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Introduction

This paper argues that thinking about our
ethical responsibilities in the present and for
the future is helped by looking through the lens
of Utopia. I have addressed the plethora of uses
of the term Utopia elsewhere, in The Concept of
Utopia, and more recently the merits of Utopia
as a sociological method in Utopia as Method:
The Imaginary Reconstitution of Society; this pa-
per draws substantially on these books.! The
imagination of a potential, different society
in the future draws attention to the need for
change, offers a direction towards that change,
and a stimulus to action in the present.

Political philosophy, moral philosophy and
ethics tend to look on sustainable prosperity,
like justice or equality, as an abstract good. Uto-
pia may also do this, but its emphasis differs in
two ways. First, it operates at the more concrete
level of the social institutions encapsulating

those principles, or from which they emerge.
Secondly, it considers those institutions as a
system — a social system, embedded in an eco-
logical system. There is another difference, I
think. By definition, all discussion of a better
future is normative, that is, it makes evaluative
claims about what is good. But much discus-
sion about ethics (in common with almost all
of the Western intellectual tradition) separates
thought and feeling. Writers such as Martha
Nussbaum (a philosopher) and Andrew Sayer (a
sociologist) have argued strongly that this dis-
tinction is deeply problematic, neglecting our
embodied human nature and our necessary ex-
istence in a web of human social relationships.?
The Utopian approach allows us not only to
imagine what an alternative society could look
like, but enables us to imagine what it might
feel like to inhabit it, thus giving a greater
potential depth to our judgements about the



good. Sociology is essentially concerned with
the operation of society as a system, includ-
ing both its institutional arrangements and the
emergent moralities and structures of feelings
that characterise it, so the utopian approach
is primarily sociological rather than abstractly
philosophical.

Sustainable prosperity is one way of think-
ing about a potentially better society on a
global scale. This is different from sustainable
growth, which so easily slides into a conven-
tional commitment to economic growth as we
know it, translated as (economic) growth that
can be sustained. Prosperity should be under-
stood not as prosperousness in the economic
sense of economically wealthy, but in the wid-
er and deeper sense of prospering or thriving.3

»The Utopian approach allows us not only to imagine
what an alternative society could look like, but enables us
to imagine what it might feel like to inhabit it.«

So the questions become what kind of a soci-
ety can enable us to prosper and thrive in a way
that is genuinely sustainable both ecologically
and socially; how do we collectively think about
the problems this presents; and how might we
move in the direction of appropriate change.
And, indeed, what will happen if we fail.

Dystopian Fears

Radical change has never been more neces-
sary. Ecological pressures suggest that human
survival may require more than gradual, ame-
liorative adjustments to our present way of life.
In March 2017, the World Meteorological Or-
ganization revealed that 2016 was the hottest
year on record, that Arctic ice and sea ice were
at record low levels, and consequently that sea
levels are rising at an increasing rate.* Some of
what may lie in store for us if we do not change
our ways is suggested by Kim Stanley Robin-
son’s New York 2140, published in the same
month.> Robinson’s novel is a dystopia rather

than a utopia. Dystopias share with utopias the
method of depicting an alternative society, but
constitute a warning of what may happen if we
go on as we are, rather than a projection of a
desired future.

In New York 2140, gradually rising sea levels
give way to two major pulses of flooding some
decades apart as the natural barriers contain-
ing arctic ice give way. The first raises the water
level to twelve feet above its current level and
the second to fifty feet above. This is still New
York, and the detailed descriptions of its flood-
ed topography reflect a love of place not con-
fined to its long-term inhabitants, for New York
remains a city of and magnet for immigrants.
And New York is simply one place among many,
in that the global catastrophe has fundamen-
tally altered coastlines and
inundated cities world-wide.
This is a novel of adapta-
tion: people live in the upper
floors of towers that remain;
there are new-builds of new materials, notably
graphene, light and flexible. Travel is by boat,
or on foot over sky bridges that link the upper
floors of the towers. Gradually, too, old build-
ings lose their footings and ‘melt’ into the wa-
ter. Food is not plentiful. Some things survive
the cataclysms. New York still has a mayor and
the New York Police Department. There are still
global financial markets and internet trading,
attempts at hostile takeovers of cooperative
enterprises, mortgages and rents, hedge funds,
labyrinthine concealment of interests, and
towers full of empty flats that exist largely as
parks for international capital. And the people
in senior positions, as likely as not to be female
and/or people of colour, are a mix we might rec-
ognise—from crooks on the make to computer
nerds to some with a genuine commitment to
the public good.

As with many dystopian fictions, there is the
intimation of a move beyond—not in terms of
turning back the flood waters, but in terms of



eventually challenging the process by which
the rich become richer and the poor are further
dispossessed.® A violent storm surge destroys
more half-submerged properties and destroys
or strips all the trees in Central Park, which
becomes a vast refuge for displaced persons.
An attempt to open up the empty towers is re-
pelled by armed private se-
curity guards, firing on the
crowds and the NYPD. The
financial system is brought
down not by violence on
the streets (or canals and
rivers) but by an orchestrat-
ed withholding of rents and
debt repayments. In this financial crash, rather
than the banks being bailed out and the screws
of austerity tightened, they are nationalised—
politically possible because this, like disaster
and dispossession, is happening on a global
scale. Asset taxes as well as income taxes are
imposed, along with currency controls and en-
vironmental protection. The neo-liberal global
order is overturned to be replaced by univer-
sal health care, free public education, a living
wage, and full employment, and readers are in-
vited to add their own demands.

New York 2140 is, of course, a fiction, and
not the first dystopian fiction about a drowned
world. But it draws attention to the two major
reasons that we cannot go on as we are. First,
the ecological imperative, as climate change,
global warming and rising sea levels are accom-
panied by increasing pollution of earth, air and
seas, and unstable weather patterns, presaging
forced migrations exacerbated by food and re-
source shortages and armed conflicts. Cutting
carbon emissions now may already be too late,
akin to shutting the stable door after the horses
have bolted—the horses, in this case, being the
four horses of the apocalypse, war, famine, pes-
tilence and death. Second, there is a conflict be-
tween ecological limits and the fundamentally
expansionary character of capitalism. Flexible

»Prosperity should be
understood not as prosperous-
ness in the economic sense of
economically wealthy, but in
the wider and deeper sense of
prospering or thriving.«

as capitalism is (which is part of Robinson’s
point), it depends, as David Harvey has shown,
on compound growth of 3 per cent a year;’ or, as
Robinson puts it, ‘bubbles and Ponzi schemes
and capitalism all have to keep growing or else
they are in deep shit’.® And, as David Attenbor-
ough has said, anyone who thinks that you can
have infinite growth in a fi-
nite environment is either
mad or an economist.’

Our current social and
economic system is not
only ecologically unsus-
tainable, but socially unjust
and inequitable, and proba-
bly socially unsustainable as well. As Thomas
Piketty has shown, capitalism has an inbuilt
tendency to ever-greater levels of inequality.!®
(Robinson dubs the progressive tax on incomes
and capital assets imposed in New York in 2143
a Piketty Tax). The bail-out of the banks in
2009 was the largest hand-out to the owning
class since 1834, when slave owners were ‘com-
pensated’ for the loss of their ‘property’.!' The
financial crisis was then used to force through
neo-liberal reforms under the banner of ‘aus-
terity’, in Britain not only cutting the incomes
of the poorest but radically reducing the re-
sources available to the central and local state
and decimating public services. An estimated
80 per cent of these cuts were borne by women
rather than men.

This is merely the latest manifestation of
the increasing concentration of resources in
the hands of the global 1 per cent over the last
forty years, as the share going to capital has
steadily risen and the share going to wages has
fallen correspondingly. In Britain, the share of
national income taken by the top 10 per cent
rose from 20 per cent to about 30 per cent be-
tween 1977 and 1990, and has remained at that
level. The share taken by the top 1 per cent has
continued to rise, from 5.7 per cent in 1990 to
8.3 per cent in 2013-14. Wealth is even more



concentrated: the top 1 per cent doubled their
collective holdings between 2005 and 2015.
There has been a veritable tsunami of books on
this increasing inequality and its consequenc-
es, including its adverse consequences for eco-
nomic growth. Perhaps the most influential has
been Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett’s The
Spirit Level, which shows that even the rich die
younger in very unequal societies.!?

The Idea of Utopia

So, ecology and equity point to the need
for radical change, a complete change in our
social systems, means of
livelihood and ways of life.
Where there is no vision,
the people perish. Enter
Utopia. futures.«

And then, immediate-
ly, clarification is necessary about what Uto-
pia means, and—equally importantly—what it
does not mean. The word utopia was invented
by Thomas More in 1516 as a pun on eutopia
(good place) and outopia (no place), and was
the title of a short book written in Latin, part of
which describes an ideal society. The term has,
however, come to have a derogatory meaning
in English. The good place that does not actu-
ally exist has come to mean the good place that
cannot exist—hence in everyday use, ‘utopian’
at best implies unrealistic idealism. A more
sinister meaning also attaches to the word: the
claim that as a top-down plan, the pursuit or
implementation of Utopia necessarily leads to
violence, oppression, and totalitarianism. This
anti-utopian position was, oddly, scarcely dent-
ed in the myriad events across Europe in 2016
in celebration of the five hundredth anniversa-
ry of More’s book. The politics of this kind of
anti-utopianism are essentially conservative:
they run counter to radical change, and even
where they purport to allow gradual change,
this is essentially tied to the present.!3

There are at least three other ways of think-

»Utopia encourages us to
think differently, systemically,
and concretely about possible

ing about Utopia, all of which are more useful
in terms of considering our relationship with
potential futures. The first is to understand
Utopia or utopianism very broadly, as the ex-
pression of the desire for a better way of liv-
ing or of being. Clearly, such expressions may
take a variety of forms. They may often be frag-
mentary rather than holistic, and be expressed
in art, literature, politics or religion. They vary
across history and between cultures. Neverthe-
less, the desire and hope that things might be
otherwise, and might be better, is the defining
characteristic of utopian thought.!* More’s Uto-
pia offers something more
specific than this. It is a
description of an alterna-
tive society—a different set
of social institutions and
practices embedding differ-
ent ethics and values, including using gold for
chamber pots and the chains of slaves.

This is the second way of thinking about
the idea of Utopia itself, as what Ernst Bloch
described as ‘social utopias’.!* Such utopias in-
clude much of what is conventionally under-
stood as utopian literature from More, through
the great fin de siécle writers Edward Bellamy,
William Morris, Charlotte Perkins Gilman and
H. G. Wells, to such more contemporary au-
thors as Marge Piercy, Ursula Le Guin or Kim
Stanley Robinson.!® The imagination of society
otherwise is not, however, necessarily confined
to fiction or science fiction; there are many
non-fiction attempts to understand what a dif-
ferent society might look like, often in the guise
of political programmes, or, in the contem-
porary world, consideration of what would be
necessary for a sustainable society. This more
holistic version of the utopian mode treats so-
cial arrangements, means of livelihood, ways of
life, and their accompanying ethics as an indi-
visible system. Most of this paper is concerned
with Utopia in this sense, because the problem
we face is bringing about a transformed future.



There is, however, also a third way of think-
ing about Utopia which is relevant to the ques-
tion of whom the agents of that transformation
might be. This third meaning concerns prefig-
urative practice, that is, attempts to live out in
this world the relationships and practices that
might characterise an imagined better future.

Why Utopia?

Utopia encourages us to think differently,
systemically, and concretely about possible fu-
tures. First, it allows us, in imagining an entire-
ly different society, to break from the present
at least in imagination. This break is not, of
course absolute. Our imaginative
reach is limited. Both the issues
that preoccupy us and our posit-
ed transformations in response to
them are heavily dependent on our
social and historical circumstanc-
es. They are not wholly socially determined: as
Roberto Unger has argued, human beings are
shaped by their context, but also transcend it;”
or, as Marx put it, we make our own history, but
not under conditions of our own choosing. One
of the reasons Marx refused overt utopianism
was his recognition of the social formation of
human beings, and thus the impossibility of
predicting the needs, wants and capacities of
future generations. This recognition of con-
tingency, and of the dependence of our own
beliefs, perceptions and ethics on our histori-
cal and social position, is one of the defining
characteristics of modernity. There is a sense,
then, in which all utopian speculation is about
the present rather than the future. It address-
es those issues that are of concern in the pres-
ent, by projecting a different future in which
they are resolved. Nevertheless, the degree of
distance offered by Utopia is important. It en-
ables a kind of double vision in which we can
look not only from present to future, but from
(potential) future to the present. The French
sociologist André Gorz rightly argued that ‘it

is the function of utopias ... to provide us with
the distance from the existing state of affairs
which allows us to judge what we are doing in
the light of what we could or should do’.’® His
compatriot Miguel Abensour argued—specifi-
cally in relation to Morris’s News from Nowhere
—that the process of imagination also enables
people to learn to want differently, by think-
ing and feeling themselves into an alternative
world. He called this ‘the education of desire’."®

Secondly, ‘social utopias’ imagine desired fu-
tures as holistic systems. They are in this sense
a form of speculative sociology, for sociologists
typically understand societies as complex sys-

»Whereas political philosophy may begin from such
abstract goods as justice, fairness, or equality, the
sociological approach forces the question of how these
are played out in practice.«

tems, in which forms of work, the production of
livelihoods, the distribution of the social prod-
uct, education, forms of government, and belief
systems including ethics are all necessarily in-
terrelated. This approach lends itself to looking
at the way an imagined society is embedded in
the local and global ecology, even if sociolo-
gists have too often neglected this question.
Thirdly, this utopian-sociological perspec-
tive forces us to think in concrete terms. Where-
as political philosophy may begin from such
abstract goods as justice, fairness, or equality,
the sociological approach forces the question
of how these are played out in practice, how
they are built into the design of social institu-
tions and the actual processes of daily life. This
may be particularly important for the question
of our ethical relation to the future, since eth-
ics, in this view, are not detachable from their
social context—a point to which I will return.

Utopia as Method
Anti-utopian arguments represent Utopia
as a plan which cannot be realised, and may



give rise to violence. But most utopias are not
plans; they are, rather, hypotheses. The process
of speculation about a potential better future —
what we might call the Imaginary Reconstitu-
tion of Society—is a method rather than a blue-
print. Such a method has three modes. Firstly,
there is the architectural mode, the imagina-
tion of an alternative society, discussed above.
All utopias, in this sense, provoke critical re-
sponses. One may respond, ‘I don’t like that’,
for example to the fact that
More’s Utopia involves slav-
ery. One may wonder, ‘what
about...?” in relation to any
number of omissions and
silences. The critique of
Utopia is a necessary part of the process. That
is why H. G. Wells said that the ‘creation of Uto-
pias — and their exhaustive criticism - is the
necessary and distinctive method of sociolo-
gy’.20

Second, this critique needs to be directed not
only at utopias which are explicitly so owned
by their proponents. There are utopias embed-
ded in much social commentary which do not
advertise or recognise themselves as such. For
example, there is a conservative utopia focused
on long-standing rootedness in (and ownership
of) land at work in Roger Scruton’s essay in this
series.?! There were and are utopias, ideas of a
better world, underpinning the hopes of those
voting for Brexit (including, but not limited to,
a properly-funded health service) and those
voting for Donald Trump. Utopias are widely
at work in everyday life, for they form part of
what sociologists call the ‘social imaginary’—
that is, the models we carry around in our heads
of how the world does and/or should operate.
Jens Beckert has shown how beliefs about the
future are part and parcel of how financial mar-
kets work.”? As Robinson puts it, ‘It’s a fragile
system, based on mutual trust that it’s sane,
and as soon as that fiction breaks down, ev-
eryone sees it’s crazy’.?> The expectations that

»The expectations that govern
behaviour in the present are
fictional, and whether or not they
are realistic, they are not real.«

govern behaviour in the present are fictional,
and whether or not they are realistic, they are
not real. Bringing these implicit utopian mod-
els to public view and subjecting these, also, to
exhaustive criticism is an equally important ar-
chaeological mode of the utopian method. Some
of these may be presented not as the utopias
their authors implied, but as dystopias.

Thirdly, the Imaginary Reconstitution of
Society, whether architectural or archaeolog-
ical, has also an ontological
aspect — meaning, simply,
that all utopias, whether
explicit or implicit have an
embedded idea of what it
means to be human, what is
good for us and makes us happy.

It is evident that utopian ideas have a wide
currency, even if they are not always recognised
as such. Thinking of Utopia as a method rather
than a plan reveals that utopian speculation is
always subject to critique and is always, there-
fore, provisional. Most literary utopias are not
regarded as an end point. Wells argues that
what makes A Modern Utopia modern is its glob-
al reach and its ‘kinetic’ character, that is, its
inbuilt process of change. Robinson says there
are no happy endings because there are no end-
ings. Bellamy’s Looking Backward is a staging
post. Morris’s News from Nowhere is subtitled
‘an epoch of rest’ with the implication of fur-
ther change. Morris also explicitly recognised
that any utopian projection was, in part, an ex-
pression of the temperament of its author, and
necessarily contained gaps and wrong turnings.
In this respect, Morris was admirably reflexive
about what he was doing. Tom Moylan has ar-
gued that the utopias of the later twentieth
century, by such writers as Marge Piercy and
Ursula Le Guin, incorporate and reflect these
elements of provisionality and reflexivity. Giv-
en these limitations of utopian imagination, we
would not expect any utopia we imagine to be
implemented in its entirety, nor if we are wise



would we want it to. Utopia is consequently
necessarily characterised by failure—but this is
a feature in its favour, not an argument against
it. Utopia is a method rather than a plan, a pro-
cess rather than a goal.

Presenting the Future

Understood as a method, utopia has no spe-
cific content, which is why Robinson’s brief
account of the society emerging after the debt
strike invites readers to add their own demands.
Moreover, since Utopia is not a plan, provision-
al versions of a better future must be negotiat-
ed collectively, raising questions about political
organisation and agency. What I set out here,
then, are simply some principles that will need
to inform a just and sustainable future, bear-
ing in mind Wells’s stricture that Utopia now
needs to be imagined as global. Ecological sus-
tainability requires a huge
reduction in carbon emis-
sions, as well as a reduction
in other environmental
impacts. Social sustainabil-
ity demands a reduction in  happy.«
global as well as national
inequalities; a Piketty Tax would contribute to
this. This is partly a matter of equity, and partly
a matter of practicality: there will be forced mi-
grations resulting from of climate change, but
they will be reduced if the standards of living
are not so widely disparate across regions. Au-
brey Meyer writes of the need for ‘contraction
and convergence’—the need for consumption
and emission levels to contract overall, but for
the global differences in these to be reduced.
This implies greater reductions in the affluent
West, and increases for the currently disadvan-
taged.*

One approach to this is to call for a no-
growth economy. I think this is mistaken on
two counts. One is that in relation to carbon
emissions, no growth is not an adequate target
for the affluent West; reduction is required. The

»All utopias, whether explicit or
implicit have an embedded idea
of what it means to be human,
what is good for us and makes us

other is more fundamental. What we currently
measure as ‘growth’ is not very useful except
within the framework of constantly-expanding
capitalism. The most common indicator, Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) measures market ac-
tivity, whether or not that activity is socially
useful and whether or not it is environmentally
destructive. The manufacture and sale of ciga-
rettes counts to GDP, as does the cost of treat-
ing the resultant diseases. Conversely, GDP
ignores work and activities that take place out-
side the market, such as informal child care and
elder care, so ‘growth’ can be brought about by
moving such activities from the informal to the
formal sector.

There are other measures that have been de-
vised, but are not in common use, such as the
Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare and its
successor the Measure of Domestic Progress,
which include unpaid work
and the negative effects of
environmental impacts and
social inequality. The New
Economics Foundation com-
piles a Happy Planet Index
which prioritises human and
planetary well-being.?® We should not concen-
trate on zero growth in conventional terms, but
think seriously about what it is important to
measure. I think we would then find that certain
kinds of growth are quite compatible with re-
duced resource consumption and carbon emis-
sions. John Ruskin and William Morris regarded
much of what was produced in their own soci-
ety as ‘illth’ rather than wealth, with the effort
involved in its production described by Morris
as ‘useless toil’ rather than ‘useful work’.6 A
new society should not be approached as an era
of puritanical self-denial, but a space in which
new forms of satisfaction, especially in creativ-
ity and human relationships, become possible.
The task is to imagine alternative ways of life
that would be ecologically and socially sustain-
able and enable wider and deeper human hap-



piness than is now possible. In such a society,
‘the economy’ or ‘markets’ are subordinate to
the principles of the wider society. Indeed, from
a sociological or systemic point of view there is
no such thing as ‘the economy’: merely a com-
plexity of social institutions and practices con-
sidered from an ‘economic’ point of view.

We cannot easily ask what principles would
govern such a society, for that is
to imply that the principles come
first and the social structures
emerge from them—when in fact
our social processes affect our
ethics at least as much. But we
can ask what principles would
be embedded in the society. Mi-
chael D. Higgins, President of
the Irish Republic, wrote that ‘In
the short term it is necessary to
stress again that standing as an alternative to
the abstract entity of the markets is a form of
society built on the principle of solidarity’.?” In
New York 2140 Robinson contrasts a Leopoldian
land ethic?® that entails doing what is good for
the land with an ethic based simply on doing
what is good for humans. The former, he says,
is better for the planet, and better for us in the
long run. An alternative is to think in terms
of a care ethic. This approach was developed
by feminist philosophers such as Carol Gilli-
gan and sociologist Fiona Williams in the late
twentieth century. It places care, benevolence
and relationships at the centre of morality, thus
making women and the ‘private’ sphere of fam-
ily and community as central as the predomi-
nantly male ‘public’ sphere.

If our imagined future is to embed an ethic
of care, we will need to value the activities we
currently construe as ‘caring’ very differently.
That is particularly salient right now, as the
formal social care system in Britain is collaps-
ing because of drastically inadequate public
funding. Hospital beds are occupied by frail el-
derly for whom domiciliary or residential care

»A new society should
not be approached as
an era of puritanical
self-denial, but a space
in which new forms of
satisfaction, especially
in creativity and
human relationships,
become possible.«

10

arrangements cannot be made. ‘Care’ homes
are closing and handing back contracts to lo-
cal authorities because they are financially un-
sustainable, and cannot recruit staff at the low
levels of pay deemed appropriate. The amount
paid by local authorities for those in residential
care without private means is so low that care
places are cross-subsidised by over-charging

those who are ‘self-funding’,
which primarily means funding
themselves out of the proceeds
of selling their homes. Children
who are ‘in care’ are referred to
as ‘looked-after’ children—which
generally means no-one is look-
ing after them; outcomes for
such young people are very poor
in terms of educational achieve-
ment, mental health and future
prospects. Much care of course takes place in
the informal sector. The value placed on moth-
ering is reflected in the fact that Britain has
among the worst levels of maternity pay in Eu-
rope; widows’ benefits are being curtailed and
treated as transitional payments; tax credits
for third and later children are being abolished;
lone mothers on benefits are required to attend
work-focused interviews when their youngest
child is a year old, and to return to work when
that child is three years old.

An ethic of care would need to be embedded
in thinking about work not just in terms of mar-
ket activity, but in terms of what Miriam Glucks-
mann called the Total Social Organization of
Labour—that is, all work across both formal and
informal sectors.? This approach is also echoed
by feminist economists such as Marilyn Waring,
who note the absence of non-marketised work
from national accounting.® It implies seeing
everything that is done or produced as a col-
lective social good. It challenges the morality
of distribution on market principles. It points
in the direction of two further features: basic
income and equality. Higgins says that even in



the short term, the principle of solidarity means
‘establishing a floor of citizenship below which
no citizen would be allowed to fall’, and that ‘in
a republic, the right to shelter, food security,
education, a good environment, and freedom
from fear and insecurity from childhood to old
age, must be the benchmarks’.3! In 1999, Gorz
argued that an unconditional income adequate
for a decent existence in the society in ques-
tion was the only basis for the effective valida-
tion of, and adequate recompense for, caring,
voluntary and non-market activities.?? There
are, of course, many questions to be resolved
here about the level of basic income in any one
country (assuming nation-states
to survive at all), let alone their
global variation—pointing us back
to a reduction in global, as well
as local or national, inequalities.
And then, besides an income floor,
there would be an income ceiling: Robinson
suggests this in his earlier novel, Pacific Edge.?

An ethic of care changes what we regard
as work and how it is rewarded. In the condi-
tions of full equality of condition aspired to
by William Morris, all forms of work would be
de-monetized. This is the aspiration drawn in
different ways by Morris, Bellamy and Gilman
in their respective utopias. Short of this, how-
ever, basic income would free people to think
about what they really wanted to do, and not
force them into low paid tasks or zero-hours
contracts. Freedom from compulsion necessar-
ily implies changes in the meaning, content and
structure of work away from mere productivity
to the exercise and extension of our capacities
and capabilities. John Bellamy Foster has writ-
ten in this series about Ruskin and Morris and
their view of good work, involving heart and
hand and mind.** This applies not just to the
handicrafts that were Morris’s preoccupation.
Coordination of brain, eye and hand is involved
in musicianship, sport, parenting, and develop-
ing open-source software as well as carpentry

»An ethic of care
changes what we
regard as work and
how it is rewarded.«
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and pattern design; and we should regard car-
ing itself as a craft. Craftsmanship is a long-
term matter. It involves many hours of practice,
together with a commitment to doing the best
possible work for its own sake. It is antithetical
to the neo-liberal requirement of employabil-
ity through ‘reskilling’ to the shifting require-
ments of the market.*

Cash incomes are only part of the foundation
of a greater equality of condition and the free-
dom from constant anxiety that frees people to
live fully. People also need housing, education,
healthcare and other public services. This raises
the question of scale. Currently there is a preva-
lent anti-statism and preference for
the local. If some enterprises might
sensibly be organized as small-
scale cooperatives, others cannot.
We will still need hospitals, facto-
ries and schools, transport, energy
and water infrastructure, and skilled people to
build and operate these. Moves to more local-
ized production, such as farming on the roofs of
buildings and in small urban spaces, will not re-
move the need for global and national coordina-
tion, and thus for global, supranational and na-
tional institutions, and forms of public account-
ability. The state remains necessary, though not
as the debt-collector for global capitalism that
it has become.* Basic income requires an en-
abling state, while a regulatory state is needed
to curtail wasteful production and consumption
or polluting practices. Whatever self-organiza-
tion is achieved at local level, as Harvey says,
‘there is no way that an anti-capitalist social
order can be constructed without seizing state
power, radically transforming it and reworking
the constitutional and institutional framework
that currently supports private property, the
market system and endless capital accumula-
tion’.*” Social and ecological sustainability and
an ethic of care require no less; and if you don’t
have a dream, how can you have a dream come
true?



Ethical claims and political actions

‘I have spread my dreams under your feet.
Tread softly because you tread on my dreams’,
wrote Yeats; but also, ‘In dreams begins re-
sponsibility’.?® We cannot ‘prove’ that we have
a responsibility for the future, or a responsibil-
ity to meet our own needs in a way that does
not compromise the capacity of future gener-
ations to meet theirs. Even strong libertarians,
however, generally hold that people should be
free to act as they please provided
they do not adversely affect oth-
ers. Curiously, this does not nec-
essarily translate into an ethic of
meeting their own needs and de-
sires in ways that do not impinge
on others, even those living at the same time.
If it did, we would not see the levels of inequal-
ity that we do. The issue here is precisely that
raised by the exhortation to love thy neighbour
as thyself: who is my neighbour? One response
here is that our actions in the present inevita-
bly help to determine what kind of future will
emerge. As Bloch put it, ‘the hinge in human
history is its producer’.®® Utopia helps us here
too, by providing that double vision between
present and future. We can imagine a future
society with a different ethic, and look at our
own practices from that standpoint. Utopia of-
fers a base outside from which to critically ob-
serve the present. This imagined future is the
projection forward of traces, such as an ethic of
care, which already exist, albeit embryonically.
At the same time, it is a contradiction of the
growth-based, profit-based, property-based,
ecologically damaging present.

The relationship between the ethic of that
putative future and our action in the present is
not straightforward. It may be taken as a tem-
plate for our life now. Paul describes members
of the early Christian churches as ‘citizens of
heaven’ and as ‘ambassadors’—citizens of one
place dwelling in another, representing that
other place, and crucially, bound to act in ways

»Utopia offers a base
outside from which to
critically observe the
present.«
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that bring that better state into being.** The
same theme was present in Alex Hartley’s 2012
art project ‘Nowhere Island’. As part of the Cul-
tural Olympiad, an island formed of rocks new-
ly uncovered by receding glaciers (and thus not
subject to existing territorial claims) was towed
around the British coast as the ostensible ba-
sis for a new nation, recruiting ‘citizens of No-
where’.*! The slogan of the 1960s and 1970s ‘the
personal is political’, meant the same thing, as
does the more recent exhorta-
tion to ‘be the change you wish
to see’. Just as a collective life
which sits more lightly on the
planet should not be present-
ed as one of deprivation, the
implication of living for the future should be
conceived positively. Roberto Unger puts it like
this: ‘to live for the future is to live in the pres-
ent as a being not wholly determined by the
present settings of organized life and thought
and therefore more capable of openness to the
other person, to the surprising experience, and
to ... time and change’.*

These claims are, then, not primarily about
the individual pursuit of moral purity, but
about fostering attitudes and behaviours that
will build a better world as well as enhance this
one. The possibility of behaving according to an
ethic of care in a society not structured around
this is limited. Situations shape aspirations.
If you remove social provision, people will be
more anxious to accumulate private resources;
if you destroy public transport, people will use
their cars more; if you underfund education
and health, those who can will be more likely
to opt for private provision. If you do not col-
lectively provide adequate social care, and rely
instead on exhorting people to ‘plan’ financial-
ly to provide this for themselves, those who
can will hoard resources, and inequalities will
widen. Yet both Christians and socialists are
regularly accused of hypocrisy for accommo-
dating to the world in which they actually live.



Most do not sell all their goods and give to the
poor. Marx is sometimes ludicrously criticised
for sending his daughters to a private school,
in a historical context where education was not
otherwise available. William Morris was casti-
gated for being a capitalist; his very considered
struggle with this question was that disposal
of his assets would make no difference to the
system as a whole, which he campaigned tire-
lessly to change. Today, enormously rich politi-
cians hurl accusations of hypocrisy at the edu-
cational choices others make for their children,
attempting to divert attention from the real
question of the best educational system for all.

The personal may be political, but it is not
political enough. Utopian experiments are at-
tempts to live collectively according to a dif-
ferent ethic—whether in terms of family struc-
tures, environmental impact, or both. Such ‘real
utopias’ as Erik Olin Wright calls them,** or pre-
figurative practices as I would term them, may
not be separate communities; they may be tri-
als of such practices as basic income schemes.
While they provide spaces where those who
choose may live (partly) differently, they are
also testing grounds for alternative ideas for
the future. They are always constrained by the
wider context, and pulled between withdraw-
al from and transformation of the society in
which they exist. Roberto Unger writes of pro-
cesses of collective improvisation or democrat-
ic experimentalism. Importantly, these do not
just ‘test’ what is possible, for people change
themselves in the process, and new possibili-
ties, both for persons and for the future, are
opened up. For Unger, what I would call Utopia
is simply a direction of travel towards the fu-
ture, determined collectively. It was collective
failure that led to the ecological catastrophe of
New York 2140; it was collective action against
the financial systems many decades later that
opened up the possibility of greater human se-
curity and equality.

The problem of the future is not so much
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»Utopian experiments are attempts to live
collectively according to a different ethic.«

ethical as political. We need to imagine sus-
tainable prosperity, in a way that re-imagines
what it means to prosper and thrive, and which
enables us to envisage a society in which that
will become possible. This imagined better
future is not a plan to be implemented, but a
beacon of hope and possibility, calling us to
account and standing in judgement over the
present. Yet we necessarily act in that present.
As we do so, the real and imagined possibilities
for the future will change. We need to sustain
that double vision between present and future,
that grasp of our own situation and of utopian
possibility, and find ways of acting collectively
to redeem the future. And if we fail? Turn again
to Yeats, for a prediction which is scarcely even
a projection into that future:

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.**
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