walker as that kind of visionary 
(personal) myth-making. 
 
(If there’s one thing I am very bothered by in this book, it’s the heavy emphasis on 
masculinity and males; aside for Lorna, who disappears soon into the book, and the 
recurring presence of “Auntie”, this is a world constructed by and for men. This is 
nothing new of course—such is the story of so much literature--or at least in how 
literature is often taught and studied and anthologized. Nor does it mean male universes 
don’t have their own profound magic—Moby Dick, Tolkein’s novels, these are amazing 
acts of imagination. But it does get rather tiring how over and over, women are either 
“otherized,” or simply made inivisble, erased. (Apparently Hoban has sought to address 
this in his other novels, though honestly I've yet to read them.) 
 
Things to think about 
 
Sacrifice: the novel opens with a sacrifice, and sacrifices occur throughout: personal 
sacrifices, political (Lissener being kilt, like every ardship, every 12 years). What is it 
about the omnipresence of sacrifice in mythology, literature, our own lives? What does 
sacrifice do? What’s its draw? What might you find if you were to dig up what some 
sociologists and anthropologists have to say about the nature, function, and meaning(s) of 
sacrifice? Can you think of contemporary manifestations of sacrifice in your own life, our 
own contemporary  culture?  



 
Survival: Much of the novel touches on survival; the first story within the novel is Hart 
of the Wood (and as with much of Hoban’s language, the words contain multiple 
references: hart / heart; would / wood). It’s a tale of a family lacking basic survival skills, 
and so they make a pact with the devil (Mr. Clevver) to kill their child for fire. One finds 
variations on this theme running throughout many European fairty tales. What does one 
need to survive? On a basic level, and beyond? We have little understanding of what 
survival means in Riddley Walker’s world; what does it mean for us? Or do we really 
think about “survival”? If so, how? 
 
Ghosts, Spirits, Forces: The novel is full of primal forces, visions, tellings, conjurings. 
Lorna refers to this on p. 6 by  calling attention to the (what—spirit? Urgings? Instincts? 
Godhead? ) that lives inside us, and looks out our eye hoals. This idea of some kind of 
ghost or spirit or whatever, living inside us—it pops up elsewhere, especially in the first 
myth/fable Riddley creates, where there are mirror figures of ourselves made out of stoan 
and which walk through the earth, their feet opposite our own. What’s this all about, this 
sense of mutual, spiritual accompanying presences? For those of you who believe in “the 
spirit” (heavenly or otherwise), what exactly is this thing, where is it, and what’s it do?  
 
Connecting: Making connexions is a major theme in the novel—not just in the presence 
of the Connexion Man, like Riddley and his father, but in this insistence that all things are 
connected. (If that sounds familiar, consider a staple of ecological thinking—no thing is 
ever separate and isolated unto itself; every thing is connected to some other thing, and 
all things are interconnected. "Every thing is about every thing." 
 
Writing: The first chapter ends with Riddley commenting on the urge to write, why he’s 
putting all of this down in prose. Writing exists in very few places—the book is a written 
account, of course, and the Legend of St. Eustace that appears later is a written account. 
And writing exists in the forms of messages sent via carrier pigeons among the mincery 
people (which is how they monitor the goings-on in Inland.) See pg 111, pg. 122 (how 
words are equating with conjuring…) 
 
Story-telling: The novel is of course one big myth, a dark fairytale of sorts planted in a 
grim future 2000 years from now. But it contains a variety of other stories. What is it 
about stories, exactly—what’s their appeal? Why do we tell them to ourselves, over and 
over? What do we get out of them? From whence comes this urge to tell tales—and not 
just to repeat them verbatim, but enhance them, remake them in the course of their 
telling? What psychological, cultural, spiritual needs does story-telling fulfill? 
 
Archetypes: The book is packed with elements that have deep symbolic and archetypal 
references: deer (harts);  puppets; medicine women; dogs; pigs; boars; crows; the Green 
Man (greanvine), the slapstick between a straight man and the comic, devils, shadows, 
stone, silence, machines. All of these elements are laden with symbols, cross-references, 
and deeper implications. What might you find if you were to really dive in deeply to any 
one of these, researching its many different origins, implications, references? 



 By the way, I urge you to take out the movie Princess Mononoke, one of the best 
films I’ve seen in 10 years (and also Miyazaki’s other gorgeous film, Spirited Away). 
Here in the west we’ve been brought up on Disney and Pixar, which have to a large 
extent poisoned our imaginative faculties. For some truly inspired, original work, check 
these movies out. Princess Mononoke especially, for there are fascinating connections 
between mythical animal figures, deep tensions between competing societies with 
differing attitudes towards technology. 
 
Religion: We like to think that our sense of religion, if we have one, is not something 
arbitrary and temporary, but permanent, and timeless. Religion is not fashion, after all. 
But Riddley Walker forces us to imagine a world where religion, like language and 
culture, mutates, disappears, becomes extinct, reappears. This is obviously an uneasy 
thing to think about for many—but why might Hoban find this to  be hopeful, or 
desirable? That is, I tend to read the  novel as one where Riddley’s emerging ideas and 
visions are to be considered desirable and valuable in & of themselves;  the book is 
indeed a melancholy look at what has been lost, but I really don’t think it’s intended to 
portray a doomed, hopeless people because they no  longer have Christianity. What are 
your thoughts on this—are Riddley’s people doomed because there is no longer Christ, or 
Allah, or Jehova in their world? (Or do you think it’s blasphemy to even  entertain the 
notion of such a world in which Christ (or whomever) no longer exists?) (Yes, the “spirit 
of God” surfaces later in the book—but in Riddley’s world, these are just powerful 
words; there is no bible, no Judaic/Christian history to put this into context.) 
 
Technological Progress: One of the major themes in the book is this quest for 
progress—to  get the culture advanced to the point it once was a thousand years before. 
Goodparely epitomizes this quest to pull ahead—to figure out the implications of their 
contemporary myths about the three magical ingredients that eventually lead to major 
changes (i.e. the creation of gunpowder, which leads ultimately to the creation of all 
weapons, including nuclear power). Riddley too, at times, longs for his culture to 
advance. But there are other times when Riddley wants nothing to do with this. There’s 
also a tension going on between Riddley’s hunter-gatherer people, and the agrarian 
workers on the “forms” (farms). The tensions between longing for a more primal, 
simpler, primitive way of living, poised against a more technologically advanced culture, 
are tensions running throughout nearly everything we’ve read this semester. How do you 
make sense of this balance between the longing for new technology, and the desire to 
return to something simpler? In what ways are we romanticizing both ends of the 
spectrum? In what ways are they both desirable? And harmful? 
 
Place names. Hoban changes the names of the landscape, riffing off of contemporary 
names in his idiosyncratic style. But there’s more to this business of naming places. In 
chapter 12 Lissener tells of how he got a story from Wayman Footling, and there’s a 
fascinating section on how the name of a place comes into being. There’s a fusion here of 
mythmaking and pragmatic labeling going on, and it’s echoed in lots of tribal  cultures 
and how they name places. See in particular resources on how Australian aboriginal 
cultures assign  names to their landscapes—and how those names have multiple other 
names contained inside of them.  See also Story-telling above. 



 
Wombs:  A lot of creation metaphors scattered throughout the book (even in minor 
places, like pg. 114 and the reference to a “wind egg” hatching). You might look at all the 
places a womb/woom is mentioned, and start unpacking that imagery—and making 
connections between this, and other creative impulses and urges in the book. And 
contrasting this with the death imagery (arga warga, and Auntie). Compare the outline of 
Cambridge, the womb, with some of the oldest works of art in western civilization, the 
Venus of Willenddorf figurines.  What’s going on here? (see chapter 15 in particular) 
 
Women: Lorna and Auntie  are the two main female characters (the only female 
characters!) Both are serious archetypes: the medicine woman, and the angel of death. 
Notice how Auntie’s mode of killing—to copulate with someone (with sharp ‘toofy 
teef”in her vagina, or with a red hot iron penis)—have echoes with other mythological 
forms (Shiva, Medusa, succubi). The idea of a vagina having teeth relates to the vagina 
dentate, a mythology surfacing in a number of cultures. What’s this all about? And why 
has death here been equated with intercourse?  
 
Boys and Homosexuality: There is a significant absence of women, and especially girls, 
in the book. And the term “boy” is often  used to imply a boy being used sexually by a 
man. The practice of “boying” seems commonplace in Riddley’s world. Is this because 
fertility is down, and thus heterosexuality has lost some of its appeal? Is it because Hoban 
for some reason sees homosexuality being more common in such a primitive or primal 
state? (Consider how rampant homosexuality and rape is in prisons, or in how in certain 
ancient Greek and Roman cultures bisexuality was more common, and not nearly as 
stigmatized as it is today.) If one were to look at this novel through the lenses of queer 
theory, what might one come up with? 
 
 


