
Week 1 Lecture 1- Utopias & The Good City 

Utopia as a concept: 

 Comes from the Greek word ou, (meaning ‘no’ or ’not’) and ‘topos’ (meaning place) = ‘not  place’ 

 Has been written about for centuries i.e. the Biblical Garden of Eden and Plato’s Republic 

 A true paradise, a place that we can only dream about 

 Typically founded on the premise that individual self-interest must be subjugated for he purported greater 

public good 

 Over 40 versions of Utopia were published between 1700-1850 e.g. Jonathon Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels 

(1726) 

Types of Utopia 

 Plato’s 

 Religious 

 Political 

 Technology 

 Green 

 Dystopia (Wells, Huxley, Orwell) 

 Sci-fi/dystopia 

 Feminist 

 Ecological 

 Utopia and romance 

Utopia, Eutopia & Dystopia 

 UTOPIA: ‘not a place’ (Ancient Greek) – represents the ideal but is not attainable 

 EUTOPIA: ‘a good place’ = attainable in the real world = limited government, society sensitive to social justice 

 DYSTOPIA: ‘bad place’ = direct opposite of a utopia e.g. Hunger Games 

Why Utopia? Social Critique 

Utopia provides a starting point for social critique of: 

 Conventional political thought 

 Social norms and universal values 

 Social ills i.e. segregation, poverty, disadvantage 

 Contrasting perspectives about how society should function 

 Human nature 

Utopian texts give us a unique insight into the context of a particular place and time, which feeds into our 

understanding of society today 

Applications for Cities: 

 Cities are functional productive, spatial, temporal and social 

 However a city isn’t just a physical structure, I is a space in time (Agnew, 2011) 

 A city is not a vessel, empty or homogenous (Foucault 1984) 

 A city is a ‘material’ – natural – space in which the actions of human generations of classes and of political 

forces have left their mark, as producers of durable objects and realities (rather than only of isolated things 

and products, of tools and of goods destined for consumption (H. Lefebvre 1976 – pg 224) 

 

 

 



Why must we understand historic ideas of utopia? 

 Thinking about utopian spaces is not dissimilar to our concerns as planners, architects, urban designers etc.  

 Historically, ideas about utopian spaces are rarely focussed on the physical space rather than the users of 

the space (e.g. Haussmann in Paris ) 

Origins of the utopian city: Thomas More’s Utopia 

 Written in 1515 which was published in Latin in 1516 

 Invention of the idea (or at least coined the term ‘utopia’ 

 Crafted an imaginary republic in which all social conflict and distress has been overcome. He referred to this 

place as Utopia- literally ‘nowheresville’  

Utopia as a critical response: 

 Initial utopian thought imagined a ‘no-place’, responding to societal ills 

 These issues were overcome in utopias – transcending present space to visualise something ‘beyond’, 

rejecting norms and traditional notions 

 Utopia is radical and revolutionary 

 Utopia proposes a new system for the organisation of society and space (i.e. the city) – even though 

unattainable, we can learn from them 

What is good? 

 Ideas of good are determined by experience: we forge our own preferences for the places in which we live, 

work and exist 

 Personal good: individually determined, based on preferences 

 Common good: collectively –determined, based on values or beliefs 

 Typical ideas of the good city: efficient, connected, green, productive, affluent, educated interesting, 

cultured, cosmopolitan, accommodating, safe, beautiful etc. 

 Is ‘good’ informed by our own views or societal norms? 

 If a city s good for you but bad for others, is it still a good city? 

A good city – e.g. Paraisopolis Favela, alongside Morumbi, a wealthy gated communities in Sao Paulo, Brazil 

What is ‘justice’? 

 Who introduced the idea of justice 

 John Rawls (1921-2002) = the most prominent philosophical champion of liberalism over the past century 

 Justice applies to the ‘basic structure’ of a society – its main political and social institutions e.g. political, 

economic, family, legal etc. 

 Justice and the right to space 

 Typical ideas of the just city: considered and reflective distribution of resources, overcoming disadvantaged 

spatial positioning – access to health and education resources (public) transportation, employment and 

spaces of activity and culture 

 David Harvey states that the right to city is: ‘far more than a right of individual access to the resources that 

the city embodies.. it is a collective rather than an individual right since changing the city inevitable depends 

upon the exercise of a collective power over the process of urbanisation (Harvey 2008) 

Distinction between ‘equality’ and ‘justice’ 

 The notion of justice is often conflated with equality – they are not the same thing 

 Equality assumes an even footing for all parties (i.e. privilege) 

 Justice seeks to compensate for disadvantage (lack of equality and privilege) 

 



The Just City 

Cities can be evaluated in terms of justice: - i.e. Distributive justice – how should the good and the bad consequences 

of collective activity be distributed? 

There are a few approaches: 

 Egalitarian – distribute goods so that everyone is equal as possible 

 Utilitarian – maximising social good 

 Elitist – the well born, the rich, deserve more than others 

 Liberal – allow everyone to pursue their own conception of the good life, compatible with others doing the 

same 

Melbourne – good or just? 

Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) – liveability ranking #1 

 This often informs the argument for Melbourne as a ‘good city’, given it outranks other cities in terms of 

liveability 

 Is Melbourne a ‘good city’ because it outranks other cities in terms of liveability 

 This depends in the definition of ‘liveable’ 

 Not the same for everyone in a city 

Patterns of injustice: 

 Poor access to fresh food, health and education services, restrictions of mobility and agency due to poor 

transport networks (car dependency) 

 Homogeneity of environment (i.e. urban residential) problematizes access to local employment 

 Low proportions of home ownership, or high proportions of rental stress 

 Income instability 

More broadly – issues of injustice that affect all of us, regardless of geographical location 

 Housing affordability crisis and poor rental conditions 

 Access and quality of transport to educational institute or workplace 

 Provision of restorative and recreational space (appealing, functional, and safe) 

 Availability of preventative and acute health services (i.e. spatial distribution 

 

What do we do about unjust cities? 

 Observe, listen, enquire: we cannot envision a just city without paying attention  

 Injustice is silent: privilege facilitates the sharing of grievances 

 Overcoming injustice warrants a considered response – cities are complex spaces, intertwined with those who 

reside within - decisions about the city affect all of us 

 But merely thinking doesn’t solve the problem! Thought and discourse also serves to critique and challenge 

normative notions, building the framework for sensitive recourse 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Week 2 Lecture – Utopian Thinkers & Texts 

Utopia as a concept 

• Notion of an idealised state of social and political perfection 

• Began as an… “artificially concocted proper name…extended that it refers not only to a literary genre but to a way 

of thinking, to a mentality, to a philosophical attitude, and is being employed in depicting cultural phenomena going 

back into antiquity, far beyond the historical moment of its invention”                                                                                  

(Leszek Kolakowski, 1990: p.131 in Sargent, 2016, p. 189) 

• Error to equate utopia and perfection, because perfection implies a finished, complete, unchanged…which is not 

the case with most utopias. 

 

Utopia in Literature 

• The concept of a utopia is equated with works of fiction (Firchow, 2008; Parrinder & Rolfe, 1990) 

• Utopia as a space where ‘the literary imagination and the social scientific imagination intersect.” (Firchow, 2008, xi) 

• A vast majority of utopias therefore exist in works of literature, which reflect lived experiences of space 

 

Main characteristics of literary utopia 

• Kinds of literary utopias (Shipley, 1975) 

• Utopias of escape: a day-dream or vision 

• Utopias of reconstruction: a handbook for change and action 

• Typically progressive (but not always) i.e. approval of euthanasia (More, 1516) 

• Social dreaming, brought about through human action 

• Assume simple change will transform the world, but recognises complexity 

• ‘Kinetic’ - changing and dynamic (H.G. Wells in Sargent, 2016) 

• Ideas manifest differently based on the time period and culture, and perceptions of right or wrong… 

- a lot of the writers came from scientific backgrounds 

 

How is utopia brought about? 

• In somewhat chronological order…. 

• 5th- 4th centuries BC (Classical period) - Law, education, religion 

• Early 17th century - Science and technology e.g. Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis 

• 19th century - Changes in economic and/ or political system, urban population overtaking the rural 

• 20/21st centuries - same themes pervade, with the addition of changed gender relations (e.g. Margaret 

Atwood) 

 

Dystopian Turn 

• Utopias as increasingly dystopian—reflecting progress of society? 

• ‘Utopia is to the future as myth is to the past.’ (James, 2012, 127) 

• Key question: how far can a utopia go? When does it lapse into dystopia? 

 

Plato’s ‘Republic’ (380 BC) – Justice, Power 

• Philosophical dialogue series (socratic dialogue) 

• Presents the social structure of his Ideal City (the Platonic Form of a city) 

• Conceptualises a theoretical model for a just city (ciy-soul analogy) 

• The Platonic attempt to emulate universal perfection in the Ideal City history of the city (Akkerman, 2014) 

 

 

 


