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Eating Ideally: Visions of  Production, Consumption, 
Commensality, and Cleanup

Etta M. Madden 

abstract
The astronomical growth in food studies during the last decade as well as  technological 
advances in communication, in food production, and in studies of  climate change 
have contributed to increased diversity in the strands of  interest in foodways as they 
intersect with utopian studies. This introductory essay to the special issue on utopian 
foodways acknowledges specific details of  some of  these changes and intersections, 
explains the origin of  the issue in a 2013 workshop at the University of  Kansas, and 
provides an overview of  the essays included. These essays range chronologically and 
geographically from studies of  seventeenth-century America (and earlier European 
influences) through nineteenth-century France, to American locales of  the twentieth 
century, to imagined settings in fictional literature, and finally, to imagined commu-
nities created through diet books in the present. Thematically, they include analyses 
of  images of  abundance and lack in the past, “real” practices in the past and present, 
and imagined eating in the future. The essay concludes with a call for “speculative” 
futures in research, writing, and teaching about utopian food practices.
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keywords: foodways, food studies programs, Gastronomica, Barbara Kingsolver, 
Michael Pollan

In spring 2013, a group of  people interested in improving the world’s eat-
ing gathered for a Food Utopias Workshop organized by Paul Stock at the 
 University of  Kansas. Participants from throughout the region and the world 
represented by diverse academic disciplines such as agriculture, biological 
 sciences, nutrition, and sociology were linked by their “social dreaming”—to 
employ Lyman Tower Sargent’s definition of  utopianism.1 Nearing the end 
of  two days of  stimulating conversations, one of  the precipitating elements 
discussed for future action was a special issue of  an academic journal, focused 
on utopian foodways. What better venue than Utopian Studies? Tim Miller, 
Sargent, and I, all participants, carried the idea forward, with the results ren-
dered here. For me, the conversation reverberated with those of  a decade 
earlier, at a meeting of  the Communal Studies Association in fall 2002, follow-
ing a panel on communal foodways. Then, Martha Finch and I had begun a 
conversation with Sargent, Miller, and Robert Fogarty, among others, about 
a collection of  essays, which appeared a few years later as Eating in Eden: Food 
and American Utopias. Since that volume went to press, shifts within the disci-
plines of  utopian and food studies have been as seismic as those in the larger 
academy and the world in general, marked in part by aspects of  the Kansas 
workshop.

The goal of  the workshop, as articulated by Stock, was to stimulate 
“diverse, interdisciplinary insights about an imagined ideal food system that 
can provide the foundation for multiple projects” that would focus on “what 
a permanent and sustainable agriculture might look like.” These projects 
would be “less focused on utopias” and more concerned with “interdisci-
plinary agricultural and food-related research” that would “cross both disci-
plinary . . . and geographic boundaries.” These goals emphasized pragmatic 
results in agriculture and biological sciences—not the usual scope of  readers 
of  and contributors to Utopian Studies, who tend toward the imaginary, or 
“social dreaming” manifested in literary and cultural artifacts.

Yet the sheer existence of  the interdisciplinary workshop, the participa-
tion of  interested parties from around the globe, and the preliminary read-
ings shared through cyberspace indicated not only the astronomical growth 
in food studies during the last decade but also what might be deemed 
greater food obsessions among scholars, students, and the larger culture. 
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Additionally, technological advances in communication, in food production, 
and in  studies of  climate change have contributed to increased diversity in 
the strands of  interest in utopian as well as food studies. While acknowledg-
ing in more detail some of  these changes and the strands of  interests, this 
introduction also points to what we editors had hoped to include in the issue, 
to what is included, and to what is sorely lacking—leaving room for “specula-
tive” futures in our research, writing, and teaching.2

A decade ago, McDonald’s had “supersized” us, and Morgan Spurlock’s 2004 
film tracking the results of  such marketing had made a mockery of  all those 
associated with the fast-food giant. Yet obesity, clearly associated not just with 
fast food but with access to quantity, with economic deprivation, with lack 
of  activity, and with genetic proclivity and other biological factors, continues 
to loom as a growing problem not just in the United States but also even in 
some developing cultures. A decade ago, Gwen Shamblin’s “Weigh Down 
Workshop” had rolled through evangelical Christian congregations, and 
Marie Griffith had studied “born-again bodies,” but the Internet had contrib-
uted only slightly to their popularity. A decade ago, Julie Powell’s “Julie/Julia 
Project” weblog and follow-up book, Julie and Julia: 365 Days, 524 Recipes, 1 Tiny 
Apartment Kitchen, had been completed, but the 2009 Nora Ephron film with 
Amy Adams as Powell and Meryl Streep as Julia Child had not yet appeared. 
Blog, book, and film embody bodies—Powell’s and Child’s, Adams’s and 
Streep’s—privileged because capable of  devoting time, money, and energy 
to the pleasurable creation and consumption of  idealized meals. These meals 
are supported by friends’ commensality at a literal table as well as by commu-
nities who follow and participate in these experiences electronically.

These examples suggest some contemporary food concerns associated 
with production (fast or slow, elsewhere or at home), consumption (eating less 
or eating more, eating healthily or unhealthily, eating purposefully or without 
purpose), and commensality (eating alone, or with friends, or with an imag-
ined community). Notably, they overlook waste, an ongoing and increasing 
concern of  sociologists, environmentalists, authors of  dystopian literature, and 
those who labor to dispose of  it, as waste attests to increasing consumption of  
the world’s resources with little attention to the resulting by-products.3 And the 
examples only nod briefly to the economic disparity associated with much ideal-
ized eating. Perhaps most important, they gesture toward the cusp of  sweeping 
change that electronic communication has undergone in recent years.
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The Internet, that is, was available a decade ago, but “social media” was 
not the oft-used technology and well-understood phrase that it is today.4 
Carlo Petrini’s Slow Food movement, established internationally by 1989 and 
marked by snails on the windows of  a select few eating establishments, had not 
been overtaken by TripAdvisor stickers and online stars or Facebook “likes” 
on eatery Web sites. Nor were people posting selfies with beautifully plated 
meals. That is, the world itself  has become smaller, a more electronically con-
nected place and, sadly, one for which the future of  eating has become of  
more concern. Even as concerns with ill health due to both overabundance 
and scarcity continue, e-communication encourages self-indulgence as it 
shares frightening information about the world’s people and its resources and 
as the technology enables crowdsource campaigns to raise funds to assist the 
hungry around the globe.

Such changes of  the last decade, associated with technology, have 
impacted the scholarship of  food as well as of  utopian studies. In both, 
the shifts are related in part to the world becoming smaller as information 
multiplies exponentially and becomes more global.5 For example, Sargent’s 
forthcoming bibliography of  utopian literature in English marks a dramatic 
increase in numbers of  entries—from about thirty-five hundred to more than 
eight thousand—and from two nations, which a 1988 version presented, to 
seven.6 And the bibliography will be published online, a venue not even imag-
ined by many scholars twenty-five years ago. Not surprisingly, as the literature 
of  utopia continues to grow at an astronomical rate, studies of  it are emerg-
ing in multiple languages and cultures. Jacqueline Dutton and Sargent are 
among those who have encouraged acknowledgment and embrace of  “inter-
cultural imaginaries of  the ideal” or “postcolonial” and non-Western utopias, 
such that most of  us recognize that utopianism is a worldwide phenomenon.7

In addition to these global and cultural shifts, there has been a tremen-
dous upsurge in two categories of  utopian and dystopian literature: young 
adult fiction, such as The Hunger Games trilogy, which clearly attests to socio-
logical concerns about foodways, and publish-on-demand dystopias, such as 
Ben Peek’s Black Sheep. Both genres reflect the relative ease of  access to imag-
ining, writing, publishing, and reading utopian and dystopian visions.

These Internet venues for sharing utopian and dystopian images are con-
nected to another technological shift, and that is the birth of  “virtual com-
munities.” Howard Segal, in his comprehensive survey of  utopian literary 
and social experiments, acknowledges “cyberspace ‘virtual’ communities” 
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yet provides no definition and implies that they are more dystopian than 
 utopian.8 Finch and I, however, presented the term in Eating in Eden, as those 
with “meaningful sharing of  life-shaping values . . . with like-minded indi-
viduals [who] share foodways through media such as . . . the Internet.” The 
 community members are “connected meaningfully by sharing  discourses—
practices, experiences, values—about food.”9

The Internet certainly has fostered “virtual communities,” yet the food 
ideals and practices of  those in such “imagined” communities often are dis-
tinguished from the utopian visions and accompanying lived experiences of  
those in “intentional communities.” According to Miller, these groups consist 
of  five or more adults, not related biologically or by marriage, living in close 
proximity to one another (with some shared living space), some elements of  
a common purse, and a common vision.10 Studies of  the everyday practices of  
those in intentional communities during the last decade also reflect significant 
changes. More than two decades ago, a name change from the National Historic 
Communal Societies Association to simply the Communal Studies Association 
marked not a desire for an easy acronym (CSA) but, rather, reflected the growth 
of  the scholarship of  and participants in living groups, rather than merely a 
historical emphasis. Thus, a broadening field has brought to light the everyday 
practices of  contemporary Catholic Workers across the country, Dancing Rabbit 
Ecovillage in Missouri, the Federation of  Damanhur in the Piedmont of  Italy, 
and Findhorn, Scotland, for example. Related to this phenomenon is an increase 
in fieldwork rather than merely historical, literary, and political analysis. While 
much scholarship on intentional communities was once largely archival, now 
much is ethnographic. This broader acceptance of  and interest in communal 
phenomena today pervades not only conferences and publications but also 
collections, such as those at the University of  Southern Indiana and Hamilton 
College in New York. These collections preserve the records of  groups previ-
ously “off the radar” of  much scholarship. Many of  these communities have 
become more “on the radar,” however, because of  the Internet. While a decade 
ago there seemed to be a clear difference between virtual communities and those 
consisting of  people who must share in a much more integrated way their daily 
needs and visions, we now understand the ways in which virtual  connections 
shape “real” daily lives.

Examples of  this shift in studies of  “intentional communities” and 
“lived experience,” as well as the overlap with “virtual communities,” 
appeared  a decade ago in Eating in Eden. While the volume includes a 
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section on  “communal utopias,” with essays on food practices among the 
nineteenth-century Shakers and Oneida Community and the Amana Colony 
(into the twentieth century), it also includes studies of  vegetarian food circles, 
Hindu communities, Jewish Buddhists, and TV cooking show followers. More 
recently, an issue of  the American Communal Societies Quarterly demonstrates 
the shift with Margie DeWeese-Boyd’s essay on the Nurturing Communities 
Project, devoted to “Fostering Persistence and Emergence in Intentional 
Christian Communities,” such as Reba Place Fellowship, a Mennonite group 
in Illinois; the New Monasticism movement; the Bruderhof  Platte Cove 
Community; and Jesus People, USA, of  Chicago. While her essay does not 
refer to food practices, it does mark contemporary interest in practice and 
analysis of  existing, if  not vibrant, intentional groups.11

The call for papers for this special issue emphasized such contemporary 
lived experiences, with attention to “production, preparation, consumption, 
[and] clean up.” We sought those that considered “alternative production, 
consumption and/or disposal,” including studies of  urban food production in 
allotments and rooftop gardens and of  nongovernmental organizations asso-
ciated with global food concerns. And we invited essays “which employ[ed] or 
revise[d] theories of  utopia and/or food practices.” Like that of  many social 
dreamers, our reach exceeded our grasp; the essays included here do not dis-
cuss all the changes in food and utopian studies at hand. There is no study of  
virtual food utopias, nor is there an essay on The Hunger Games or other young 
adult literature. There is no essay on non-Western food practices and noth-
ing on foodways in “print-on-demand” literature. No one submitted an essay 
on food waste, although it is of  concern to many. Similarly, studies of  urban 
gardens and new educational activities for K–12 students are not included.

In spite of  these gaps in topics—indeed, it would have been impossible 
to include essays on every imaginable topic—the selections here interest-
ingly exhibit the same clusters of  concern that were submitted to Eating in 
Eden more than a decade ago: Edenic abundance vis-à-vis dietary dearth; self-
imposed sacrifice of  individual food indulgences for the good of  the whole, 
juxtaposed with restrictions enforced by communities’ regulations and guide-
lines; idealized foodways of  mid-nineteenth-century utopian visionaries; 
social tensions associated with twentieth-century food cooperatives; idealized 
foodways in diet and cookery books; and food and eating imagery in fictional 
narratives.12 Collectively, they reflect concerns about eating ideally that not 
only are current but also have existed for centuries.
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Organizationally, the essays provide a narrative arc that moves  somewhat 
chronologically and geographically, from seventeenth-century America 
(and earlier European influences) through nineteenth-century France, to 
American locales of  the twentieth century, to imagined settings in fictional 
literature, and finally, to imagined communities created through diet books in 
the present. Impossible to trace in an exact chronological or linear geographi-
cal manner, however, the essays perhaps are more easily described as linked 
by themes and genres. They range from analyses of  images of  abundance and 
lack in the past, through “real” practices in the past and present, to imagined 
eating in the future.

Perhaps most pervasive throughout the centuries are the dreams of  plenty 
emerging from the fears of  scarcity and realities of  lack. Thus, the essays 
begin with Sargent’s overview of  images of  the “Cockaigne” in  American 
culture, founded, of  course, in a much older tradition. Sargent’s essay brings 
together numerous examples of  dreams of  the proverbial milk and honey, 
especially as influenced by local deprivations. Appearing in some of  the 
 earliest versions of  Western “good places,” Cockaigne was so labeled in a 
medieval English poem and Pieter Breughel the Elder’s sixteenth-century 
painting. The dream of  American abundance in the Promised Land predates 
the immigrant experience that Hasia Diner discusses in her book on the late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century immigrants’ experiences with food-
ways. Ranging from seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century immigrant 
experiences and the writings of  Cotton Mather to depression-era songs, the 
comic strip Li’l Abner, and more recent rap lyrics, the examples in Sargent’s 
essay provide an extensive array, a catalog of  the numerous ways in which 
many on American soil have hungered for more than their present circum-
stances provided. As Sargent asserts, most of  these depictions emerged from 
social and economic oppression—or lack of  food security—experienced by 
those among whom the narratives, song lyrics, and images exist.

Sargent’s essay, which establishes the concept of  the “haves” and the 
“have-nots,” sets the stage for an essay with a similar concern though a much 
narrower focus. Jane Levi’s essay on well-known nineteenth-century utopian 
visionary Charles Fourier looks particularly at how his ideals emerged from 
the overindulgences of  gourmands and gastronomes in postrevolutionary 
France—only a few decades after revolutionaries had been outraged by Marie 
Antoinette’s flippant remarks about letting the impoverished and starving 
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masses eat cake. Fourier’s visions of  foodways in his imagined Harmony, 
Levi explains, were built upon those of  other male philosophers and politi-
cal theorists who preceded him, as he reacted to their publications that dis-
tinguished the glutton, the gourmand, and the gastronome. Among these 
publications and authors were Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin’s Physiologie du 
Gout (1825), or The Physiology of  Taste, and Honoré de Balzac, who wrote 
Brillat-Savarin’s  biography. Fourier sought to transform the self-centered 
 consumption centered in postrevolutionary Paris into “gastrosophy”—“a 
complete understanding of  food production, cookery, and health . . . to make 
the world a better place.” The process did not deny an individual’s desires but, 
rather, encouraged the realization of  those that brought one pleasure “and 
sharing them with others.”

While eating and sex remained at the center of  his vision of  human 
 pleasure—to remain in Harmony but shared by all equally—Fourier’s ideas 
have not lasted, Levi explains. Although Fourierist communities were cre-
ated, it is in the present “real life” only “the gastronome who has survived and 
thrived.” This figure today “can choose from . . . backward-looking agrarian 
and artisanal ideas” such as those advocated and preserved by Slow Food or 
select “futuristic techniques and creative presentation as developed by molec-
ular gastronomists.” Both exhibit that utopian yearning, always striving for an 
ideal yet never reaching it.

Slightly more than a century later, in the American South, another man 
envisioned and acted upon his dreams for better foodways. New Orleans 
Socialist barber Henry Hermes, who established an interracial cooperative, 
the Consumers’ Cooperative Union (CCU), in 1941, is the subject of  Anne 
Gessler’s historical case study. Although the CCU remained in the Freret 
neighborhood for more than twenty years, social issues such as white 
flight, anticommunist propaganda, and economic decline contributed to 
its gradual disintegration, beginning in the 1950s. While not a part of  an 
“intentional community” as defined by Miller—CCU members shared a 
vision but neither housing structures nor a common purse—the co-op’s 
vision clearly exhibited utopian or “social dreaming.” The CCU story, as 
Gessler describes it, demonstrates the ways in which a local vision, enacted 
through depression-era neighborhood ties and politics, was impacted by 
larger national and cultural trends with alternative and conflicting visions 
of  a good life. That is, the local was inevitably connected to the national, if  
not global, even in the 1950s.
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Gessler’s case study of  a local cooperative is influenced by that of  Mary 
Rizzo, who has asserted that members of  Minneapolis co-ops of  the 1970s 
engaged in “wars” that were largely class-based, with some members con-
cerned more with saving money and buying in bulk, while their counterparts 
saw consuming foods more natural and deemed healthier as the utopian 
ideal.13 Likewise, Jade Aguilar’s examination of  three extant intentional com-
munities and their associated food practices reveals that commitment to 
community and sacrifices necessary to participate in its food practices also 
appear to be largely impacted by the social class background of  members. 
Building from previous studies of  food practices in intentional communities, 
Aguilar considers members of  three egalitarian communities who “live their 
convictions” through food choices that reflect values associated with “health, 
social welfare, environmental sustainability, and animal rights.” In particu-
lar, Aguilar focuses on “voluntary simplicity,” rather than the “gastrosophy” 
or “gastronomy” that would have been at the heart of  a Fourierist society, 
according to Levi’s rendering. What she finds is that in the three communities 
considered—Twin Oaks and Acorn in rural Virginia and the Emma Goldman 
Finishing School in Seattle, Washington—the “voluntary” ascetic practices 
and “stated values” are the “dominant ideologies” of  white and middle-class 
members, which “unintentionally exclude, or make communal life more 
 difficult for, nonwhite and lower-class members.”

Simplicity in eating as an ideal often emerges from nostalgia for an 
imagined past. Such nostalgia verges on the extreme in the contemporary 
“ caveman” or Paleolithic diet movement. The Paleo diets, Adrienne Rose 
Johnson explains, seek to place practitioners in closer proximity to the 
“cure” of  a  natural world that predates the horrific “disease” of  civiliza-
tion and modernity. Eating meat and plants accompanies practices such as 
sleeping on the ground, shunning shoes, and avoiding nighttime or arti-
ficial light. Most important, the diet is meant to “recalibrate the dieter’s 
palate to be repulsed by artificial, modern flavors” and find “pleasure” in 
“authentic tastes.” In a poignant conclusion to her essay, Johnson points 
out that her sources, primarily hundreds of  “how-to” and diet books pub-
lished from the 1970s through the present, hearken back to the Cockaigne 
imagery of  the Middle Ages. Yet they do so with an ironic reversal. Today 
“modern conditions of  overproduction and glut are producing utopias of  
paucity and moderated pleasures”—while in previous ages “privation pro-
duced” the imagery of  abundance and utopian dreaming. The Paleo diet 
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movement thus tempts us to believe that in many ways there is nothing 
new under the sun of  utopian studies.

Reminding us that some changes are inevitable, however, are three fictional 
literary utopias discussed in the included essays: Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 
Herland (1915), Ruth L. Ozeki’s All Over Creation (2003), and Margaret Atwood’s 
third volume in the MaddAddam trilogy, MaddAddam (2013). Notably, these liter-
ary works were written by women, and each associates gender with food ideol-
ogy and practice. However, while gender roles vary significantly among them, 
linking the three is the natural world, or environment, gendered female. By 
contrast, scientific practices within these novels are usually rendered masculine.

Surprising in its novelty of  interpretation of  a classic utopian narrative, 
Peter Sands’s reexamination of  Herland asks us to consider cannibalism as a 
trope. An oft-used metaphor in literature of  exploration and colonization, 
made popular as a metaphor of  analysis in Maggie Kilgour’s From Communion 
to Cannibalism (1990) and brought to the fore recently in Kyla Wazana 
Tompkins’s Racial Indigestion: Eating Bodies in the 19th Century, consumption 
of  the Other is often figured as one of  power relations, where consumer 
overpowers consumed.14 Sands’s analysis reverses the usual tale of  “male 
discovery, penetration, and domination” to demonstrate that the women of  
the all-female utopia overpower and colonize as they cannibalize the male 
explorers. In fact, through this consumption and assimilation, readers see the 
“transformation of  the American male into the new female man”—“the ulti-
mate aim of  the novel’s utopian politics.” Not only do they wear women’s 
clothing (all that is available in Herland), but they also undergo a change in 
diet, from “meat, gotten by violence,” to “fruit, vegetables, and grains, which 
neither exhausts the natural resources of  the tiny country nor requires the 
Herlanders to raise and then slaughter animals to sustain their own bodies 
with the bodies of  other living beings.”

The concepts of  a “feminized” relationship to animals and the land are 
addressed in Anita Rouyhan’s analysis of  Ozeki’s novel as well. Rouyhan pro-
vides a rewarding discussion of  “ecological utopianism” suited to contem-
porary conversations surrounding vegetarianism, organic agriculture, and 
genetically modified organisms. Ozeki’s novel, according to Rouyhan, renders 
vacuous the simplistic division between anti–genetically modified organism 
rhetoric and technological utopias. Both antinomies, situated within Western 
ideologies and mythological pastoral frameworks, exploit farmers to fit par-
tisan needs; they conceptualize nature as female, “reducing the conflicting 
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interests into totalizing narratives based on a specific understanding of  the 
human–nature relationship.” With this problem realized in the narrative, 
Ozeki “enriches the public debate on transgenics, opening up a discursive 
space for” considering the benefits as well as the dangers of  genetic modifica-
tion for the environment and, concurrently, human beings.

Ozeki’s novel—especially the activist group within it, the Seeds of  
Resistance—reverberates with the imagery of  Atwood’s God’s Gardeners 
of  The Year of  the Flood (2009). While many have seen this second novel of  
the MaddAddam trilogy as dystopian, others have read the ending as flicker-
ing with hope. Atwood offers up even more hope in the third novel of  her 
MaddAddam trilogy, according to Shelley Boyd’s essay “Ustopian Breakfasts.” 
Atwood’s fiction has long been a staple of  Utopian Studies, at least since the 
appearance of  The Handmaid’s Tale (1985). Since Oryx and Crake (2003), the 
first in the generally dystopian MaddAddam trilogy, appeared, Atwood fans 
have turned their attention to food and the environment. Thus, Boyd’s analy-
sis of  Atwood’s latest, MaddAddam (2013), is not surprising in its inclusion 
here. Boyd offers a reading not unlike Rouyhan’s analysis, in that it moves 
beyond simplistic gender roles or their blurred boundaries to focus on the 
status of  humanity in general, with a “serving of  optimism.” “At the end of  
human civilization when breakfast is dwindling . . . Atwood suggests that 
there is hope, but only through interspecies communion” and storytelling, 
which “facilitates social renewal.” Life might be viewed as a “kind of  eternal 
breakfast”—a time of  gearing up for what lies ahead. Building from the egg 
breakfast of  The Handmaid’s Tale, symbolic not just of  female reproductive 
power, breakfast becomes a “daily serving of  optimism,” a trope for all that 
is possible for humans. As Boyd writes of  Atwood’s comments, “Having the 
most hopeful (or utopian) meal repeatedly frame this account of  civilization’s 
destruction is in keeping with Atwood’s theory that utopias and dystopias 
are not opposites but, rather, co-related” as part of  what she terms “ustopia.” 
“The dark future of  Atwood’s narrative,” Boyd summarizes, “may not always 
be appetizing, but [ustopian breakfasts] are essential if  humanity is going to 
greet a new day, prepared and fueled for the challenges to come.” Boyd argues 
that Atwood’s “tenuous community survives precisely because they imag-
ine and reimagine themselves into the future, with food serving as both the 
physical means and symbol of  their reproduction and sustainability.”

Might we surmise, based on these three essays, that women writers are 
more concerned about these issues than men? Not conclusively; rather, it is 
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likely more accurate that women are more inclined to write  imaginative 
 fiction than men and that men have been more involved in agricultural stud-
ies and theorizing about food practices. More important, we should note that 
all the submitted essays demonstrate that their authors have their fingers 
on the pulse of  contemporary issues and utopian foodways. Whether past 
visions, such as those conveyed in the studies of  Sargent and Levi, or more 
contemporary considerations, such as those by Aguilar, Johnson, Rouyhan, 
and Boyd, they remind us that not all have access to abundance and that 
present  abundance may not yield future comfort. As Boyd writes of  the 
 potential impact of  Atwood’s message: “Perhaps there is time for the human 
imagination and its propensity for social dreaming to break fixed modes of  
 consumption and to create sustainable paths forward.”
Potential paths forward, or “possible futures,” might be brought into focus 
through a look backward at food studies. My own knowledge of  foodways as 
an area of  scholarship began in the late 1990s, not with concern for the future 
but with a desire to understand the past, as I moved from a literacy study on 
the Shakers into analysis of  their production and use of  cider. (Certainly this 
analysis was driven by interest in the present—regulations for and definitions 
of  alcohol use and abuse in communities.) At that time, food studies pro-
grams were in the infancy stage; I recall reading Jennifer Ruark’s 1999 feature 
story in the Chronicle of  Higher Education, for example, which described the 
handful of  extant and controversial programs in the United States as “Food 
Lite” in the eyes of  some scholars. The article quoted Warren Belasco, Doris 
Witt, Amy Bentley, Lucy Long, Sidney Mintz, Donna Gabaccia, and Darra 
 Goldstein—then pioneers in the field and now all well-known names, even 
beyond the  discipline. Ruark noted New York University’s “revamped . . . 
nutrition department,” which had added a doctoral program in food stud-
ies, and that other institutions might soon follow suit. Other evidence of  
the change in the field, she explained, was academic publishing: “Both the 
 University of   California Press and the University of  Illinois Press are start-
ing new series, and next year California will begin publishing a journal, 
 Gastronomica, devoted to food and culture.”15

Although Ruark did not claim visionary powers, her story now reads 
partially as prediction. It is difficult for some interested in the scholarship of  
food to remember a world before Gastronomica. Likewise, “overproduction 
and glut rather than privation” is an appropriate way to describe the dra-
matic increase in the number of  publications on foodways, which have all 
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but choked academic and popular presses. Reviews of  only a small sample 
of  these are included in this issue. While none is specifically on utopian food-
ways, each has aspects that should be of  interest to the journal’s readers: food 
and religious faith, scientific eating as morality, food exchange and political 
power, and literary visions of  global foodways, for example.

These topics no doubt circulate through courses on utopia and food-
ways that higher education now offers, although not too long ago courses 
emphasizing food were confined within home economics and hospitality pro-
grams, Ruark and others remind us. In fall 2008, for example, the Princeton 
University alumni magazine published two stories explaining how a course 
originating in the languages department had led to the creation of  a Slow 
Food chapter on campus, one of  fifteen at the time on American college 
campuses. Beginning with Italian professor Pietro Frassica’s Literature of  
Gastronomy in the early 1990s, a course initially taught only periodically and 
in Italian soon became offered annually and in English. Its success led to the 
offering of  a second course, Italy: Land of  Slow Food, which included a study 
abroad aspect at Petrini’s institute, the University of  Gastronomic Sciences in 
Pollenza, Italy.16 While the Yale Sustainable Food Program is also now well 
known for being a noncredit, paid internship and volunteer program open to 
all students, Ivy League campuses are not the only ones exhibiting such inter-
ests. Lesser-known credit and noncredit options for learning about food exist 
in higher education across the country, if  not around the globe.17 At Missouri 
State University, for example, the School of  Agriculture offers a general edu-
cation course developed for the nonmajor, Food Security, each semester, as 
well as Animal Welfare, Animal Rights, and the Ethics of  Food Production, 
offered annually for advanced students.18 Many other students across campus 
participate in community garden programs and other food projects.

My own Utopian Visions in Literature and Culture course now includes 
a food theme, including guest lecturers from the School of  Agriculture and 
local food endeavors. In addition, it includes texts from two popular press 
niche markets, recently exploding and highly visible: memoirs and food 
books. These genres overlap with two well-known authors: now-famous  
food guru and author of  eight books Michael Pollan and award-winning 
author and activist Barbara Kingsolver.19 Pollan’s rise began with Omnivore’s 
Dilemma (2006), followed soon after by In Defense of  Food (2008) and, most 
recently, Cooked: A Natural History of  Transformation (2013). As an intentional 
eater and gardener, he argues, “Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.” 
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Always  presenting himself  as the journalistic “I” at the center, Pollan in the  
last  volume asserts the value of  cooking as enriching and  community build-
ing—an important part of  idealized eating. He argues against “ convenience 
cooking,” especially the microwave, as “individualistic,” whereas “there’s 
something magical that happens when people eat from the same pot. The 
family meal is really the nursery of  democracy.”20

Parallel to Pollan in many ways, and likewise not noted in food studies a 
decade ago, is Kingsolver’s Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: A Year of  Food Life. The 
volume encourages local eating through the example of  Kingsolver’s experi-
ences with her family in Appalachia. Quite intentionally, they had uprooted 
themselves from the Arizona desert to engage in more sustainable food prac-
tices. While educating readers about the calendar of  fruit, vegetable, and 
animal “harvesting,” Kingsolver makes clear that her purpose is not getting 
people to garden but, rather, to think about the sources and ramifications of  
what they are consuming—to eat intentionally. At the time of  writing, she 
had to define the neologism locavore and explain the environmental problems 
associated with transporting foods. Gastronomically speaking, she explains, 
we are consuming much more than a particular peach or plum when pick-
ing produce that was grown in another hemisphere. We are also consum-
ing sacred-because-irreplaceable fossil fuels with every bite of  nonlocal food. 
Sacrifice by “you” and “your family”—Kingsolver addresses readers directly 
with the sermonic language of  a new religion of  local eating—could sustain 
future generations. Another benefit, she adds, is that this intentional eating is 
more pleasurable.21 Kingsolver’s tone, heard as “holier-and-more-privileged-
than-thou” by many of  my students, raises heated debates about the costs of  
our consumption.

The rise of  food celebrity authorship, academic books about food, spe-
cialized and general education courses about foodways across public and pri-
vate campuses, and the personal interests of  many of  us scholars from diverse 
fields all underscore the potential means for changing the world’s future. By 
continuing to raise awareness of  the realities of  food practices in the present 
and in the past, we may motivate visions of  the future—whether pleasant 
dreams or nightmares.

This introduction began with references to two gatherings and their 
visualized outcomes in publications. One collection of  essays, Eating in 
Eden, emerged from conversation at a conference of  the Communal Studies 
Association. This special issue likewise emerged from a gathering, but 
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one where talk of  utopian foodways—rather than communal utopias— 
dominated. The dramatic technological transformations in the world that 
have occurred in the decade between the two can only suggest what lies in 
the decade ahead. Let us hope that reading and contemplating these studies, 
as well as teaching and talking about food utopias, may prepare us for the 
unknown foodways of  the future.
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The American Cockaigne from the Sixteenth Century 
to the Shmoo and Beyond

Lyman Tower Sargent 

abstract
The Cockaigne (sometimes spelled Cockayne or Cokaygne), also known as Lubberland, 
predates the coinage of  the word utopia, with its earliest expression found in clas-
sical Greek literature and some of  its best-known expressions from the Middle Ages. 
Sometimes known as the peoples’ or peasants’ utopia, it was most famously depicted 
in the 1567 painting known as The Land of  Cockaigne by Pieter Breughel the Elder 
(ca. 1525–1569) or, in English, the medieval poem of  that name. A major focus through-
out the various examples is an abundance of  food. While there have been references 
to the American depression song “The Big Rock Candy Mountains” as related to the 
Cockaigne, American expressions of  the form have generally not been discussed in the 
literature. Here I survey the form from the early seventeenth-century immigrant expe-
rience through African American responses to slavery and poverty, Native American 
Indian responses to their oppression, folktales, some children’s literature, depression-
era songs, the character of  the Shmoo in the comic strip Li’l Abner, and some con-
tinuations in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
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For Ernst Bloch daydreams are one of  the most basic sources of  utopianism,1 
which I have called “social dreaming.”2 While our sleeping dreams are mostly 
outside our control, daydreams tend to be about something we lack, such as 
control over our own lives, food, sex, and so forth. And there is a version of  
such daydreams, mostly identified with the Middle Ages, called the Cockaigne, 
or cokaygne,3 that is directly concerned with food, with Herman Pleij writing 
that “Cockaigne is first and foremost about eating.”4 In some versions sex is 
also a secondary motif, as in the English version where a convent is close to a 
monastery and the young monks and the young nuns regularly get together.

There are, though, some questions about where or if  the Cockaigne 
fits within utopianism. In his magisterial study of  the Cockaigne tradi-
tion, Dreaming of  Cockaigne, Herman Pleij places it among earthly paradises 
and mentions utopia only in passing.5 And J. C. Davis, in his Utopia and the 
Ideal Society, places it among the ideal society types alongside the utopia, 
 millennium, arcadia, and the perfect moral commonwealth with the intent of  
clearly differentiating it from the utopia.6 Davis distinguishes the ideal society 
types “by means of  their various approaches to the collective problem: the 
reconciliation of  limited satisfactions and unlimited human desires within a 
social context.”7 In the Cockaigne, the limits are simply “wished away,” but 
he says that “the utopian is more ‘realistic’ or tough-minded in that he accepts 
the basic problem as it is: limited satisfactions exposed to unlimited wants.”8 
While Davis’s approach works well with the utopias he discusses, and his 
book remains one of  the most important contributions to our understand-
ing of  early English utopias, I find it too restrictive in that it excludes any 
element of  fantasy, which, if  strictly applied, would exclude a work such as 
Bacon’s New Atlantis, with its separate revelation of  Christianity,9 and would 
definitely exclude Margaret Cavendish’s The Description of  a New World, Called 
the Blazing World (1655), unknown when Davis wrote but now considered one 
of  the most important early utopias by women.

The Tradition

As is usual, the form of  the Cockaigne existed well before the word was 
coined.10 Athenaeus collected a number of  early Greek examples of  what came 
to be called Cockaigne in the compilation known as The  Deiponosophists, or 
in a recent translation, The Learned Banqueters. For example, from  Nicophon’s 
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The Sirens we have “Let it snow barley-meal, sprinkle wheat-loaves, rain 
pease-porridge; let broth roll its lumps of  meat through the streets, let a 
 flat-cake give orders to be eaten.”11 And from Pherecrates’s The Persians, we 
have “Rivers of  black broth, gushing forth copiously of  their own accord over 
the cross-roads with rich spice-cakes and barley-cakes of  finest meal, will flow 
from the springs of  Plutus all ready to be ladled up. And Zeus will rain smoky 
wine and drench your tiles like a bathman; and from the roofs conduits of  
grapes, in company with cheese-cakes, stuffed with cheese, will draw off  rills 
of  hot pease-porridge and polenta made of  lilies and anemones. The trees on 
the mountains will put forth leaves of  roast kids’ guts, tender cuttlefish, and 
boiled thrushes.”12 Such images are constants in the Cockaigne literature.

But the texts that are most often labeled Cockaigne were written 
between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries, with most such texts existing in 
multiple versions. A passage from a modern version of  the medieval English 
Cockaigne has it that

There are rivers broad and fine
Of  oil, milk, honey and of  wine;
Water serveth there no thing
But for sight and for washing.
Many fruits grow in that place
For all delight and sweet solace.13

The Cockaigne is also represented in the 1567 painting known, in English, 
as The Land Cockaigne by Pieter Breughel the Elder (ca. 1525–1569).14 The three 
main figures in the painting are a soldier, a farm laborer, and a burgher or 
scholar. The first two are either passed out from too much food and drink or 
simply sleeping off  too much food and drink. The third appears to be awake. 
In the foreground, there is a roast pig running by with a knife in its back ready 
for carving and an egg with legs and a spoon sticking out of  the top of  the 
shell, and on the left is a hut covered with pies.

The texts and the painting have given rise to contradictory interpreta-
tions.15 The utopian interpretation sees the Cockaigne, as A. L. Morton puts it, 
as “the people’s utopia,” the utopia of  those at the bottom of  the social hier-
archy.16 Morton says that it “embodies the profoundest feelings of  the masses, 
expresses them in an extremely concrete and earthy fashion, and is related to 
the main theme of  popular mythology on the one hand and the main stream 
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of  popular revolt on the other.”17 One way in which the point is made is in 
what one has to do to get to Cockaigne. In the Dutch version, one has to eat 
oneself  through a mountain of  buckwheat porridge, and the  painting shows 
a man emerging from such a mountain. In the English version,

Whoso will come that land unto
Full great penance he must do,
He must wade for seven years
In the dirt a swine-pen bears,
Seven years right to the chin,
Ere he may hope that land to win.18

Given the diet of  the Dutch peasant at the time and the farmwork of  the 
English peasant, these are both things that reflect experiences that no wealthy 
person would ever come close to having.

The other interpretation clearly reflects the understanding of  those 
higher in the hierarchy and dismisses the Cockaigne as simply being the fan-
tasies produced by the lazy, and there is a sixteenth-century German version 
called “The Sluggard’s Land,” which ends with the “Moral,”

This fable is a tale of  old,
To careless children often told
To show how bad the world would be
Were honour lost, and modesty;
Were people greedy, indolent,
Or only on low pleasures bent.
Here is set forth an allegory
Showing, in its quaint marvel-story,
How love of  ease and sweets may lead
To utter worthlessness and greed;
How the indulgences of  sense,
Or idle dreams of  indolence,
Can only end in foul offence;
That happiness can never be
Without a life of  industry:
So let the olden fable stand,
This picture of  the Sluggards’ Land.19
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And in Elfriede Maria Ackermann’s study of  the German tradition, she says, 
“The first requisite for admission was sloth, almost equally important were 
gluttony, lechery, prevarication, and wastefulness.”20 Such sentiments are 
commonly expressed about Cockaigne.

The American Cockaigne

With a few exceptions, American Cockaignes have not been much discussed, 
and even those few well-known texts have not been put in context with other 
American examples. This is what I hope to do here by looking at texts from 
immigrants, slaves, Native Americans, hoboes, and contemporary African 
Americans, together with some examples from American literature and a 
once-popular cartoon strip. And, as will become obvious, the dual interpreta-
tion has been applied to the American situation. Food is not the only subject 
of  these Cockaignes, but from the earliest texts at least until the depression 
of  the 1930s, it is the dominant one,21 and the fact that it is food obtained with-
out effort gives rise to the negative interpretations just as with the medieval 
Cockaigne.

Immigration

When people leave one country and immigrate to another, they often have 
unrealistic, even utopian, expectations of  what they will find in the new coun-
try. One of  the very earliest depictions of  such expectations, clearly from the 
period of  the earliest settlement of  North America and by someone not emi-
grating, is “A proper newe Ballett called The Summons to Newe England.” 
Part says,

There Milk from Springs, like Rivers, flows,
And Honey upon hawthorn grows;
Hemp, Wool, and Flax, there grows on trees,
The mould is fat, and cutts like cheese;
All fruits and herbs growes in the fields,
Tobacco it good plenty yields;

And there shall be a Church most pure,
Where you may find salvation sure.22
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And although most of  the song is in this vein, there is another side to the 
story. The song begins and ends with a very different message. The ending is

Let Amsterdam send forth her Brats,
Her Fugitives and Runnagates:
Let Bedlam, Newgate, and the Clink
Disgorge themselves unto this sink;
Let Bridewell and the stews be swept,
And all sent hither to be kept;

So may our Church be cleans’d and pure,
Keep both it self  and state secure.23

This mixed message continues in immigrant music throughout U.S. history. 
An Irish song, “The Glorious and Free United States of  America,” again 
makes the utopian imagery explicit:

If  you labour in America,
In riches you will roll,

There’s neither tithes nor taxes there
Nor rent to press you down;

Its a glorious free country,
To welcome every man,

So sail off  to America,
As soon as e’er you can.24

The first line of  this song is important, because while there are immigrant 
songs and tales that leave out the need to actually work, many stress that 
while you have to work, if  you do, you will be rewarded, unlike in the old 
country, where no matter how hard you work, you can never advance.

A passage in “Bröder, vi har långt att gå” (“Brother, We Have a Long Way 
to Go”), a song by Joe Hill, best known as the International Workers of  the 
World organizer executed in Utah by a firing squad on trumped-up charges, 
is a classical Cockaigne:

Chicken and ducks rain down,
roast geese and even more
fly onto the table
with knife and fork in their thighs.25
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Still, there was also a Norwegian song entitled “Many a Fool Sailed Across the 
Sea.”26 None of  this should surprise us. It can take a lot to motivate someone 
to uproot him- or herself  and go to an unknown place. This is the  dystopian 
push of  immigration, the horrors of  poverty, hunger, low status, and the diffi-
culty of  getting by in the old country. On the other side is the utopian pull, the 
glories of  the new country, often in totally unrealistic terms. These include the 
classic dream of  the streets paved with gold,27 but the most common motifs are 
the abundance of  food and the relative ease of  labor, but labor that is rewarded.

A particularly poignant example of  the immigrant experience is found in 
the experience of  the well-known Norwegian violinist Ole Bull, who planned 
to establish his utopia, Oleana, in the United States and attracted the usual 
expectations, as can be seen in the song “Oleana”:

I’m off  to Oleana, I’m turning from my doorway,
No chains for me, I’ll say good-by to slavery in Norway.
Ole—Ole—Ole—oh! Oleana!
Ole—Ole—Ole—oh! Oleana!
II
They give you land for nothing in jolly Oleana,
And grain comes leaping from the ground in floods of  golden 
manna.
III
The grain it does the threshing, it pour into the sack, Sir,
You make a quart of  whisky from each one without expense, Sir.
IV
The crops are gigantic, potatoes are immense, Sir,
You make a quart of  whisky from each one without expense, Sir.
V
And ale as strong and sweet as the best you’ve ever tasted,
It’s running in the foamy creek, where most of  it is wasted.
VI
The salmon they are playing, and leaping in the brook, Sir,
They hop into your kettle, put the cover on, and cook, Sir.28

It continues for a total of  twenty-two short verses, with many of  the verses 
expressing the expectation that women will wait on men. Given Ole Bull’s 
renown, there were many other quite similar songs.29 The reality was rather 
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different, in that Bull, who had planned to establish Oleana in 1852 in Potter 
County, Pennsylvania, was defrauded by American land dealers and lost his 
money and the land he thought he had purchased.

There were those who made the point that America was not a 
Cockaigne, that the streets are not paved with gold, and that, as in the Irish 
ballad quoted above, work is needed. In 1760 Jared Eliot wrote that some 
people will not take on a new trade “unless you can promise Mountains 
of Gold, and that the Colony that engages in it shall be immediately turned 
to Lubber-Land.”30 In 1772 Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Some folk seem to 
think they ought never be easy till England becomes another Lubberland, 
where it is fancied that streets are paved with penny-rolls, the houses tiled 
with pancakes, and chickens, ready roasted, cry, ‘Come eat me.’”31 And 
in 1782 he wrote, “In  short, America is the Land of  Labour, and by no 
means  what the English call Lubberland, and the French Pays de Cocagne, 
where the streets are said to be pav’d with half-peck Loaves, the Houses 
til’d with Pancakes, and where the Fowls fly about ready roasted, crying, 
‘Come eat me!’”32

In 1810 Thomas R. Joynes made the explicit point that it was lazy 
men who expected to find a Cockaigne. He wrote of  settlers in Kentucky 
that “however fertile the land is south of  Green River, and well suited for 
lazy  men, yet a great many are dissatisfied, and wish to emigrate west 
of  the Ohio, and south of  Tennessee River, where they say the land is 
much better, and where they want, I suppose, to find land that will pro-
duce loaves of  bread already baked, and hams of  bacon already boiled.”33 
These  examples combating the Cockaigne imagery demonstrate just how 
 popular it was.

Slavery

There was of  course a subset of  people who did not choose to come to the 
United States but were brought to it as slaves.34 It is hardly surprising that slav-
ery, with its lack of  power over one’s life, should give rise to Cockaignes, just 
as the extreme poverty and lack of  control of  the medieval peasant did. There 
are some explicit examples of  the Cockaigne with two relatively well-known 
texts. Unfortunately both texts come from oral traditions, are impossible to 
date, and were collected well after slavery ended, with one almost certainly 
from the period after slavery.
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The first was still in use in the late nineteenth and early  twentieth  centuries, 
when slavery was replaced by segregation but the poverty and the lack of  con-
trol continued. “Diddy-Wah-Diddy” was collected in Florida but has a very 
long history and is the oldest known of  the African American Cockaigne. It 
has been described as follows:

It is a place of  no work and no worry for man or beast. A very rest-
ful place where even the curbstones are good sitting-chairs. The 
food is even already cooked. If  a traveller gets hungry all he needs 
to do is sit down on a curbstone and wait and soon he will hear 
something hollering “Eat me! Eat me! Eat me!” and a big baked 
chicken will come along with a knife and fork stuck in its sides. 
He can eat all he wants and let the chicken go and it will go on 
to the next one that needs something to eat. By that time a big 
deep sweet potato pie is pushing and shoving to get in front of  the 
traveller with a knife all stuck up in the middle of  it so he just cuts 
a piece off  that and so on until he finishes his snack. Nobody can 
ever eat it all up. No matter how much you eat it grows just that 
much faster. It is said “Everybody would live in Diddy-Wah-Diddy 
if  it wasn’t so hard to find or so hard to get to after you even know 
the way.”35

Note in the last line the similarity to the medieval Cockaigne.
The other, “The Promised Land,” is a classic Cockaigne and comes 

from Henry Green, who at the time it was collected was ninety and 
lived  in  Barton, Arkansas, but had been born a slave in Montgomery, 
Alabama:

They told us that in Arkansas the hogs just laying around already 
baked with the knives and forks sticking in them ready for to be 
et, and that there was fritter ponds everywhere with the fritters 
 a-frying in them ponds of  grease, and there was money trees 
where all you had to do was to pick the money offen ‘em like 
picking cotton offen the stalk, and us was sure put out when us git 
here and find that the onliest meat to be had was that what was 
in the store, and them fritters had to be fried in the pans, and that 
there wa’nt no money trees a-tall.36
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Here we have both the fantasy and the belated recognition that it was false, 
which realization came to many immigrants, but the two are rarely found in 
the same text.

Native American Indians

The other extremely oppressed group in the United States was and is the 
American Indian,37 and while one can argue about whether their traditions, 
and the plural is essential because there were major differences among the 
Indians of  the eastern forests, the plains of  the Midwest and West, and the 
Southwestern pueblos, with well over three hundred different languages, 
include Cockaigne narrowly defined, they do include two sets of  images that 
are at least parallel to the Cockaigne. The first, the afterlife of  Indians, is prob-
lematic because the sources are very uncertain, and there were significantly 
different versions in the different tribes. The image that most  Americans know 
is that of  the so-called Happy Hunting Grounds, with its image of  abundant 
game and the joy of  the hunt, but that phrase appears to have been coined 
by James Fenimore Cooper in his novel The Last of  the Mohicans (1826). Still, 
what little we do know of  the afterlife of  the various Indian groups suggests 
parallels with other afterlives.

The afterlife image is buttressed by the millennial movement known as 
the Ghost Dance of  the Plains Indians.38 A contemporary description says,

The rumor got about: “The dead are to return. The buffalo are to 
return. The Dakota people will get back their own way of  life. The 
white people will go away, and that will mean happier times for us 
once more!” . . .

The visions varied at the start, but they ended the same way, 
like a chorus describing a great encampment of  all the Dakotas 
who had ever died, where all were related and therefore under-
stood each other, where the buffalo came eagerly to feed them, 
and there was no sorrow but only joy, where relatives thronged 
out with happy laughter to greet the newcomer. That was the 
best of  all!39

The Ghost Dance has continuing resonance in Indian beliefs and 
 literature. It is mentioned as an inspiration for revolt in Leslie Marmon 
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Silko’s  1991 Almanac of  the Dead where she writes, “If  the people kept  walking, 
if  the people carried no weapons, then the old prophecies would come to 
pass, and all the dispossessed and the homeless would have land; the tribes 
of  the Americas would retake the continents from pole to pole.”40 And she 
refers to the Ghost Dance in her 1999 Gardens in the Dunes, where a character 
says that “the United States government was afraid of  the Messiah Dance.”41

The Ghost Dance is also mentioned a number of  times in the Indian 
visionary text Black Elk Speaks.42 As with the Ghost Dance vision, Black Elk’s 
vision is of  a people and world restored, and it includes quite a few refer-
ences to the abundance available before the arrival of  the settlers and the 
U.S. Army. He mentions that once again there will be “many fat bison,” that 
“the trees and grasses were not withered any more and murmured happily 
together, and every living being cried in gladness with whatever voice it had,” 
that “all the world was green,” and that “I saw that the whole wide circle of  
the day was beautiful and green, with all fruits growing and all things kind 
and happy.”43 While this is not the overabundance of  a  typical Cockaigne, it 
serves the same purpose for a decimated and starving people. And there is a 
touch of  the fantastic when he says, “All the animals were mingling with the 
people like relatives and making happy cries.”44

A similar sense of  the world restored can be seen in Silko’s Gardens in the 
Dunes where, at the beginning of  the novel, she refers back to the origins of  
the gardens, saying,

Grandma Fleet told them the old gardens had always been there. 
The old-time people found the gardens already growing, planted by 
the Sand Lizard, a relative of  Grandfather Snake, who invited his 
niece to settle there and cultivate her seeds. Sand Lizard warned her 
children to share: Don’t be greedy. The first ripe fruit of  each harvest 
belongs to the spirits of  our beloved ancestors, who come to us as 
rain, the second ripe fruit should go to the birds and wild animals, in 
gratitude for their restraint in sparing the seeds and sprouts earlier in 
the season. Give the third ripe fruit to the bees, ants, mantises, and 
others who cared for the plants. A few choice pumpkins, squash, and 
bean plants were simply left on the sand beneath the mother plants 
to shrivel dry and return to the earth. Next season, after the arrival 
of  rain, beans, squash, and pumpkins sprouted up between the dry 
stalks and leaves of  the previous year.45
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And at the end of  the novel, the protagonists are back in the now-flourishing 
gardens and are visited by relatives who have their own flourishing gardens.46

The Indians were systematically suppressed and slaughtered, and their land 
was stolen, so it is hardly surprising that they dreamed of  a world where the 
old ways, often romanticized, were restored. Such dreams, which last up to the 
present in many indigenous cultures, might almost be considered a third way in 
which something like the Cockaigne was represented, but I know of  no recent 
American examples that stress food. What they stress is the rebalancing of  the 
place of  people in the natural world and respect and care for that natural world.

Hoboes

The best-known American Cockaignes are generally identified with the Great 
Depression, when widespread poverty and unemployment led many men, 
and some women, to wander the country, attracting the critical attention of  
the authorities. The single best-known, “The Big Rock Candy Mountains,” 
was  actually written as early as 1905 based on even earlier oral traditions, 
but it only came to people’s attention during the depression. It now exists in 
many different versions and has been sung by many performers.

This version, which Marie Louise Berneri called “A Tramp’s Utopia” in 
her Journey Through Utopia, is more explicitly utopian than some of  the other 
versions:

In the Big Rock Candy Mountains,
There’s a land that’s fair and bright,
Where the handouts grow on bushes,
And you sleep out every night.
Where the boxcars are all empty,
And the sun shines every day
On the birds and the bees and the cigarette trees,
And the lemonade springs where the bluebird sings,
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains.
. . .
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains,
You never change your socks,
And the little streams of  alcohol
Come tricklin’ down the rocks.
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There the brakemen have to tip their hats
And the railroad bulls are blind.
There’s a lake of  stew and of  whisky too,
You can paddle all around ‘em in a big canoe,
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains.

And it ends with

Where they hung the Turk that invented work,
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains.47

Another song identified with the depression but from a bit earlier is 
“Under the Chicken Tree”:

I had a dream last night.
It almost turned me white.
I dreamt that hens and roosters grow’d on trees.

I dreamt I owned a great big ranch.
On every hen tree branch,
The eggs was just as thick as bumble bees.

I set down in the yard
And shook one tree right hard,
And about one hundred pounds came tumblin down.

And as soon as they had died,
I had them quickly fried,
With gravy oozing out all nice and brown.48

And another depression-era song is “The Sweet Potato Mountains”:

Where the gumps
crawl into the pan,
And fry themselves nice and brown;
Where cows churn their own butter
And squirt the milk all around.49
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For people who were constantly hungry, with little or no chance of  earning 
money to buy food, and dependent on handouts, these images have an obvi-
ous appeal. To those who still had jobs and homes, these people were believed 
to be dangerous, but the reality was that they were so oppressed that while 
they did at times commit violent acts, they posed no danger to the social order.

Folktales

The Cockaigne is itself  a folktale, so it is hardly surprising that they appear in 
folk songs and tales throughout American history. There are many of  these, 
and here are three examples, two from the East and one from the Southwest. 
As with most folktales, they cannot be dated with accuracy.

An undated mummers’ play from the Kentucky mountains recorded in the 
1930s but said to be much earlier has a line reading, “And I went on a bit further 
and I come to the land of  plenty with stones of  plum puddings, houses thatched 
with pancakes, and pigs running about saying, ‘Who will eat me please?’”50 The 
so-called Jack Tales from the Appalachian Mountains from the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries include one that has it that Jack discovers a river of  
honey and near it a “fritter tree” and then “here came a little roast pig runnin’ 
out of  the bresh with a knife and fork in its back, a-squelin’ to be eat.”51 And 
a Hispanic folk song from New Mexico recorded in the 1940s, “La Ciudad de 
Juaga” (The city of  Juaga), includes passages that say,

3
The hills are made of  tortillas
The valleys of  fritters are made,
The stones are fruit, and the pine cones
Are with caramel overlaid.
6
The fountains gush forth oil of  olives,
And never, no never, run dry.
And the ducks come seasoned and salted,
As they fly on their way over the sky.
7
A brook full of  milk flows through it,
There’s another of  coffee nearby.
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There’s a mountain of  cheese for the taking,
And a mountain of  tea you can try.52

There are also passages in the song that say that no one has to work and that 
clothes are very cheap, the classic dreams of  the poor and oppressed.

Cockaigne in Children’s Literature

There are many brief  Cockaignes, particularly in children’s literature, that 
appear to reflect more the ubiquity of  the form than the aspirations of  an 
oppressed group. For example, there are two poems by Eugene Field that are 
Cockaignes for children. “The Sugar-Plum Tree” is probably the best known, 
and the first part says,

Have you ever heard of  the Sugar-Plum Tree?
‘T is a marvel of  great renown!

It blooms on the shore of  the Lollipop sea
In the garden of  Shut-Eye Town;

The fruit that it bears is so wondrously sweet
(As those who have tasted it say)

That good little children have only to eat
Of  that fruit to be happy next day.53

The other is “The Dinkey-Bird,” which says,

There the gum-drops grow like cherries,
And taffy’s thick as peas—

Caramels you pick like berries
When, and where, and how you please:

Big red sugar-plums are clinging
To the cliffs beside the sea

Where the Dinkey-Bird is singing
In the amfalula tree.54

And there is a very brief  example in L. Frank Baum’s 1907 Ozma of  Oz, which 
has a lunch-pail tree. So, these images for children are fairly common, but 
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they appear to be written to give children pleasure rather than from any 
 identification with an oppressed population.

Al Capp’s Shmoo

The newspaper comic strip seems to have first appeared in North America in 
the late nineteenth century. And in the middle of  the twentieth century one 
of  the most popular strips was Li’l Abner by Al Capp (born Alfred  Caplin).55 
In August 1948 Capp introduced the Shmoo to the strip. The Shmoo lays 
 top-grade eggs and bottles of  top-grade milk. If  a person looks at a Shmoo 
with hunger, the Shmoo dies of  pleasure; and if  fried, it tastes like chicken, 
and if  broiled, it tastes like a beefsteak. Its skin has various uses ranging from 
fine cloth to lumber, its eyes make excellent buttons, and its whiskers are 
great toothpicks. The supply of  Shmoo is inexhaustible because they breed 
rapidly.

Clearly the Shmoo provide the makings of  a Cockaigne, and even 
though Li’l Abner is warned against releasing the Shmoo on the world, that is 
what appears to be the case initially. People selling poor-quality food at high 
prices go out of  business, as do those requiring long work hours for low pay. 
Everyone is happy except the rich capitalists.

But Capp was a conservative and later a friend of  Richard Nixon, and 
that was not his message. His message was that something for nothing 
is bad for people, the economy, and the country. The Shmoo meant that 
no one had to work, so no one worked, and the government organized a 
plan for the military to exterminate them. At that point things got com-
plicated for Capp, because his readers loved the Shmoo and were spend-
ing millions on Shmoo-related products, so simply killing them off  would 
reduce his very large income; the Shmoo continued in various forms into 
the 1960s, when Capp had the Shmoo conclude that human beings were 
not worthy of  them and return to the hidden valley where Li’l Abner had 
found them.

Late Twentieth- and Early Twenty-First-Century 
African American Music

Recent African American music includes a number of  songs that are certainly 
utopian and, with strong fantasy elements, also touch upon the Cockaigne, 
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but without the food imagery. I will just mention two. The first is “Nellyville” 
by Nelly (Cornell Iral Haynes Jr.), with the first stanza,

Imagine blocks and blocks of  no cocaine, blocks with no gunplay
Ain’t nobody shot, so ain’t no news that day
Ain’t nobody snitchin, they refuse to say
Every month—we take a vote on what the weather should be
And if  we vote it rains—know how wet we want it to be
And if  we vote it snow—know how deep we want it to get
But the sun gon’ shine 99 percent, in Nellyville.56

The second is the hip-hop song “Thugz Mansion” by Nas (Nasir bin Olu Dara 
Jones) and 2Pac (Tupac Amaru Shakur), with the first stanza as

I want you to close your eyes
And vision the most beautiful place in the world
If  you in the hood on the ghetto street corner
Come on this journey
The best journey
Acres of  land and swimming pools and all that
Check it out

But this appears to be a version of  heaven because there is a later verse 
that says,

Dear momma don’t cry, your baby boy’s doin good
Tell the homies I’m in heaven and they ain’t got hoods.57

While unlike the earlier Cockaignes, these songs do not mention food, they 
do reflect the conditions of  an oppressed people.

Conclusion

And that is, I am convinced, the central importance of  the Cockaigne in  America, 
as it is elsewhere. There are oppressed peoples among all the groups discussed. 
The immigrants were oppressed at home and dreamed both of  the classic 
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streets paved with gold and of  enough to eat without backbreaking labor.58 
Slaves, Native American Indians, and hoboes (the unemployed of  the Great 
 Depression) were obviously oppressed, with many Native American  Indians and 
many  African Americans still oppressed. The folktales generally reflect the posi-
tion of  the poor. The children’s stories and the Li’l Abner cartoon strip show just 
how common the imagery has been, and while Li’l Abner does not represent an 
oppressed people, it does a wonderful job of  illustrating the different responses 
to Cockaigne of  the poor working people and the rich and powerful.

What struck me most forcefully about these texts is the mixed message. 
Never having read the postmedieval material with care, I had only taken on 
board what I thought of  as the positive images of  drink, food, and sex. What 
the upper classes see as gluttony in the lower classes, the lower classes see 
as how the upper classes ate every day, and on this there is evidence that the 
lower classes were right. But there is more than this going on. What might 
be called the sad side is the awareness/recognition by the oppressed that they 
are going to remain oppressed, that the fantasy is a fantasy. And that raises 
the question of  the function of  fantasy, which is well beyond the scope of  this 
essay, but let me say something anyway.

Fantasy, like utopia, is both necessary and potentially dangerous. While 
utopia can be and has been a motivator for change, it is hard to see fantasy in 
the same way, which, I think, is why the Cockaigne fantasy comes from the 
most severely oppressed people, those who cannot imagine any possibility of  
a better life. But one thing that we should be aware of  is that for all of  these 
severely oppressed people, life today is actually better than it was, in part 
because there have been utopias, not fantasies, that pointed the way to that 
better life. But we should also be aware that the rich and powerful would like 
to go back where only they have a decent life.

Notes

Early versions of  this article were given at the Faculdade de Letras at the Universidade 
do Porto on May 7, 2012, and at the Utopian Studies Society of  Europe in Terragona, 
Spain, in July 2012. I want to thank Fátima Vieira, who arranged the talk in Porto; Pere 
Gallardo Torrano and Elizabeth Russell, the organizers of  the Terragona conference; 
and all those who asked the questions that led to this revision. Also, quite some years ago 
my students provided me with examples of  utopias found in popular songs, and without 
their help I would probably have never been aware of  the examples cited near the end of  
the article.
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abstract
This article discusses the ways in which Charles Fourier subverted and reelaborated 
early nineteenth-century gastronomic ideas to develop one of  the most important 
aspects of  utopian life in his Harmonic world: the social science and semireligion 
of  gastrosophy. With the reinvention of  “good taste” for the postrevolutionary 
 bourgeoisie, freshly codified knowledge about the art and science of  gastronomy 
became an important means of  shaping these new consumers—literally and figura-
tively—via a stream of  popular literature, scientific treatises, etiquette handbooks, 
and gastronomic guides. For Fourier, however, gastronomy was merely superficial and 
conspicuous overeating, its self-obsessed and selfish consumerism reflecting everything 
wrong with “civilized” society. His formulation of  gastrosophy, in contrast, encapsu-
lated a complete understanding of  food production, cookery, and health, using all of  
these to make the world a better place by pleasurably and harmlessly realizing one’s 
own desires and sharing them with others. This article examines gastrosophy, often 
skipped over as a frivolous diversion in his work, arguing that Fourier deliberately 
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chose it as a wittily accessible means of  both encapsulating his fully realized vision of  
Harmony and utterly refuting the emerging market-led model of  society exemplified 
by Parisian gastronomy.

keywords: utopia, food, gastronomy, Fourier, gastrosophy 

The extraordinary utopian thinker Charles Fourier (1772–1837), if  known at all, is 
more often derided than celebrated, even though in the mid–nineteenth  century 
there were up to two hundred thousand Fourierists in the United States and 
numerous publications and associations inspired by his ideas in France, the 
United States, and the United Kingdom. Although frequently grouped together 
with his contemporaries, Robert Owen and Henri, comte de Saint-Simon,1 
as one of  the founding fathers of  modern socialism, he himself  would have 
rejected this grouping, and his style often seems to take him into the realms of  
literary utopianism.2 Fourier’s vision is at once systematic and extraordinary, so 
that the boundaries between possible fact and fantastical fiction are blurred in a 
way that does not often apply to ostensibly political writing. Perhaps as a result 
of  this, far more scholars have paid attention to Marx’s dismissive comments 
about Fourier’s lack of  realism and dislike of  industrialization than to Engels’s 
approval.3 But not only did Engels approve of  Fourier’s fundamental ideas on 
social structure (including the emancipation of  women), he also appreciated his 
skills as both a thinker and a writer, acknowledging his debt to Hegelian dialec-
tics and appreciating his accomplished satirical style.4 Fourier’s use of  parody—
in the presentation of  his radical ideas about sexual liberation in particular—has 
also been noted by the historian Jonathan Beecher,5 and I argue that Fourier’s 
use of  food fits into a similar mode. His extensive use of  food as image, whether 
as point of  opposition, everyday example, or object of  fantasy, is core to the 
comic effect he often employs to make his theories more readable, more com-
prehensible, and more appealing. A focus on food also put Fourier at the center 
of  contemporary fashion, where gastronomy was gathering importance and 
immense popularity as a social and intellectual phenomenon.

It is widely accepted that gastronomy was invented in early nineteenth-
century France—in Paris to be precise—springing from the upheavals of  the 
Revolution of  1789 and developing concomitantly with postrevolutionary 
public eating, restaurants, large-scale traiteurs, and consumer society.6 It is cer-
tainly true that this is the period when the word gastronomie (gastronomy)—
originally known from Athenaeus’s Deipnosophistae, translated into French 
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in 1623—came into common use in French texts. There was an explosion 
of  popular writing on the subject of  gastronomy, starting with Berchoux’s 
poem La Gastronomie in 1800, eventually leading to the inclusion of  the term 
in the 1835 edition of  the dictionary of  the Académie Française.7 Grimod de la 
Reynière’s Almanach des Gourmands of  1803–12, explicitly designed to educate 
the taste of  the nouveaux riches bourgeoisie in the eating habits of  the refined 
Old World aristocracy, can be said to have invented both the modern travel 
guide and the gastronomic genre. The multiple editions of  each of  the eight 
years of  the Almanach attest to its massive popularity, while Jean Anthelme 
Brillat-Savarin’s Physiologie du Gout of  1825 not only is a lasting classic, regu-
larly reissued and retranslated into the present day, but was also an inspiration 
to writers such as Balzac, who admired Brillat-Savarin hugely and wrote his 
biography for the Biographie Universelle of  1835. It is probably Brillat-Savarin’s 
definition of  gastronomy as a science that Balzac had in mind when he said 
that flânerie was the gastronomy of  the glance: “Simply to walk [simply to eat] 
would be to vegetate; but to be a flâneur [or gastronome] is to live.”8

An early purpose of  the new word was to distance good eating from the sin 
of  gluttony. One of  the terms for gluttony, gourmandise, had already been rein-
vented to some extent over the course of  the eighteenth century, allowing the 
existence of  the gourmand, a knowledgeable diner who did not necessarily eat to 
excess and who was served by numerous texts on food and drink.9 As the word 
gastronomie appeared in the dictionaries, gourmandise officially acquired its sec-
ondary meaning, with direct reference to and sometimes interchangeable with 
gastronomie.10 The gastronome became a recognizable and enduring figure of  
food-related expertise, bringing the gourmand into the modern age. The newly 
defined word marks some of  the innovative ways that people were trying to 
think about food, as it embedded itself  into the new society’s ideas about fashion 
and taste. In this interpretation of  the postrevolutionary period in France the idea 
of  gastronomy fits into a general trend toward extending scientific thinking into 
multiple areas of  the arts.11 Nineteenth-century gastronomy can thus be seen as 
a respectable, legitimate interest that came to represent what has been called the 
“democratization” of  an appreciation of  fine food. It marks the increased acces-
sibility to the bourgeoisie of  ingredients, techniques, and information; evolving 
ideas about health and healthy eating; and new interpretations of  good taste, 
hospitality, and manners.12 The gastronome was a newly elevated individual.

The subtle and contested distinctions made among the practices of  glut-
tony, gourmandise, and gastronomy reflect the deep political significance of  
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food in the period and the importance of  the effective management of  the food 
supply to the success of  the nation.13 In the face of  shortages and  blockades, 
frugal food, evoking the strength of  will and aversion to luxury of  the Spartans, 
became politically acceptable Republican food, with some political societies 
announcing that they would forgo coffee and sugar (described as childish and 
feminized) in support of  the Revolution.14 The emphasis was on austerity and 
on making a virtue of  eating previously undesirable foods of  poverty such as 
turnips, cabbages, black bread, and simple broths. Spartan eating habits sub-
sequently became a highly recognizable trope of  the difficulties of  the revolu-
tionary period and were satirized in contrast to other more luxurious examples 
from classical history, such as the banquets of  Nero, Trimalchio’s feast, and 
the excesses in Apicius, all of  which are evoked in Berchoux’s poem and were 
taken up by almost every subsequent writer of  the following decades.15

Fourier defined his vision of  the future utopian world, called Harmony, in 
terms of  some of the basic activities of  everyday life—reforming the world by 
reforming social interaction and expressions of  human urges. Food is prominent 
among the images and examples he uses to put forward his theories; indeed, good 
food lies at the heart of  his new world, rising far beyond mealtimes (though even 
these are spectacularly transformed) to become a key component in work, edu-
cation, diplomacy (including warfare), and religion. It is promoted to the high-
est echelons of  his social order, second only to sex. Nevertheless, Fourier defined 
himself  in opposition to the gastronomers of  his day, emphasizing the differences 
between his profound social-scientific proposal and what he saw as their shallow 
consumer project, eventually inventing a new word, gastrosophie (gastrosophy), to 
emphasize the distinction: “GASTRONOMY, today’s amusing, apparently frivo-
lous ‘ science,’ will become in Harmony a high socio-political science . . . that is to 
say GASTROSOPHY, high gastronomic wisdom, profound and sublime theory 
of  social equilibrium. In today’s state where it [gastronomy] produces nothing but 
a simple and indifferent sensuality, which does absolutely nothing to remedy the 
four discords caused by bad food, it cannot be dignified with the name of science.”16

The Gastrosophic System

The gastrosophic system is as nuanced and complex as Fourier’s entire system, 
and he often uses descriptions of  this particular part as a means of  describing the 
whole. He explains that gastrosophy is the “alliance of  wisdom and the useful 
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sciences like hygiene and agronomy with the material of  refined  gourmandise,” 
and this concrete complexity is one of  the things that marks it out from what 
he calls other more abstract, single-stranded, pseudo-systems like gastronomy.17 
The fundamental conception is that gastrosophy encompasses a combination of  
production, preparation, distribution, and consumption of  food, so that the truly 
developed sense of  taste consists of  five main elements. The four “wheels of  the 
cart” are (agri)culture, preservation, cooking, and gastronomy, and these four 
“pivot” around hygiene in equilibrium, otherwise known as health, involving a 
proper balancing of  the temperaments, tastes, and digestion.18 In other words, 
not only must the gastrosophic individual be equally expert and involved in 
agriculture, preservation, cookery, and gastronomy, but knowledge of  all these 
should also operate in concert to achieve the proper balance and ideal health for 
each person. Fourier insists that any one branch of  this knowledge is meaning-
less without the others. Any cook who tries to use an ingredient without know-
ing how to handle it as a horticulturalist, or to serve it without fully knowing 
the temperament and tastes of  the diner, not only is unprincipled but also has 
no proper grasp of   economics.19 This analysis is at the root of  his difference with 
the gastronomic writers, who, he says, have grasped only one strand of  a much 
more complex argument and are focused on entirely the wrong things: shop-
ping and dining. This is neatly illustrated simply by looking at the frontispieces 
of  Grimod de la Reynière’s Almanachs, each of  which depicts the gourmand at 
home, in various rooms at various times of  day. His only actions are to anticipate 
or receive delivery of  foodstuffs from commercial suppliers, brief  his chef, eat 
the foods, and pass judgment on them: he takes no active part in their produc-
tion and is merely the consumer, codifier, and final arbiter of  taste.20 The aspi-
rant gastronome seems to see the production and preparation of  food as lowly 
drudgery, whereas Fourier is able to wrap these crucial steps of  production and 
preparation together with consumption into a single, greatly enhanced pleasure, 
in a way that none of  his contemporaries can—or have even thought of.

Gastrosophy and Religion

Having put pleasure at the center of  his universe, with eating and sex on the 
two highest peaks, Fourier is forced to explain and justify the idea both in 
itself  and in relation to current morality, including God. The theory has to 
operate under a logic that works inside the new world while maintaining a 
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sufficient relationship (including positive contrast) with current ideas to keep 
his audience. As he himself  says, it is much easier for his audience to accept 
his theories when he does not delve into the amorous world: “To understand 
with what wisdom He [God] has prepared our pleasures, I will talk about 
the good food that reigns in the Combined Order. Perhaps you’d prefer a 
digression on love in this new Order; but that debate encounters too many 
prejudices, while no one will be offended by a glimpse of  the extension to 
the pleasures of  the table, which are so limited today.”21 Although Fourier has 
a lot to say about intimate human relationships, he recognizes that they are 
often most palatably discussed under the guise of  something else.

Fourier considers gourmandise (the joy of  eating, or greed) to be the first 
and last pleasure of  man, making it one of  the keys to a good life.22 However, he 
makes a clear distinction between instinctive gourmandise, which is nothing but 
the brute expression of  the sense of  taste, and gastrosophy, which is a both reli-
gious and scientific system of  knowledge, developed step by step, from cookery 
to health and digestion to dietary design by temperament.23 This is no easy path 
to enlightenment, and it is one on which he claims no “civilized” gastronome 
has yet taken a single step.24 Indeed, it is the political refinement of  the three-
stage system that marks out the Harmonians from the degraded and simplistic 
gluttons of  civilization, who are able only to exercise their sense of  taste in a 
sensual, material fashion.25 Although all Harmonians will be educated in the first 
stage and make some progress in the second, few even of  them will reach the full 
wisdom encompassed in the third.26 The few with this complete knowledge are 
the male and female Sibyl(e)s, the high priests or major saints in the Harmonic 
religion. It is worth noting how consistently Fourier follows his own precepts 
on sexual equality and freedom, in this context insisting on there being both 
male and female gastrosophes. In contrast, the “civilized” gastronome is always 
emphatically male, with feminine company required either as decoration (see 
Brillat-Savarin) or not at all (see Grimod). Fourier takes note of  this view, which 
he describes as typically Parisian and gastronomic, and explicitly refutes it. Such 
discrimination will not be part of  life in Harmony.27

Although love and its male and female pontifs are at the pinnacle of  Fourier’s 
new religion, good food comes a very close second. Again, this is consistent 
with his wider social theories and the search for satisfaction for all, regardless 
of  age or gender: Sex is suitable only for adults, whereas the pleasures of  good 
food are lifelong. In a typical Fourierist inversion of  “ civilized” perceptions, the 
cult of  good food is equated with wisdom, and the cult of  love, with virtue.28 
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Everyone in Harmony will have the opportunity to acquire both throughout the 
course of  their lives and will be  publicly recognized and rewarded by degrees for 
their skill and expertise. The  gastrosophic saints form the gastronomic clique 
(cabale) within the wider group of  saints and heroes, all of  whom earn their 
places through their contribution to human happiness.29 Since love and good 
food are the most  general  pleasures known to man, gastronomic wisdom is 
rewarded with sainteté majeure, while expertise in science is a slightly lowlier 
héroïsme majeure and in the arts, héroïsme mineur, a further notch down.30

A Gastrosophic Education

The most important lessons are those given to children. Fourier has an 
 enormous respect and admiration for children, whose natural state he sees 
as perfectly attuned to Harmony. This appreciation of  the nature of  the child 
should not be mistaken for full agreement with eighteenth-century  “naturalists” 
like  Montesquieu or Rousseau whose lack of  structure and maintenance of  
the  status quo in gender relations (among other things) are the antithesis of  
Fourier’s approach.31 Rousseau’s rigorous and ascetic approach to food, such as 
Emile’s simple and antisensuous vegetarian diet, his palate explicitly to remain 
uncorrupted by the fussing of  French chefs and their sauces, would find few 
friends in Harmony.32 In Harmony, an individual’s taste and character starts at 
birth regardless of  gender and is specifically cultivated and expressed through 
food. Babies are cared for in communal nurseries, where they are breast-fed by 
wet nurses of  the appropriate temperament when their own mothers are busy 
elsewhere. The description of  this practice gives an opportunity to directly crit-
icize J. J. Rousseau, whose “luxurious” and “punishing” ideas on breast-feeding 
(and by extension the place of  women) are described as being as ridiculous 
as his social contract.33 Once he or she is mobile, the child’s real  education 
begins—in the kitchen, where Fourier’s idea of  pleasurable work finds one 
of  its perfect expressions. Inverting a list of  children’s so-called vices, such as 
greed, insolence, and curiosity, he suggests that since children are  naturally 
busy, enjoy being useful, and love both sweet food and getting dirty, they are the 
perfect candidates for some of  the grubbier tasks in Harmony, as well as some 
of  the less challenging jobs in the kitchen, such as shelling and grading peas.34 
In fact, he believes that the children will be the most ardent workers, setting an 
 example for the adults.35 Far from their “vices” or “passions” being corrected, 
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they should be developed to everyone’s advantage. It is obvious that “the best 
protection from gluttony for children (as for their fathers) would be an order of  
things where they all become cooks and refined gourmands, otherwise known as 
gastronomes.”36 Of  course this should take place in combination with learning 
the husbandry of  animals and cultivation of  crops in the appropriate seasons, 
in order to meet the necessary requirements of  gastronomic gastrosophy.37

Cookery and food preparation was chosen as the first rung on the educa-
tional ladder for Harmonian children up to the age of  nine, as Fourier claims 
that it exercises both their spirit and their common sense and trains them as both 
theoreticians and practitioners.38 The kitchen, like the rest of  the phalanstery, 
was to be designed as an attractive place for all ages to work in and to include 
special equipment of  the appropriate size for children.39 In common with the 
rest of  the population, the children should work with their tastes and thus be pri-
marily involved in preparing their favorite foods: dishes such as sugared creams, 
compotes, cakes, jams, and fruits.40 They would also take turns working the spits 
in front of  the fires, preparing the food most appropriate to their age and size, 
graduating in a piquant description by ingredient size from larks to quails and 
pigeons, on to chickens, and then to larger joints as they themselves grow bigger.41

By the time the children are “seraphins,” between the ages of  6½ and 9, 
they will be learning about the nuanced progression of  the series through 
living examples of  food, and Fourier points out that as a result it will not be 
possible to pull the wool over the eyes of  even these very young children. 
Parodying the French civil code, he tells us that it will be no good telling 
young Harmonians that “all cabbages are born equal, that a true republi-
can must eat all varieties of  cabbage without praise or blame, to ensure the 
triumph of  sound doctrine.”42 Of  course, Fourier—who apparently hated 
cabbage himself  and regularly satirized the Spartan food ideas promoted 
by the Revolution—had no intention of  forcing Harmonian children to eat 
cabbage or any other “patriotic food” at all.43 Besides being subject to an 
entirely different political environment, he points out that seraphins will 
have real  knowledge: they will have grown every kind of  cabbage, learned 
how to prepare them in different ways suitable to the ingredient and the 
temperament of  the consumer, and tasted all the different crop varieties. 
Their innate  wisdom will have been honed finely enough for them to recog-
nize when they are being fed rubbish, whether actually or metaphorically. 
Fourier goes  further, insisting that an education in “civilized” politics and 
Republican eating  actually brings out the worst in people: “She [politics] 
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meets a Nero; instead of  using him in the form nature made him, she wants 
to denature his passions, transform him into a friend of  commerce and mod-
eration, a friend of  turnips and black broth. Unhappy teachers, your lessons 
make Nero even worse than he’d been in the first place: know/learn how to 
use the seeds that nature has sown in his soul.”44 The wider social implica-
tions are clear. Given the right beginning, focused on the first and the last of  
the human passions (good food), adults—even an apparently dissolute and 
irredeemable Nero—will later understand how to express and realize their 
own specific sexual appetites without hurting others.

Social Structure and Meals in Harmony

Although Fourier is often categorized as an early socialist, and he does  envision 
a world in which everyone’s tastes are equally respected, he  nonetheless retains 
clear distinctions, ostensibly based on wealth, between social classes. His 
mechanism is designed to enrich those who initially  contribute the least cash 
more rapidly than those already at the top, but this does not  necessarily lead to 
a great economic leveling. Leaders—such as the heroes and saints already dis-
cussed—reach their positions by merit, but there is a frequent assumption that 
someone of  the “first class” will either initiate action or demonstrate the most 
refined appetite, and there is no suggestion that these distinctions will disap-
pear. Perhaps unconsciously Fourier subscribes to the gastronomers’ code that 
learning or, at the very least, experience should guide matters of  the table, and 
this is expressed in his descriptions of  the organization of  food and feeding.

Harmony is a society of  great plenty, but the food is nonetheless divided 
in proportion to the status of  the consumer. Thus, if  the first-class table is 
supplied with a choice of  thirty dishes, the second class must have twenty and 
the third class, ten; if  the first-class table’s options are increased to thirty-six, 
then each other class must increase in proportion to twenty-four and twelve, 
respectively.45 The number of  dishes for Fourier’s middle rung corresponds 
with the proposed number of  dishes for a dinner in Menon’s popular cook-
book for the middle class, La Cuisinière Bourgeoise.46 Initially published in 1746 
and reprinted repeatedly over more than one hundred years, it is the only pre-
revolutionary cookbook to have survived in this way, saved by its name refer-
encing the bourgeoisie instead of  the usual courtly or aristocratic  pretensions 
of  other earlier cookbook titles (including Menon’s own). Fourier hastens 
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to reassure the reader that their more restricted variety of  dishes is more 
than enough for the third class, being so much more than their current state 
allows; too much choice would cause (at best) confusion.47

The same applies to the number of  meals taken; the poorest might have 
only three meals a day, while the richest take five.48 The ability to eat  “properly” 
develops over time; children actually born in Harmony, even to the poorest 
class, will have so much more vigor and understanding of  “positive hygiene” 
or accelerated digestion that they will probably need five meals a day too.49 As 
people’s appetites develop, four lavish snacks may be slotted in between these 
five meals, making a possible total of  nine meals per day for the most advanced 
and high-class Harmonian.50 This ability to eat what seems like an excessive 
amount is balanced by the development of  accelerated digestion, and Fourier is 
at pains to point out that the perfect matching of  food to temperament and the 
guarantee of  scintillating conversation with ideal companions at every meal, 
coupled with the attraction of  the pleasures to follow it, will guard against any 
Cockaigne-like scenes of  gluttony and excess.51 This “simple vigor” serves a 
broader socioeconomic purpose, too, ensuring that all of  the fine produce of  
Harmony is used, putting an end to civilization’s  wasteful overproduction, exac-
erbated by the binge eating and yo-yo dieting of  the unhealthy gastronomes of  
Paris.52 Fourier’s gastrosophy is designed to make a unity between the health of  
the individual and the health of  the body politic.53

In one of  his funniest passages, “Les Melons Jamais Trompeurs,” Fourier 
contrasts the difficulties and embarrassments involved in trying to select 
a decent melon in civilization and the wonderful transformation to come 
in Harmony, where no melon will ever again humiliate its purchaser (male, 
because of  the expense) by turning out to be a tasteless, mushy squash.54 The 
passage sets out to do several things, including promotion of  the  economic ben-
efits of  societary economics and agricultural techniques, as well as the value of  
everyone’s enhanced gastronomic expertise. The first class can expect to eat the 
finest, perfectly selected melon every day during August, and perhaps at other 
times of  year too, while the lower classes, children, and  animals will generally 
receive poorer-quality melon (by degrees). Of  course, this is no deprivation, as 
the poorest-quality melon in Harmony is better than the finest melon in civi-
lization, and most of  the poorer people could not afford it at all in civilization 
anyway.55 Furthermore, the poor will taste the best melon and others of  the 
finest foods up to fifty times a year, at  banquets  generously thrown for them 
by the first class.56 It is strange to read, on one hand, Fourier’s  impassioned 
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condemnation of  the hypocrisy of  the upper classes of  civilization, who 
 banquet and feast while the poor starve in the street below, and, on the other, 
this carefully structured preservation of  the class system and even the survival 
of  a kind of  charity within Harmony.57 Fourier cannot quite free himself  of  
notions of  class distinction and expresses this, as had been done for many hun-
dreds of  years before, through notions of  temperament and structured eating.

Passionate Attraction

Fourier writes, “After the insights I’ve just given on the pleasures of  the table, 
we could foresee the pleasures of  love elevated to the same degree, and have 
every day an extravaganza of  anecdotes and adventures of  which the least 
piquant will be vastly superior to our most vivid exploits.”58 The pleasures of  
the table provide a strong analogy with the pleasures of  love, and this applies 
equally to the more unusual or ambiguous aspects of  sensuality, “which are 
the object of  general criticism.”59 How to manage—and explain—these appar-
ently perverse tastes is the “most difficult issue which could present itself  to 
the theory of  social movement.”60 The “gastronomic joke” of  “The Triumph 
of  Tough Poultry” is designed to illustrate just how unconventional choices, 
which are “apples of  discord” in civilization, can become an effective tool of  
“harmonic transition.”61 Even though it may be unusual to prefer leathery old 
poultry, “some stomachs are offended by fat chicken, and complain that it raises 
their blood pressure. They prefer a marinated 3-year-old cock, or a mashed old 
hen. These meats have a lot of  flavor; they tenderize and become tonics with 
the help of  sauces and marinades.”62 The expertise of  the cook makes them 
both delicious and digestible. Fourier calculates that there may be as many as 
one person in fifty with this preference, which would give a healthy total of  
 twenty-four enthusiasts for tough poultry in a phalanstery, placed within the 
“ulterior transition” of  poultry preferences ranging from too young to gamey.63 
According to the fable Fourier weaves, under the leadership of  the wealthy 
Chrysante, the enthusiasts for this kind of  meat start to have celebratory din-
ners “where the dish of  honor provided by Chrysante is composed of  a cock 
between two old hens.”64 The diners, cooks, and hen keepers are delighted with 
their gastrosophic collaboration, and the group sets up coalitions with simi-
lar groups in neighboring phalansteries, all of  which eventually leads to them 
taking “a place of  honor at the buffet . . . where marinated old hens are often 
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sought out as a diversion from fat hens.”65 Whether or not the double entendres 
are intentional, the Rabelaisian point that one should do what one pleases is 
clear. In Harmony a harmless taste, no matter how unusual, cannot be wrong, 
especially if  it is shared with others. Here eating represents a publicly accept-
able form of  sensuality as a metaphor for other, more private urges and sup-
plies a call for freedom in all areas: “If  the fantasies suppressed in every country 
by mockery and frustration could develop in freedom, what a quantity of  them 
would blossom, be they in gourmandise, in love, in every other passion?”66

Rivalry and War in Harmony

Fourier elaborates a society in which there is competitiveness and “piquant” 
rivalry without it ever degenerating into unpleasant conflict. He imagines war 
in Harmony as positive entertainment involving the entire world in a kind 
of  giant cookery contest. Fourier, of  course, has an answer to any charges 
of  absurdity: How could such a profitable, pleasurable, and bloodless com-
petition be more ridiculous than the cruelty, loss of  life, and privations of  
“ civilized” war or religious conflict? In his gastronomic version of  world war, 
ten thousand-strong armies from each of  sixty empires are mobilized along 
the Euphrates to send their daily offerings to the grand gastronomic jury or 
Sanhedrin in the new Babylon.67 Their army engineers are expert culinary 
designers and builders, equipping giant kitchens in the field of  battle where 
each of  the armies of  gastrosophes and pâtissiers spend their days making (for 
 example) the finest stuffed pastries, vol-au-vents with sauce, or mirlitons, served 
with their choice of  garnishes and wines.68 Since the jury’s taste buds can only 
manage a maximum of  three tastings per day, the preliminary contests alone 
may go on for up to six months, during which time alliances between the 
armies are made and broken, with ongoing diplomatic efforts between teams 
to try out different combinations of  dishes and wines in the search for the 
perfect, winning dish.69 Global fame for the best cooks is ensured through con-
stantly updated and avidly read worldwide newspaper coverage. Eventually, 
medals are  presented, and victory is celebrated with the gastrosophic equiva-
lent of  a twenty-one-gun salute: the simultaneous release of  three hundred 
thousand champagne corks.70 Had such a competition been held before 2010, 
when the U.N.  Educational, Scientific and Cultural  Organization inscribed the 
“ Gastronomic Meal of  the French” on its “Representative List of  the Intangible 
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Cultural Heritage of  Humanity,” there might have been less  hostility and 
bemusement from other countries equally proud of  their  gastronomic and 
culinary record.71 By elevating food’s production, preparation, and enjoyment 
to the heights of  a religion, and replacing war with gastronomic contests, 
Fourier both underlines the absurdity of  current society, or what he dispar-
aging refers to as “ civilization,” and presents a benign vision of  what might 
be possible in Harmony. By developing his true science of  “gastrosophy” in 
opposition to what he called the trivial musings of  the gastronomers of  his 
day, he recognizes and disparages the rise of  a new consumerism and turns it 
upside down, placing a properly developed understanding of  food at the heart 
of  every human’s quest for self-realization instead.

Fourier was often scathing about other writers and thinkers,  especially his 
contemporaries (e.g., Robert Owen), usually hardening his negative views of  
them as time passed. He was particularly dismissive of  the  gastronomers, using 
their own claims and references against them. From his earliest published work, 
before inventing the word gastrosophy, Fourier was at pains to point out the limi-
tations of  “civilized” gastronomy in terms of  social and individual health and 
the development of  real learning. He derides the  modern-day Apiciuses, “whose 
feasts, when compared to those of  the Combined Order, will resemble noth-
ing but boorish meals deprived of  all gastronomic knowledge.”72 As the gastro-
sophic system develops, the invective heightens: “Gastronomic pygmies of  our 
times, do you dare to compare your obscure trophies to those of  a gastrosophe 
of  Harmony, where triumphs, on just one food, resound with such force around 
the whole world! Everything is just arbitrary in your science; Beauvilliers, 
Archimbaud are nothing but confused guides, operating without distinctions 
between temperaments, without the approval of  competent authorities. Their 
palms are more a subject of  mockery than glory.”73 Fourier’s dismissive sarcasm 
is absolute, suggesting that a child of  ten in Harmony is already superior to the 
“gastronomic oracles” of  Paris.74 He saves special invective for Brillat-Savarin, 
the most enduringly  popular of  gastronomes, criticizing his lack of  understand-
ing of  Fourier’s system: “Savarin was like all the gastronomes, a simplist, igno-
rant of  gastrosophy, of  either the corruption or the balance of  the alimentary 
system.”75 For Fourier, the gastronomers could not see further than the existing 
world and their own rather comfortable place within it.76

Fourier wanted to offer a world of  unimaginable pleasure and  satisfaction 
to everyone, within an agricultural economic system that precluded waste 
and provided for all. His observations on the limitations of  wasteful and 
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socially exclusive gastronomy highlight both his desire to explain his system 
and his passion for social change.77 According to Fourier, instead of   working 
for the improvement of  humanity’s lot in general, gastronomes are only really 
interested in the superficial “art of  eating a lot,” concerned only with their 
own pleasure and that of  their friends, trying to impress people by “inventing 
some refined preparations without contributing anything to the progress of  
health.”78 It is only when everyone understands their passions, and has thus 
become a champion of  Harmonic virtue to the extent that they are coop-
erating in the social equilibrium and contributing to the general good, that 
Fourier believes writing about food will become “worthy of  the verve of  
poets like Berchoux, the prose of  writers like Grimod.”79

The close link between gastronomy and individual consumption  critiqued by 
Fourier has been present since its origins at the end of  the  eighteenth  century. As 
it invented this new area of  self-consciousness, nineteenth- century gastronomy 
codified, taught, and promoted food knowledge in ways that gave the individual 
the means to feel confident about and included in these fashionable new ideas 
about eating. Following the model of  the market economy, and having created 
an uncertainty in its audience, it set about providing its remediation. From the 
earliest periods this dissemination of  knowledge was literary, and books, news-
papers, magazines, and periodicals were and still are produced in profusion to 
meet the need for gastronomic instruction. The search for old knowledge and 
the latest innovations coexist in this competitive quest for gastronomic ascen-
dancy. In creating gastrosophy Charles Fourier turned gastronomy from an 
individualistic indulgence into a pleasurable expression of  utopian social har-
mony. He achieved this by weaving all the aspects of  food’s production, prepara-
tion, and consumption into a complete and compelling narrative, insisting that 
every individual must routinely play a part in each aspect in order to derive the 
maximum satisfaction from food and eating. However, it is not the gastrosophe 
but the gastronome who survived and thrived. Gastronomes, indeed, are still 
with us, always judged and evaluated from the prevailing social and politi-
cal standards of  their time and place, always themselves judging and evaluat-
ing their position and expertise within the current expression of  gastronomy. 
In the twenty-first century, the gastronome can choose from multiple forms of  
expression, whether relishing backward-looking agrarian and artisanal ideas as 
preserved and promoted by groups such as Slow Food or futuristic  techniques 
and creative  presentation as developed by molecular gastronomists, in both cases 
embracing  elements of  a nostalgia for a past that never was and projecting them 
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onto a possible utopian present. It is in the very act of  striving on the journey 
that  gastronomes, defined as consummate consumers, find their  limited version 
of  utopia, rather than in an imaginative vision of  a complete utopian future 
world—like Fourier’s Harmony—that they might find when they get there.
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abstract
This essay examines mid-twentieth-century cooperative organizing in New Orleans 
by tracing Socialist barber Henry Hermes’s efforts to launch an interracial coop-
erative movement. Hermes fervently believed that public control over industry and 
 government would revitalize democratic institutions and eradicate political repres-
sion, institutionalized racism, and corporate capitalism. Established in 1941 as 
a cooperative grocery store for working-class Freret Neighborhood residents, the 
Consumers’ Co-operative Union (CCU) was the physical manifestation of  Hermes’s 
utopian vision. For more than twenty years, the CCU was a space for exchanging 
local and national ideas about economic cooperation, racial justice, and political 
reform. Indeed, Hermes depended on a far-reaching New Deal support network that 
transcended his neighborhood and bridged political, racial, gender, and class divides. 
However, this coalition disintegrated in the face of  white flight, anti-Communist 
hysteria, and urban economic decline in the 1950s. I contend that while particular 
depression-era neighborhood politics nurtured the CCU, larger national economic, 
political, and cultural trends ultimately confounded the cooperative’s ability to create 
sustained economic change in Freret.
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A fiery Socialist barber, Henry Hermes cut an eccentric figure in New Orleans’ 
twentieth-century cooperative movement. During the Great Depression and 
World War II, Hermes’s Freret Street neighbors were as likely to spot him 
proselytizing Socialist doctrine from atop a milk crate as they were to see 
him shaving local clients in his barbershop. Hermes had an abiding interest 
in the power of  democratic collaboration and economic cooperation to solve 
America’s persistent racial and class inequality. To that end, Hermes estab-
lished the Consumers’ Co-operative Union (CCU), an integrated coopera-
tive grocery store serving the working-class Freret Neighborhood between 
1941 and 1951. Offering a variety of  fresh produce, convenience foods, and 
imported dry goods, the cooperative sought to liberate patrons from corpo-
rations Hermes felt undercut small producers and consumers’ economic and 
political autonomy. The CCU’s variety of  ethnic and working-class food sta-
ples, democratic organizational structure, and store-sponsored lectures and 
social events reflected its practical, egalitarian worker–employee relations 
and strategies for consumer empowerment. Specifically, the CCU’s selection 
of  imported and regional foods reflected its members’ ethnic heterogeneity 
and its rejection of  narrow-minded nationalism and corporate imperialism. 
In fact, the CCU embraced an international cooperative movement that cel-
ebrated worldwide economic cooperation and peace. By purveying inexpen-
sive, culturally appropriate foods, the CCU integrated the neighborhood’s 
immigrant and African American residents into its utopian vision of  a demo-
cratic, international community.

This article charts the unexpected emergence of  a Socialist neighbor-
hood grocery cooperative that, despite virulent segregation and severe state 
repression of  radical political activists, endeavored to replace capitalism with 
a national cooperative economy. While historians such as Lizabeth Cohen and 
Tracey Deutsch have documented urban labor and consumer  movements’ 
intersection with cooperative experiments, scholars have only recently 
recuperated Louisianan cooperatives’ role in economic and social  justice 
 projects.1 For example, Greta de Jong charts depression-era Communists’ 
and 1960s and 1970s civil rights activists’ efforts to cooperatively organize 
black  tenant farmers and sharecroppers.2 However, Louisiana’s history of  
mid-twentieth-century visionary cooperative formation has been overlooked. 
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Indeed, Adam Fairclough contends that Louisiana’s interracial civil rights 
 organizing  subsided in the midst of  anti-Communist hysteria.3 In contrast, 
Henry Hermes’s CCU bridged utopian New Deal and Great Society ideas 
about cooperative democracy. A site of  politicized consumption, the CCU’s 
diverse selection of  ethnic foods reflected its members’ multicultural identity 
while mirroring its mission to nurture working-class civic participation and 
community-driven economic stability. At the same time, the CCU’s Popular 
Front network of  Socialists and consumer activists anchored the store’s com-
mitment to global socioeconomic and political transformation.

Freret Neighborhood

Born in Cologne, Germany, in 1899, Heinrich W. Hermes immigrated to 
New York to join his father when he was just fourteen years old.4 While he 
was working as a barber in Brooklyn, Hermes married native Guatemalan 
and New Orleans resident Amelia Mendez.5 By 1928, Henry and Amelia had 
moved back to New Orleans to be closer to her family.6 Settling in the racially 
heterogeneous, working-class Freret Neighborhood, Hermes soon opened a 
barbershop on Freret Street.7

The community was close-knit, fostered in part by its mixed-use 
development and pedestrian-friendly layout. Small entrepreneurs and 
their families often lived either above their stores or nearby, which nur-
tured community responsibility and cooperation essential to the CCU’s 
success.8 By the 1940s, Freret had become a popular and inexpensive shop-
ping district, and the St. Charles streetcar line transported eager bargain 
hunters to the neighborhood. However, Freret remained racially segre-
gated at the street level; while African Americans constituted 40 percent 
of  the population, their homes and businesses were concentrated along 
Soniat Street.9 In contrast, small Jewish, Italian, and Eastern European 
businesses such as Cardaro’s Poultry and Seafoods, Herman Bagalman’s 
Pharmacy, Olga Pollock Beauty Salon, and Morris’s Kosher Delicatessen 
lined Freret Street.10 Erasing ethnic divisions while shoring up racial differ-
ence, white shop owners belonged to segregated civic organizations such 
as Freret Carnival Club and Freret Business Men’s Association, which lob-
bied for infrastructural improvements to make Freret “the best shopping 
center this side of  Canal Street.”11 As in other New Orleans ethnic enclaves, 
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Freret’s annual Mardi Gras parades and neighborhood events drew 
much-needed business while establishing a white ethnic identity.12

While they were bound to Jim Crow racial codes, the Great Depression 
spurred white Freret residents to consider economic and political alterna-
tives. Although many supported Governor Huey Long’s racialized populism, 
residents eventually embraced President Franklin Roosevelt’s activist federal 
 government and New Deal welfare programs that protected average citizens.13 
Significantly, because Socialists advocated for the unemployed and allied with 
mainstream institutions such as the Congress of  Industrial Organizations and 
the Democratic Party, white Freret residents tolerated Henry Hermes’s radical, 
integrationist politics.14 Their support was essential to sustaining the Popular 
Front–oriented CCU, which depended on black and white patrons’ loyalty.

The New Orleans Popular Front

Hermes’s steadfast belief  in an alternative economic system was rooted in 
his experience working with local union, Socialist, and cooperative organi-
zations during the Great Depression. Between 1930 and 1936, the worsening 
national economy and vicious factional politics between the Huey P. Long 
political machine and New Orleans mayor T. Semmes Walmsley plunged the 
city into financial crisis.15 After U.S. Senator Long eliminated state funding for 
New Orleans and revoked much of  its ability to regulate its own affairs or 
collect revenue, the Regular Democratic Organization forced  Walmsley to 
resign and installed Long-loyalist Robert Maestri as mayor.16 While  Maestri 
helped the city regain financial footing, he was also a master of  political 
patronage and tolerated prostitution and gambling.17 The city’s staunch 
 antiunion administration, voter disenfranchisement, and chronic unemploy-
ment pushed many citizens to join the national labor movement demanding 
 economic reform.18

Against this tumultuous political backdrop, in 1931, Hermes joined the 
Associated Master Barbers of  America and was soon elected vice president.19 
Attacking government corruption at the local and state level, Hermes zeal-
ously safeguarded his fellow barbers’ economic livelihood. The Congress 
of  Industrial Organizations–affiliated union was fiercely opposed to the 
Huey P. Long administration. In 1934, for example, it accused Senator Long 
of  stacking the state barber board with cronies who refused to enforce 
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sanitation regulations protecting the public.20 Galvanized by his union 
activities, in 1934, Hermes became secretary of  the New Orleans Socialist 
Party.21

The Popular Front contacts Hermes cultivated as party secretary 
coalesced into a broad network of  allies that would soon sustain the CCU. In 
response to the Seventh Comintern Congress’s call for a Popular Front, in 1935 
the New Orleans chapter of  the Communist Party proposed a “united front” 
of  black and white Communists, Socialists, unions, and progressives pro-
moting antifascism and civil liberties.22 As historian Glenda Gilmore notes, 
Socialist Party branches became nodes for Communist Party alliances, so that 
Socialist officials like Hermes became brokers for emerging southern Popular 
Front coalitions.23

Although few Communists actually operated in New Orleans, the Popular 
Front nonetheless fostered an activist culture attentive to antifascism, labor 
issues, and civil liberties. For example, in August 1937 Hermes was arrested 
at the Socialist Party headquarters for possessing literature criticizing Mayor 
Maestri.24 The civil liberties community rushed to his aid. The Louisiana 
League for the Preservation of  Constitutional Rights, a legal aid organization, 
took Hermes’s case on the grounds that the arrest violated his civil rights. 
Additionally, the Workers Defense League, a Socialist legal aid organization, 
even persuaded Socialist Party of  America head Norman Thomas to protest 
Hermes’s mistreatment.25 If  Hermes could be arrested for engaging in free 
speech, the civil liberties community argued, so would ordinary Americans.26 
After Hermes’s case was dismissed, he remained an unwavering defender of  
civil liberties, while his Popular Front allies formed the core of  the CCU.

Cooperative Politics and Economics

By the mid-1930s, Hermes identified cooperatives as tools for radical  political 
change. Similarly, during the Great Depression many Socialists promoted 
cooperatives as part of  a utopian project to ameliorate racial and class dis-
parities by radically transforming the individual’s relationship to the state. 
For  example, rejecting corporate capitalism as a threat to democratic 
 ideals, Upton  Sinclair’s “End Poverty in California” gubernatorial campaign 
inspired the formation of  two thousand cooperatives in 1932.27 Additionally, 
he  proposed that  California assist its unemployed by creating state-owned 
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cooperative colonies, a comprehensive industrial system composed of  
worker-owned factories, and social welfare programs.28 Socialists believed 
that once cooperatively organized, workers could create political institu-
tions responsive to their needs.29 Likewise, educational reformer John Dewey 
believed that a strong labor and cooperative movement would promote the 
community feeling and direct action necessary to building a “genuinely coop-
erative  society” grounded in a worker-controlled system of  production and 
economic distribution.30 On a grander scale, Socialists such as Cooperative 
League of  America (CLUSA) co-founder James Warbasse and national peace 
activist Emily Greene Balch argued that an international cooperative move-
ment would inoculate nations from both totalitarianism and repressive capi-
talism by engendering world peace.

Hermes and the New Orleans Socialist Party were similarly drawn 
to cooperative societies’ utopian potential. In 1934, the party hosted 
Louisianan representatives from New Llano Cooperative Colony, a 
Socialist intentional community in Leesville, Louisiana.31 The colony’s 
“new social fabric” of  national economic and political cooperation would 
soon “cover the back of  advancing humanity after the old and torn one of  
capitalism [was] discarded.”32 Additionally, chapter party president Louise 
Jessen taught at Commonwealth College, a Socialist labor school and com-
mune founded by former New Llano colonists.33 It modeled cooperative 
living while training industrial unionists to resist imperialism and fascism.34 
Finally, at a 1936 New Orleans campaign rally, Socialist Party presidential 
candidate Norman Thomas argued that a national “cooperative com-
monwealth,” a people-centered system of  economic collectivism, would 
end soaring unemployment rates and improve living conditions for “the 
masses.”35 These Socialist utopian experiments indelibly marked Hermes’s 
cooperative philosophy.

The national consumers’ movement also directly informed Hermes’s 
cooperative thinking. As historian Tracey Deutsch argues, during the 1930s 
and 1940s, organized protest over mass retailing and older forms of  food 
marketing and distribution swept the country.36 In Freret, consumer activ-
ists decried supermarkets and chain stores consolidating their hold over local 
retail markets. Drawn to its middle- and working-class urban demograph-
ics and proximity to streetcar lines, three grocery chains dominated Freret 
by 1944.37 Similarly, when New Orleans’s first supermarket opened shortly 
thereafter, its vast stock and competitive prices quickly siphoned off  patrons 
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from independent Freret businesses.38 Worried that the changing  commercial 
 landscape threatened their livelihoods, Freret shop owners and residents 
enthusiastically joined the consumers’ movement.39

Significantly, the consumers’ movement inspired a generation of  
new food cooperatives countering exorbitant consumer prices.40 Most 
adhered to the “Rochdale Plan,” a consumer-oriented set of  economic 
and  organizational principles mandating that cooperative members 
retain  democratic control over their store, adhere to market rates for all 
goods sold, ensure that owners receive regular dividends, and distribute 
 patronage refunds in proportion to members’ purchases.41 Unlike Socialists, 
 mainstream cooperatives rejected political action while celebrating 
 consumers as the foundation of  a new, egalitarian economy.42 Dissatisfied 
with consumer cooperatives’ apolitical tendencies, Hermes searched for 
a model that would empower New Orleanians to dismantle Louisiana’s 
segregationist political machine.

To that end, in 1941, Hermes joined the Southeastern Cooperative 
League (SCL), which wedded political action to economic reform.43 Active 
between 1939 and 1946, the racially integrated SCL provided educational 
resources to Southern colleges, unions, financial institutions, churches, 
and nonprofits establishing cooperatives.44 Influenced by the Catholic 
 cooperative tradition of  Antogonish, Nova Scotia, the SCL argued that 
Southern poverty was rooted in damaging federal agricultural policies 
as well as rural communities’ dependence on unethical corporations, 
 bankers, and  wholesalers.45 Therefore, the SCL promoted  legislation, 
adult  education, rural development, and cooperatives that would help 
Southerners regain control over the region’s economic and political 
institutions. Significantly, the SCL argued that since all Americans were 
consumers, all citizens, regardless of  class or race, should unite around 
their common  consumption practices to reform capitalism and revitalize 
democracy.46

While it advocated economic stability, the SCL’s plan for a regional 
cooperative economy was distinctly utopian. Members professed that 
the cooperative movement was part of  a larger struggle toward  political 
equality and democracy for all citizens. According to SCL  director 
and American Missionary Association director Ruth Morton, the 
 cooperative store was more than “simply . . . a business enterprise” but 
rather, was “one of  the means by which the common man attains his 
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democratic ideal.”47 Elaborating further, Director Lee Brooks asserted that 
cooperatives’  commitment to democratic voting, voluntary open member-
ship, community control, and education fostered in citizens the spirit of  
“freedom, peace, persuasion, and the right to inquire” essential to resisting 
authoritarian regimes.48 The SCL would link Hermes to Southern multi-
racial activists crucial to sustaining a cooperative social justice movement.

Consumers’ Co-operative Union

After seven years of  careful research, Hermes opened the Consumers’ 
 Co-operative Union in July 1941.49 He located the cooperative grocery store 
in a modest two-story stucco building down the street from his Freret 
Street  barbershop.50 Hermes’s hybridized cooperative plan positioned the 
CCU squarely within a Socialist political framework while  advocating for 
 consumers. The CCU’s members believed that they could curb  exploitative 
 producers and retailers’ power by boycotting chain stores,  pressing for con-
sumer legislation, and eventually creating a mandate for a national coop-
erative government and economic program. To do so, Hermes wrangled 
a diverse set of  allies around the consumer cooperative movement’s tenet 
“Everybody is a Consumer, from the day of  birth until we die.”51

That ordinary Freret citizens faithfully patronized the CCU speaks to the 
broad appeal of  the consumers’ movement nationwide. The rank-and-file 
cooperative member was, according to Deutsch, part of  a “broader network 
of  liberal (though not necessarily leftist)” citizens who organized advocacy 
groups to oppose a range of  consumer abuses.52 Likewise, Freret coopera-
tors were Lizabeth Cohen’s prototypical middle-class  “citizen  consumers.”53 
Inspired by New Deal consumer-oriented  legislation, they believed not only 
that the federal government should intervene in the  market to protect con-
sumers but that consumers had a moral responsibility to  safeguard their own 
economic interests.

Reflecting national patterns, the CCU’s female directors constituted 
the vanguard of  the New Orleans consumers’ movement. They belonged 
to  leftist organizations such as the Socialist Party, the Young Women’s 
Christian Association, and industrial unions. Anne Firor Scott argues 
that beginning in the 1920s, the Young Women’s Christian Association 
 radicalized young Southern women “seeking . . . to Christianize the social 
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order” by  critiquing labor relations and using cooperatives to reform a 
 brutalizing capitalist  system.54 Female labor activists were also integral 
to the consumers’  movement. Soon after World War II, non-war-related 
industries cut their employees’ wages by 10 percent, igniting a wave of  
strikes across the  country.55 Amid widespread economic instability and 
hardening government policies on industrial relations, female unionists 
organized cooperatives to protect  laborers and consumers.56 Making up 
half  of  the CCU’s board of  directors, radical female consumer activists 
embraced  economic cooperation.

Further, the CCU’s interest in economic equality dovetailed with black civil 
rights activists’ interest in cooperative economics. As black New Orleanians 
began to suffer disproportionately during the Great Depression, civil rights 
activists hailed black-run consumer cooperatives as the most  expedient means 
by which to eliminate racialized economic injustice.57 African Americans 
accounted for half  of  the city’s unemployed while only constituting a third of  
the city’s population. Further, New Deal social welfare programs were seg-
regated, inefficient, and ultimately inadequate.58 In response, long-established 
African American mutual aid and benevolent associations provided low-cost 
medical insurance to black members otherwise excluded from health care 
services.59 Additionally, operating alongside national “Don’t Buy Where You 
Can’t Work” protests against commercial racial discrimination, new coopera-
tives such as Ella Baker and George Schuyler’s Young Negroes’ Co-operative 
League circumvented exploitative retail companies and circulated profits 
within black communities, including New Orleans.60

Significantly, CCU’s cooperative mission also embraced racial justice. 
Like the SCL, the cooperative proposed that sustained economic devel-
opment in the South would end racism and prevent the spread of  fascism 
among Southern segregationists.61 In fact, the SCL provided a model for 
CCU’s  integrationist politics. African Americans such as Dillard University 
president A. W. Dent served on the SCL’s board of  directors, attended work-
shops and conferences, and delivered speeches on cooperatives’ role in build-
ing a biracial civil rights movement.62 Similarly, the CCU recruited black 
members, while its events, held at integrated or black institutions, often fea-
tured prominent civil rights activists.63 For example, at its 1947 board of  direc-
tors elections meeting, the CCU invited the integrated, pro-labor Southern 
Conference for Human Welfare to describe its efforts to bring New Deal 
reforms to the South, including civil rights, electoral reform, and social jus-
tice.64 Most important, while disenfranchised at the state level, black members 
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enjoyed equal voting  privileges within the cooperative. Consequently, they 
consistently elected  people of  color to the board of  directors.65 Therefore, 
New Orleans’s 1940s cooperative movement offered the potential for lasting 
interracial collaboration.

CCU Food and Identity

Even as New Orleans’s wartime munitions factories, military bases, and 
 shipyards provided civilians higher wages and spurred greater consump-
tion, the CCU’s humble grocery store sustained a loyal clientele through-
out the war.66 In fact, food was the primary polemical tool the CCU used to 
 persuade  members to purify corrupt economic and political systems.  Historian 
Mary Rizzo argues that cooperatives have long debated their food inventory’s 
political implications.67 For example, 1970s Communist cooperatives sold low-
cost, processed foods to build a broad working-class membership base. Marxist 
activists believed that labor-owned grocery cooperatives would end economic 
and political  disparity and achieve societal revolution. Convinced that the 
CCU could launch a cross-class and multiracial cooperative commonwealth, 
Hermes was similarly  pragmatic about the store’s food supplies.

As a consumer-owned grocery store, the CCU fully supported the  central 
concerns of  the wartime consumers’ movement, particularly federally 
 mandated rationing, grade labeling, and price controls to protect Americans 
against unhealthful food, inflation, the black market, and hoarding.68 Elevating 
the CCU above avaricious corporate retailers, Hermes asserted, “We give the 
service that people are entitled to and paying for but not receiving in the 
‘chains.’”69 For example, appealing to working-class women juggling war jobs 
and domestic duties, it sold convenience foods such as chocolate syrups and 
Jell-O.70 Additionally, the CCU purchased produce and dry goods in bulk to 
offer patrons quality items at chain store prices. In contrast, unscrupulous 
New Orleans retailers inflated their prices, and mainstream grocers black-
listed consumer activists who protested.71 While other independent grocery 
stores threatened that the Office of  Price Administration’s “red tape and 
technicalities” would force them to use the black market, the CCU faith-
fully adhered to federal rationing mandates.72 It therefore joined national 
consumer activists who parlayed their influence within federal food agen-
cies to press for national social welfare and public works programs curbing 
 capitalism’s excesses.73
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During World War II, Americans conflated domestic consumption with 
good citizenship, and the CCU was no different.74 Key to the cooperative’s 
patriotic identity was female food consumption. While both men and women 
belonged to the CCU, American women were responsible for daily food pur-
chases, often squeezing shopping trips between wartime work shifts.75 For 
example, when food administrators encouraged Americans to reduce their 
dependence on scarce canned items by purchasing or growing their own fresh 
produce, Hermes reported that women flocked to purchase CCU’s fruits and 
vegetables, sourced from open-air city markets.76 The store also  persuaded 
women to adhere to federal meat substitute campaigns. For  example,  wartime 
California growers marketed avocados to women as a healthful and elegant 
salad topping as well as a viable meat substitute for rationing families: avo-
cados were “veritable grenades of  glamor.”77 Similarly, the CCU crowed that 
“we were the first on Freret Street with Avocados which sold like hot-cakes.”78 
The CCU constructed its members as female citizen consumers dedicated 
to upholding Office of  Price Administration regulations and the greater war 
effort.

CCU women’s patriotic character was further bolstered by their 
status as ethnic paragons of  wartime consumption. Government food 
 administrators urged native-born Americans to frequent Italian markets 
and emulate “Deep South” cooks to procure inexpensive food  substitutes 
and eliminate food waste.79 Broadening the definition of  American 
 identity, the CCU stocked foods that honored its members’ ethnic and 
racial  diversity. For example, the grocery store  supplied New Orleans 
 staples such as fresh fish and lobster and Carnival, Easter, and picnic hams 
while catering to  immigrant families with imported specialty goods such 
as  sardines packed in oil and Pompeian olive oil.80 The CCU’s  delicatessen 
also served ethnic and African American  customers by providing organ 
meats, neck bones, and hot sausage.81 While the general public had long 
distained spicy,  garlicky foods or mixed stews as redolent of  unassimilable 
 otherness, food reformers now hailed immigrant and black housewives 
for their efficient food-stretching methods born out of  prewar economic 
 necessity.82 Effectively, the CCU’s food selections reflected its belief  that 
a racially and  ethnically heterogeneous cooperative could demonstrate 
patriotic values while still promoting systemic political and  economic 
transformation.
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Culture Clashes and Compromises

Nonetheless, competition from chain stores and supermarkets, military 
 conscription, and wartime rationing plagued the CCU’s operations. Like 
many small grocery stores during World War II, the CCU struggled to keep 
basic items in stock, maintain adequate staff, and manage store rushes. As 
Deutsch observes, shopping could be a peculiarly tense experience, as limited 
supplies of  paper, coffee, and other items sparked arguments and even scuf-
fles between harried clientele and store employees.83 Stores were frequently 
mobbed with anxious shoppers waiting in long lines for frazzled, short-staffed 
cashiers to count their ration points and purchase totals.

Hermes enumerated similar wartime headaches. When the CCU’s  delivery 
truck broke down in 1944, the store was unable to procure fresh  produce, which 
measurably decreased its sales.84 Additionally, the store  struggled to retain gro-
cery clerks because war industries offered higher wages. Hermes conceded, 
“No-one desires to work behind the counter at a minimum pay,” despite the 
cooperative’s ethical mission. Like many Louisiana stores, the CCU was also 
forced to scale back its delivery service, “as we are unable to get delivery boys to 
work all during the day.”85 To reduce staff  workloads, Hermes implored mem-
bers to take customer phone orders during the store’s busiest hours on Sundays 
and weekday mornings. For their part, customers should “not wait to be called 
for your order; call up early and daily.”86

Given the moral and economic benefits that consumer cooperation 
offered, Hermes was confounded by many members’ apparent indifference to 
the store’s survival. He frequently bemoaned, “It is a big job to make  people 
co-op minded. . . . WHY???”87 While the CCU’s sales trebled between 1941 and 
1944, profits remained flat, guaranteeing that the CCU existed on a shoestring 
budget.88 Although the CCU kept its prices consistent with those of  larger 
retail operations, its narrow profit margin meant that the store could not 
afford to cut prices any lower. Consequently, looking for bargains, “some of  
our members are still running to that store at the corner or go way out of  the 
way to a chain store.”89 Hermes reminded members that if  they  purchased 
more shares in the company, the CCU could lower prices and increase its 
inventory. Yet Freret residents continued to “patronize their competitors” 
rather than “protect[ing] their investment and interest, not  mentioning 
CO-OPERATION,” by purchasing from the cooperative.90
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Hermes confronted two divergent understandings of  the CCU’s 
 purpose. While Hermes and his fellow Socialists hoped to dismantle capital-
ism, most Freret residents, like the majority of  the cooperative movement’s 
rank and file, patronized the CCU primarily to reduce their grocery bill.91 
Consequently, the CCU, like its cooperative contemporaries, struggled to 
remain relevant after World War II. Many cooperatives failed in the midst 
of  a postwar  economic boom and dropping food prices.92 Others eschewed 
politics altogether, instead applying modern business methods to compete 
within a capitalist framework.93 The mainstream cooperative movement’s dis-
avowal of  radical politics laid bare a central problem facing postwar radical 
cooperators: How could cooperatives construct a national “economic uto-
pia” without  adhering to a well-defined political-economic theory? Fearing 
that the CCU would compromise its ideals to retain members, Hermes 
lamented, “We had not expected that the co-op would become just another 
 neighborhood  grocery-store. But that’s what it is to-day.”94

The Cooperative Movement and Postwar Utopian Thought

Despite these challenges, by 1949, the CCU had expanded to include at least 
four other cooperative enterprises. In addition to establishing a credit union 
and cooperative laundry service next door, Mrs. Myrtle Crow managed a 
cooperative ice cream parlor inside the grocery store, while Rusty Rusbridge 
ran the cooperative’s deli.95 The CCU strove to demonstrate not only that 
a comprehensive cooperative economy was possible but that it could be 
successful.

The CCU grocery store survived into the 1950s, buoyed by its faith in 
a utopian vision of  postwar international harmony. Specifically, a global 
cooperative movement would establish world peace, expanded democracy, 
and economic justice. While public figures such as historian David Potter 
argued that America’s natural resources and democratic principles had fos-
tered a utopian “politics of  abundance” that elevated postwar Americans’ 
living standards above all others, leftist cooperators countered that in the 
absence of  truly democratic governance, America was not an example for 
other nations.96 For example, in 1944, Hermes predicted that unscrupulous 
corporations would be “enriched by wartime profits” and “race and minority 
problems will be loaded with dynamite. Much of  the World hate or fear us.”97
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Instead, to achieve a visionary “economy of  abundance,” Hermes argued 
that postwar Americans should elect a Socialist government and implement 
a national cooperative economic system. The state would control  industries, 
regulate employment, heavily tax corporations, maintain wartime price con-
trols and rationing, and finally, regulate farm and city land speculation to stabi-
lize property values. To ensure long-term economic growth, the government 
would convert industries into large-scale worker-controlled cooperatives. 
A national cooperative network would not only stimulate the economy but 
improve workers’ standards of  living, eliminate racial tension, and  revitalize 
democratic values.

Second, Hermes declared that only “international economic  co-operation 
based on democracy and economic justice” would secure the “opportunity 
for the people to help themselves to permanent peace.”98 Likewise, CLUSA 
executive director Jerry Voorhis argued that despite the polarizing events of  
the Cold War, the current geopolitical context still brimmed with utopian, 
transformative potential.99 In 1961, Voorhis posited that an international 
cooperative movement rooted in mutual aid and community participation 
was fundamental to an equitable global society. Similarly, after World War II, 
the International Cooperative Alliance promoted international trade among 
cooperative federations and training of  new cooperative managers.100 Voorhis 
urged American cooperatives to battle political repression by uniting with the 
International Cooperative Alliance and share modern agricultural and demo-
cratic organizational strategies with impoverished nations.101 In contrast to 
corporate giants, American cooperatives were true emissaries of  “people’s 
capitalism”; average citizens, regardless of  race or creed, worked together 
to achieve self-determination and economic security. Following his example, 
American cooperatives such as CLUSA and Cooperatives for American Relief  
Everywhere formed cooperatives to facilitate community-driven economic 
recovery in war-torn countries.102 Voorhis hoped that global citizens could 
thus build “bridges of  understanding and of  peace and of  a practical kind of  
brotherhood.”103

Even as other liberal thinkers conflated utopian idealism with repressive 
Stalinism, American and international cooperators were convinced that they 
offered a positive socioeconomic and political alternative to both Communism 
and imperialist capitalism.104 Hermes and Voorhis’s postwar program echoes 
humanists who responded to World War II’s mass genocide and violence 
by proposing a new cooperative and democratic international  society. 
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For example, René Cassin, framer of  the 1948 Universal Declaration of  Human 
Rights, rejected Cold War militarism and political dogmatism. He contended 
that nations could safeguard global peace by recognizing the essential human 
rights of  all people and judiciously using technology to ensure everyone’s 
economic, social, and political well-being.105 Additionally, physicist Leo Szilard 
demanded that nations cease nuclear weapons production and apply defense 
funds toward raising world and domestic standards of  living and implement-
ing an international, voluntary system of  enforceable peace.106 As the CCU 
similarly declared, the international “democratic movement” would end pov-
erty and political dependency by “supplying the inspiration and the ‘know 
how’ for folks to help themselves.” Ultimately, a global cooperative system “is 
a formula for FREEDOM, both for the individual and for society.”107

The End of  the CCU

Despite its lofty goals, the CCU shuttered in the early 1950s.108 The  cooperative 
began disintegrating against a backdrop of  growing political polarization, the 
ascension of  the supermarket, Freret Neighborhood’s demographic change, 
and the cooperative movement’s shifting priorities. By the 1950s, the Cold War 
political climate decimated integrated leftist political organizations, as the 
House Un-American Activities Committee investigated labor, Jewish, Popu-
lar Front, and black activists, causing New Orleans liberals to flee the ranks 
of  alleged Communist fronts.109 In Louisiana, businessmen protested the 
“socialistic movement” of  unions and cooperatives threatening to “destroy 
the [capitalist] system which has been in effect almost ever since this nation 
was founded.”110 Desperate to preserve “the southern way of  life,” conserva-
tive white Southerners attempted to quash civil rights and unionizing efforts 
by raising the dual specter of  black rebellion and foreign agitation.111

Simultaneously, Freret Neighborhood descended into decades of  dis-
investment, crime, and racialized poverty.112 By the mid–twentieth century, 
white flight depopulated New Orleans neighborhoods as working-class and 
middle-class whites left integrated urban communities.113 Inner-city black 
neighborhoods now encircled exclusively wealthy white neighborhoods. 
At the same time, changing postwar settlement patterns permanently altered 
not only the very makeup of  Freret Neighborhood but its consumer culture 
as well. Supermarkets populated new, car-centric suburbs that made Freret 
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Street’s community of  family-owned businesses and racially diverse residents 
seem shabby and outmoded in comparison.114 Operating without the support 
of  larger commercial associations, independent street vendors, city markets, 
and corner grocery stores like the CCU could not withstand the intense cor-
porate competition.115 Ironically, when the CCU closed, a deli chain opened in 
its former location.116

The story of  Henry Hermes and the Consumers’ Co-operative Union 
illustrates both the promise and the limits of  local cooperatives to transform 
economic and political institutions. While dedicated to improving  living con-
ditions for Freret Neighborhood residents, the CCU’s Popular Front  leaders 
maintained its radical economic and political outlook. Yet, as Freret’s urban 
landscape changed in response to national trends in the 1950s and 1960s, the 
political will sustaining the CCU petered out. However, Hermes did not 
 abandon his deeply felt convictions for political expediency, nor did other 
cooperative activists cease to advocate alternatives to market capitalism. 
Rather, Hermes joined the Louisiana Credit Union League, a statewide 
cooperative organization, where he tempered his Socialist worldview with 
a more moderate vision of  cooperative-led reform. During the mid-1960s, 
Hermes and the league also worked with Great Society federal  antipoverty 
 administrators to help impoverished neighborhoods achieve economic inde-
pendence.117 Over the course of  Hermes’s thirty years in credit union develop-
ment, the league’s institutional support and resources enabled him to establish 
more than twenty credit unions serving low-income black and white New 
Orleanians.118 Until his death in 1987, Hermes inspired several generations of  
New Orleans cooperatives to anchor their utopian idealism in concrete solu-
tions for national and global political and economic change.
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Food Choices and Voluntary Simplicity in Intentional 
Communities: What’s Race and Class Got to Do with It?
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abstract
Drawing on interviews and ethnographic fieldwork at three egalitarian intentional com-
munities in the United States, this article demonstrates how community members’ race 
and class background affects their diet, food practices, and understanding of  and commit-
ment to voluntary simplicity. Previous research on food practices in intentional communi-
ties has typically focused on how diet is a way for members to “live their convictions,” and 
the community members in this study are no different. They too are using food choices 
to reflect what they value—namely, health, social welfare, environmental sustainability, 
and animal rights. This article builds upon this prior research by demonstrating how 
these stated values reflect predominantly white and middle-class dominant ideologies and 
unintentionally exclude, or make communal life more difficult for, nonwhite and lower-
class members. This article also contributes to the scholarship on commitment in inten-
tional communities by showing how the social class background of  members impacts the 
sacrifices they are willing to make to stay in the community.

keywords: food, veganism, vegetarianism, race, class  voluntary simplicity, intentional 
community, commitment 
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This article highlights the important role that food plays in three egalitarian 
intentional communities: Twin Oaks, Acorn, and Emma Goldman Finishing 
School. The kinds of  foods that members chose to consume or restrict reflect 
their values and serve as a way of  linking together a host of  social issues and 
movements that are important to them, such as anticapitalism, labor politics, 
and animal rights. This article shows how those values are themselves based 
on dominant race and class ideologies and how their application in the com-
munities (which are composed of  largely white and middle-class members) 
has unintended and negative consequences for racial minorities and members 
from lower-class backgrounds. The social class they were raised in largely 
determines the kinds of  foods members chose to restrict and how they jus-
tify those restrictions. For instance, the expectation in one community that 
members voluntarily “give up” meat and dairy is seen by members from the 
middle class as a logical extension of  their commitment to nonviolence and is 
seen by members from lower classes as a bourgeois class privilege.

Members of  intentional communities have long used diet as a way to live 
out their convictions; however, consensus around “appropriate” food choices 
has proved quite controversial within many communities. Timothy Miller’s 
widespread research on 1960s communal kitchens found that communities 
engaged in “endless debates over the permissibility of  eating refined sugar or 
meat. . . . [T]he chief  topic of  conversation in communes was food, not sex or 
God” (1999, 199). Miller’s study of  The Farm community in Tennessee, which 
at its height had approximately fifteen hundred members, found that “strong 
environmental convictions plus a spiritual respect for animal life meant that 
The Farm practiced veganism, avoiding not only meat, but eggs, milk prod-
ucts, honey, leather, and anything else of  animal origin” (1999, 120). While 
the group leadership may have advocated for a vegan diet at The Farm, it is 
probable that there were many discussions leading up to that decision and at 
least several dissenting members. By and large, community members do not 
all agree on what kinds of  foods are ideologically “good” or “bad.”

Mary Rizzo’s (2006) historical analysis of  the “Minneapolis Co-op Wars” 
of  the 1970s reveals that various groups’ ideological beliefs about what consti-
tutes a “proper” diet were directly linked to group members’ class standing. 
Rizzo points out that counterculturalists of  the time “disciplined their  bodies 
and tamed their food desires in order to conform to their ideological and 
philosophical goals” and that these goals were shaped in part by their social 
class: “While the co-op members thought they were simply advocating for 
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everyone to eat more healthfully and in socially mindful ways, they did not 
acknowledge how their relationship to food was affected by their own middle 
class backgrounds and education” (2006, 227).

This research builds on Rizzo’s work through an examination of  the 
complex role that diet and attitudes toward food in general play in three egali-
tarian intentional communities. Specifically, I investigate how the communal 
diet, particularly in regard to food restrictions, is negotiated among mem-
bers of  the communities and how race, class, and the communal value of  
voluntary simplicity impact these negotiations. While much of  the previous 
writing on intentional communities’ dietary choices has been framed around 
health and the social impacts of  food production, this article shows how 
community members’ commitment to living simply, or what community 
members call “living austerely,” shapes their food choices. What community 
members define as “a necessity” versus “a luxury” is contested among mem-
bers, primarily along class lines. Beyond simply helping to determine what 
food appears on the communal table, the class differences among members’ 
understandings of  what it means to “live simply” also serve to strengthen or 
weaken members’ commitment to the group.

Race and class analyses of  communal food choices rarely occur in the 
literature on intentional communities, perhaps because communities have 
tended to be homogeneously white and middle class. Miller’s research finds 
that “the communes of  the 1960s era were overwhelmingly white and pre-
dominantly middle class” (1999, 170), and Aidala and Zablocki’s (1991) sys-
tematic survey of  sixty communes in the early to mid-1970s also finds that 
nonwhite commune membership was less than 1 percent at the time. By 2010, 
not much had changed. Manzella claims, “One of  the least mentioned but 
obvious issues in intentional communities is the lack of  people of  color or 
those on the lower economic scales. . . . [I]f  anything, the trend in the 2000s 
is toward those with higher incomes, especially in co-housing situations” 
(2010, 173). While members in the communities in this study were also largely 
white and middle class, this article fills a needed void in the literature by doing 
a race and class analysis, demonstrating how the thinking of  these dominant 
groups shapes the behaviors of  the communal groups and serves as a barrier 
to race and class inclusiveness.

Despite the lack of  racial and even class diversity in most communal 
groups of  the late 1960s and early 1970s, their cooking styles reflect a roman-
ticizing of  the raced and classed “other” as seen in recipes that emphasize 
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“ethnic” and “country” flavors. Hartman’s analysis of  commune cookbooks 
of  that time shows that “numerous ethnic and cultural influences collide; 
there are recipes for ‘Jewish-Italian’ bucatini, lamb curry, Puerto Rican 
 habichuelas, spicy Lebanese coffee, and a sabayon made with Grand Marnier” 
(2003, 36). White members of  these groups, like others in the countercul-
ture of  the time, were rejecting “the angloconfomity of  Kraft, Campbell’s 
and Howard Johnson’s,” in favor of  ethnic foods, which were more health-
ful, affordable, and delicious and offered a “romantic ‘peasant cuisine’ that 
seemed closer to the earth, nature, life and death” (Belasco 2007, 62–63). The 
types of  ethnic foods that became popular were largely recipes from eastern 
and western Europe, Central and South America, and parts of  Asia, whereas 
“black American cooks were not often discussed or recommended in white 
underground columns and books” (Belasco 2007, 63).

The debates about vegetarian diets appear to have been some of  the most 
fraught for intentional communities in the 1960s and 1970s. In at least one 
case, though there are likely others, the endless debates about food ended 
in a split in the community itself. Zicklin reports that in one commune “the 
strife between meat-eaters and non-meat-eaters reached such a point that the 
group split into two dietary camps with the non-meat-eaters leaving to start 
their own commune” (1983, 36). Belasco points to the impact that the book 
Diet for a Small Planet, published in the early 1970s, had on communal and 
countercultural groups of  the time, calling it “the vegetarian text of  the ecol-
ogy movement” (2007, 56). Frances Moore Lappé (1971), the author of  Diet for 
a Small Planet, merges many ideas that were going around the countercultural 
groups of  the time, including the detrimental impacts of  meat production 
on health and the environment and its connection to capitalist patterns of  
waste. Armed with these arguments, many people became  vegetarians and 
were even more vocal about the ills of  meat eating. At the same time, Belasco 
points out, “there was also a strong meat-eating strand in the countercui-
sine,” including those who believed that “vegetarianism smacked of  extrem-
ism, holier-than-thou ‘purism,’ even fascism” (2007, 57, 59). Despite their 
differences in diet, Belasco also notes that ideologically the two camps were 
not that different; both sides “saw diet as a way to transform consciousness, 
to reintegrate mind and body, to overcome personal alienation, and to take 
social responsibility” (2007, 60). Belasco also states that in Lucy Horton’s tour 
of  communal kitchens for her cookbook Country Commune Kitchen (1972), she 
found that only half  were vegetarian and many others followed a policy of  
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“if  you had the money, you ate meat, if  you didn’t, you resorted to beans and 
other substitutes” (Belasco 2007, 58–59), indicating that food choices were in 
part dictated by class.

Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1972), in her study of  more than thirty historical 
communities, approaches communal food choices, and food restrictions in par-
ticular, from a different perspective. She views the communal diet not only as 
a means of  living one’s values but also as a significant mechanism in maintain-
ing member commitment to the group. Kanter claims that making sacrifices 
requires new members to give up something they consider valuable or pleasur-
able in order to belong to the group. This makes the “cost” of  joining more valu-
able to the new member, not simply a lightly made, and therefore easily reversed, 
decision. Most of  the “successful communities” Kanter  studies, defined as stay-
ing together for twenty-five years or longer, abstained from alcohol, tobacco, 
coffee, tea, rich foods, and/or meat. Initially many of  these communities had a 
restricted diet out of  financial necessity, but they retained their restrictions even 
in flush times for ideological reasons. In the Oneida community, for instance, 
“an austere diet was at first a necessity but later such limitations remained as 
an adjunct to spiritual improvement” (Kanter 1972, 77). Kanter points out that 
commitment to the group is also strengthened by a shared ideology, which is 
facilitated by having a cohesive diet adhered to among members. In this article, 
with Kanter’s theories as a basis for discussion, I look to further develop theories 
on sacrifice and commitment to show how the social class of  the member miti-
gates how he or she views sacrifice and thus impacts his or her commitment. In 
other words, sacrifice does not impact all members the same and in the case of  
middle-class members, often serves to lessen, not strengthen, their commitment 
to their community.

The Study

Three American intentional communities participated in this research proj-
ect, Twin Oaks and Acorn in the Northeast and Emma Goldman Finishing 
School in the Northwest. None of  these communities have a common leader 
or a shared spiritual path, and all hold egalitarianism as their core value, 
which stipulates that the members hold all their resources in common, share 
in them equitably, and abstain from hierarchical structures. Twin Oaks and 
Acorn are rural and rely on one or several small businesses to meet their 
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economic needs. At Emma Goldman Finishing School, located in an urban 
setting, members work outside of  the community in social justice jobs and 
pool their incomes. All of  the communities were at the time of  the study 
members of  the Federation of  Egalitarian Communities.1

At the time of  my research, from 2005 through 2007, the largest 
 community in this study, Twin Oaks, established in 1967, had one hundred 
members. Acorn, established in 1993, was founded as a spin-off  community of  
Twin Oaks and had twenty-two members. Emma Goldman Finishing School 
had ten members and was established in 1996. To gain access for fieldwork 
and interviews, I contacted each community explaining my research and, in 
exchange, offered free labor working in their gardens and community busi-
nesses and doing domestic tasks. I stayed with each community from one 
week to several months, visiting them several times over the course of  two 
years.

The main sources of  data collection for this study are participant obser-
vation, in-depth interviews with members, and the analysis of  community 
documents, such as community-created Web sites, policy books, newsletters, 
letter/e-mail correspondences, and bulletin board postings, which were a 
main source of  communication among community members. At the field 
sites, I situated myself  as a noncovert researcher with “peripheral member-
ship” in the community (Adler and Adler 1994). I lived, ate, worked, and 
attended community meetings and social functions alongside the members 
of  the community, but I did not participate in group decisions or advocate 
any of  my own positions.

I used a semistructured interview schedule to help guide the interviews 
and ensure some consistency but allowed varied and rich data to emerge. In 
the interviews, I queried respondents about their social life, work life, fam-
ily life, romantic/sexual relationships, activism, food choices, spirituality, 
and health. Interviews were conducted in a private location at each commu-
nity, usually in either my room or the participant’s room. Interviews lasted 
between one and two hours. Informants’ names and descriptive features have 
been changed to protect their identities, unless I am quoting a member’s 
own published writing. At Acorn, I interviewed all twenty-two members; at 
Twin Oaks, I interviewed fifteen members; and at Emma Goldman Finishing 
School, I interviewed three members.

The sample is limited to adults, eighteen and over. Members of   egalitarian 
intentional communities tend to be younger adults, and the sample reflects this, 
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as twenty-three respondents were between eighteen and  twenty-nine years old 
at the time of  the interview. Nine respondents were forty years old or older. 
I interviewed an equal number of  men and women. This reflects the gender 
 balance at the communities, as the communities in this study maintained 
a deliberately even gender balance, meaning that the community refuses to 
accept men or women should its membership be more than 60  percent male 
or female. Respondents self-identified on race, and thirty-seven identified as 
white, one as biracial white/black, and two as black. Nearly half  (seventeen 
 respondents) interviewed had attained a bachelor’s degree. Eighteen respon-
dents had a high school diploma or some college, often indicating that they 
joined the community just after graduation from high school or at a point 
 during their college career. Five respondents had graduate degrees.

Since members identify as “voluntarily poor” given their low shared 
living expenses (estimated by the communities at about $2,500 per person/
per year), I assessed the socioeconomic status of  their family of  origin or 
their personal socioeconomic status prior to moving to the community. 
I asked members to self-classify the social class of  their families of  ori-
gin, and I used that information as well as information about what col-
lege the member attended and his or her parents’ education levels and 
occupations to identify the social class of  each participant. I classify mem-
bers as lower class if  they (or their parents) did low-skill work, did not 
have steady employment, and/or relied on public assistance for financial 
support. Middle-class families are classified by at least one family mem-
ber who worked full-time in a skilled occupation that usually required a 
college degree. Some respondents identified their socioeconomic status as 
upper middle class, usually those who had trust funds or whose parents 
had high-status/high-pay occupations such as doctor or lawyer. Based on 
my classification of  socioeconomic status, eleven of  the participants were 
raised in lower-class families, nineteen came from middle-class  families, 
and ten were from upper-middle-class families.

Field notes, interview transcripts, and community documents were 
reviewed to locate recurring themes and trends. Categorization of  the data 
into emergent themes occurred throughout the data collection and analy-
sis process. When subsequent interviews yielded no additional information, 
I recognized that saturation had been reached. During the writing/analytical 
processes, I revisited the data many times to cross-check or verify emergent 
conclusions.
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Findings

Community members do not often use the term sacrifice to describe giving 
up certain foods. Instead, they spin the idea of  a sacrifice into something posi-
tive, highlighting the benefits of  the new diet and the giving up of  old and 
dysfunctional ideas about mainstream diets. Rewards for even small changes, 
such as reducing one’s meat consumption, abound in the form of  encourage-
ment from other members. In this way, members are commended for the 
progress they make in changing their diet. Members use a variety of  strate-
gies to justify their dietary choices and restrictions. They expand the com-
munities’ policy of  nonviolence to include animals, grow much of  their own 
food to reflect their deep connection to nature, promote the value of  health 
for self  and planet, and frame food limitations as being economically good for 
the community. With all of  these benefits, the challenge of  eating a restricted 
diet is minimized, and members can more easily justify what might other-
wise have felt like a difficult food sacrifice. In the following sections, I go into 
greater depth on how these ideological strategies work to justify members’ 
food sacrifices and how the race and social class of  the members shape their 
response and reaction to this ideological work.

In the first section, I discuss the ongoing debates about race and class 
homogeneity at the communities in order to show how diet, particularly 
the giving up of  meat and dairy, becomes a way that members explain why 
nonwhite and lower-class members rarely join the community. In the sec-
ond section, I discuss how the members’ decision to live simply impacts their 
commitment to the group in class-based ways. I go on to show how class 
impacts discussions about what foods to buy and reflects the groups’ varied 
ideas about what qualifies as a luxury versus a necessity.

Race, Class, and Veganism

The communities in this study strongly promote their commitment to race 
and class diversity among their membership in their public image (brochures, 
Web sites, mission statements) yet, as previously discussed, remain largely 
white and middle class in their actual membership. Community members 
justify this discrepancy between the diversity they desire and the homogene-
ity they actually have by citing a lack of  interest in membership on the part 
of  racial minorities and lower-class folks as well as assuming that members 
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of  these groups would be unwilling to adhere to their dietary requirements 
and standards of  living. In particular, at Acorn, the issue of  allowing meat in 
the community’s diet is one that has become deeply entrenched as raced and 
classed.

By blaming the lack of  diversity on those underrepresented groups who 
“choose not to join,” members absolve themselves of  the responsibility for 
increasing diversity. In an article for Communities Magazine, Kat Kinkade, one 
of  the founders of  Twin Oaks, writes, “Why do we have so few Black people, 
so few blue-collar men, so few gay men? We certainly do not deliberately dis-
criminate along such lines. Minority group members usually meet friendliness 
and welcome when they visit. You could even say they are courted for mem-
bership” (1996, 30). She explains that there are cultural norms in the commu-
nity that people of  color, despite being “courted for membership,” would not 
tolerate, such as “nudity; stained and sloppy clothes; dirty houses; small fami-
lies” (1996, 30), and thus they do not join. Members I spoke with were keenly 
aware of  the lack of  race and class diversity in their community but professed 
an inability and/or an unwillingness to change this fact. When the subject of  
race came up in interviews, some members expressed  embarrassment about 
the lack of  diversity, while others showed some  hostility toward the topic 
itself, as though they were tired of  discussing it. Twenty-one-year-old Max’s 
exasperated tone when he spoke of  Acorn’s concern with whiteness led me 
to believe that it was a topic that had been overdiscussed with no solutions 
realized: “There is a concern that we are attracting mostly white people and 
no one has any clever ideas about what to do about that. I mean, Who applies 
to join? White people. So, that is a bigger issue to deal with that we have the 
time or inclination to deal with, I suppose.”

Among the few members of  the communities who identified as  persons 
of  color, there was a feeling that living in an intentional  community was 
a way for whites to ignore their class and race privilege. Lisa, twenty-four, 
a black woman who grew up lower class in the rural South, stated that 
“Twin Oaks is a bunch of  white people running away from their  privilege. 
I mean that if  you live here, you can live among all white people and 
you don’t have to interact with other races and constantly, constantly be 
reminded of  how much better you have it. Because, ‘Oh, we are poor and 
living an austere life.’ And, ‘Oh, race is just a tool of  oppression.’ And yes, 
it is a tool of  oppression, and people are still oppressed, so quit trying to 
act like it doesn’t exist.” Kinkade finds that persons of  color at Twin Oaks 
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who do not bring attention to or identify strongly with their nonwhiteness 
tend to be more welcome in the community: “The black candidates this 
community is eager to accept are the ones who are just like us, only with 
darker faces” (1994, 193). This intolerance for difference is blatant but is 
masked through the discourse of  inclusion that the community promotes. 
Kinkade elaborates by stating that despite members’ declared desire for 
racial and class diversity, members are unwilling to change any commu-
nity norms of  behavior or communication in order to recruit or retain 
those from underrepresented groups: “We are unlikely to get agreement 
to change our ways in order to be acceptable to new people. They are 
expected to change their standards instead” (1994, 194). So, while diversity 
is touted as being an important value for the community, the real message 
becomes “We want you as long as you want to eat, speak, and act like 
us.” By framing the discourse around increasing race and class diversity 
as potentially requiring current members to “compromise their values,” 
which they are unwilling to do, the communities remain primarily white 
and middle class while continuing to promote a commitment to diversity. 
This allows  community members to assuage their guilt while at the same 
time ensuring their homogeneity.

One example of  a community’s refusal to create a more inclusive 
 environment for racial minorities and lower-class members is in the 
 discussions about veganism at Acorn community. At Acorn, meat and dairy 
products are almost never consumed, but the community does not claim 
to be fully “vegan,” because it has not managed to achieve an  all-member 
consensus on this point. The few nonvegans refuse to budge on their 
 position that meat and dairy be allowed, and the majority vegans  retaliate 
by creating rules that severely restrict meat and dairy  consumption. They 
require the few nonvegan members to  purchase meat and dairy with their 
small personal allowance (not the communal kitchen fund); cook it in 
an isolated, smaller kitchen; and post a sign warning others that meat or 
dairy is being prepared. Perhaps even more effective than these rules in 
reducing meat and dairy consumption is the general shame placed on the 
 nonvegans, which serves as a powerful social sanction.

Vegan members justify their restriction of  meat and dairy on moral 
grounds, focusing on the rights of  animals and the community’s prohibi-
tion of  violence, extending it to include violence against animals. Richard, 
twenty-one, a vegan, explained the situation in this way:
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A while ago, we discussed the idea of  being a nonviolent  community. 
You know, what it means to slaughter animals or eat animals and 
whether that is a violent act. There is no question that killing an 
 animal is violent. The ends are just used to justify the means. I mean, 
it is a violent act, and most people would agree with that, but they 
say it is a worthwhile one because you get the food from it. We’ve 
recently been talking a lot about it. And by default we have become 
an almost entirely vegan community. We’ve only served meat a hand-
ful a times in the past year and a half, but we can’t quit  completely 
because a couple of  members would freak out. Meat eaters don’t 
want to live in a place which says what they do is immoral, even 
though they live in a place where the vegans believe that what they 
do is immoral. They don’t want the place as a whole to think badly 
about them. Kim and Frank says that becoming a vegan  community 
would  filter out a lot of   people who might otherwise come to this 
 community, mainly  poor  people and blacks. And that might be 
true, but being a meat-eating  community does the same thing, it 
filters some  people out. I’d love to see this place become a vegan 
community.

Richard, like other members of  Acorn, understood that the 
 community’s vegan diet may limit membership, particularly from certain 
underrepresented groups, but did not see this as a problem. They see it as 
a way to select similarly minded residents. Most members who join from 
white middle-class backgrounds do not feel as though they are making 
much of  a sacrifice by eliminating meat consumption. Many are vegetarian 
or vegan prior to their move to the community or voluntarily become such 
when they arrive, often subtly pressured to do so by other members who 
are disgusted by meat eating because of  the violence against animals. The 
rewards of  their sacrifice— better health and sparing animals from pain—
are widely declared, and members who conform see their status in the com-
munity increase. Karen, twenty-five, explained: “You know [being vegan] in 
itself  is a limiting factor as far as the size is concerned. If  Acorn were trying 
to be a bigger community, we couldn’t do that. But we’re not trying to be 
a bigger community. We’re content with the size we are, so we can select, 
we can find enough vegetarians and vegans and what have you. People who 
come and are attracted to our ideas but don’t like the food can always go to 
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Twin Oaks instead. Twin Oaks doesn’t have much more meat, but at least 
it doesn’t have a principle against it.”

Veganism among members at Acorn is more than just a choice about food 
preference or giving up meat and dairy; it is a way for members to “live their 
convictions,” despite who it may exclude. Arguments that dietary restriction 
may keep lower-class people and people of  color out of  the community are 
countered by declarations that members are not classist or racist but simply 
against violence. One newer lower-class member, Joseph, twenty-four, was 
very frustrated with the way the community had misled him on eating meat 
during his visitor period:

Yeah, for a while I was pretty ticked off  for the way I was being 
treated for not being vegan. During my visitor period I was told that 
the only reason that there was no meat around was because nobody 
wanted it. And if  we had someone here who would eat it, we would 
buy some meat. And then I wrote a proposal about what company 
it would be ethical to purchase from and at what frequency, and the 
discussion turned into saying, “No, we shouldn’t have meat here 
at all. You can buy it with your allowance, and you’re lucky that 
we don’t ban you from doing that.” And that really bothered me 
because it wasn’t what they told me earlier. Personally, I think this is 
about class. When you don’t have much money, you eat whatever is 
on the table. And if  you do have a lot of  money, then you can afford 
to be vegan. It is more expensive to not eat meat, and some people 
just can’t afford to do that.

Joseph viewed veganism as economically elitist and overly restrictive. 
 However, “vegan” is many Acorn members’ self-declared primary identity, 
and many consider fighting for animal rights their life’s calling. For these 
members, creating a class- and race-inclusive community is less important 
than animal rights.

Twin Oaks, unlike Acorn, does serve some meat, though not very much. 
They raise chickens and cows for milk, eggs, and meat. There is a wider  diversity 
of  vegans, vegetarians, and omnivores among the members, and the food 
served strives to accommodate many different dietary preferences. Even though 
the diet is more varied at Twin Oaks and Emma Goldman Finishing School 
(a  vegetarian-only community) than at Acorn, the main staples at all three 
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communities are vegetables and grains. Individually, members are not  forbidden 
from consuming any type of  food or drink, although collectively, members make 
choices about what they, as a group, will and will not be willing to  purchase 
for the shared community kitchen. Items not purchased communally, such as 
chocolate soymilk or fruit juices, can be purchased by individuals out of  their 
small allowance, typically $50–$75 per month. Like the meat eaters at Acorn who 
use this small allowance to supply them with an occasional piece of  chicken or 
beef, other members who miss certain foods not typically purchased by the com-
munity use their allowance to supplement their diet.

Those members who have been living communally longer aid new 
 members in making food sacrifices by continually reinforcing the moral 
 “rightness” of  healthier food choices. For instance, they emphasize  that 
 growing and raising their own food means not exploiting migrant 
 farmworkers  by having them work for very little money or exploiting the 
earth through the use of  pesticides. Even communities that do not grow their 
own food still encourage their members to “feel good” about supporting 
small organic farmers and eating healthy fare.

Members from lower-class backgrounds spend more of  their  allowance 
on “junk,” or more highly processed foods, which for them are more  difficult 
to give up, at least in the beginning. Jonas, twenty-four, told me, “I miss meat, 
and I miss cream cheese, potato chips, hamburgers, salty fried  goodness.” 
For members like Jonas who are accustomed to eating a variety of  foods or 
at fast-food restaurants, and for whom soda, hamburgers, and pizza were a 
 regular part of  their diet, the shift to a mostly grains-and-greens diet takes 
some major adjusting. Since the shift in diet is greater for those from lower-
class backgrounds, the sacrifice of  giving up those comfort foods is also 
greater, and the onus is on those members to conform their diet to align more 
with the group diet. Once again, much like how the restriction around meat 
excludes certain groups from feeling welcome at Acorn, the restrictions and 
shaming around eating “junk food” serve to exclude and marginalize those 
from lower-class backgrounds.

Living Simply, Class, and Commitment

Living simply has different meanings for members from different class 
 backgrounds. Members from middle- and upper-middle-class backgrounds 
take pride in their “voluntary poverty” as a sign of  both their commitment 
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to anticonsumerism and their newly discovered enlightenment about the 
problems with a capitalist consumer culture. Members often speak in terms 
such as “freeing oneself ” from the shackles of  a consumerist culture or of  
acquiring an “emerging consciousness,” terms that represent achieving a 
higher moral standing than the average overconsuming American. Brent, 
twenty-seven, an Acorn member of  two years, said, “Living here, I’ve been 
able to free myself  from this notion that human life is to be a producer and 
consumer, and that’s all kind of  marketed or measured by dollars.”

Conversely, those who grew up lower class did not consider  communal 
living very austere. Lisa, twenty-four, felt that talk of  “poverty” in the 
 community was ridiculous:

Anybody that tells me that this place is poor probably never 
grew up knowing what poor was. My mother never even bought 
 towels    for my family until I was eight years old, and she got 
a loan   from the bank to buy those towels. That’s poor. When 
you don’t have plates, you eat off  of  pie plates. Or the plastic 
lid to a tub of  food. That’s poor when you don’t have a plate 
or clothes. But here, we’re not paying mortgages on anything 
or rent. We  own  everything, every tractor, every water tank, 
and then we own all this property that we don’t even live on. 
And the cows! Oh my god. I mean, to me that just points out 
the   different class  experiences  and the economic experiences of  
the people that live here. Because almost everyone that lives here 
grew up  upper-middle-class white. I think it is really incredible 
that we have so many doctor’s kids and  lawyer’s kids that live here. 
 People that went to private schools and private colleges. The food 
 budget alone has been cut by $30,000 or something. And we’re still 
eating well!

Compared with what Lisa’s life was like outside the community, life in the 
community was not austere. For her, the idea of  “owning” everything in sight 
was tremendous. Although she did not own it personally, as a community 
member she was a part owner and certainly felt a sense of  ownership over it. 
This feeling of  ownership worked to enhance her commitment and made her 
more invested in her community. In Lisa’s case, she gained a great deal more 
than she lost by joining the community.
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Middle-class members, however, value their voluntary poverty because 
it provides them with a sense of  freedom, not ownership. They are happy to 
get away from the mainstream consumer culture, where buying things is a 
form of  entertainment and having material possessions gives you status but 
also makes you feel tied down. Josh, twenty-five, a middle-class member of  
six months, remembered feeling restricted by his belongings in his life prior 
to moving:

You know, when I was growing up, I’d see those commercials on TV, 
and I thought they were ridiculous; how could anyone believe what 
they said and then buy the product just because you were told that 
you needed that product? However, after years and years of  being 
subjected to advertisement, I think you slowly become convinced 
that you indeed need all that stuff. After my girlfriend and I broke up 
I rented a really nice apartment, and I spent $4,000 buying all kinds 
of  things to fill it with. But it never gave me any happiness, and one 
year later I got rid of  everything. So, I don’t want possessions. I just 
want the freedom to just up and leave if  I want to go somewhere. 
I started feeling like all those possessions were like shackles to me, 
because I had to worry about what would happen to them when 
I wanted to go somewhere, I couldn’t just leave them there. So, at 
this point, the only things that I want are those that will get used up.

For Josh, living austerely was a way of  not feeling constrained; having 
no possessions meant that he could leave whenever he wanted to. Others 
echo this sentiment when they speak of  feeling trapped in a cycle of  earning 
money to buy things and then having to continue working to pay off  those 
things. This contradicts Kanter’s findings that sacrifice fosters commitment. 
Particularly for middle-class members, the lack of  individually owned belong-
ings makes members feel more transitory. One example that highlights this 
phenomenon occurred while I was staying at Acorn community. Members 
from Eastwind Community (another egalitarian intentional community 
located approximately one thousand miles away) stopped by to visit on their 
way to a Rainbow Gathering. After the gathering, they were headed back to 
their own community. They stayed the night, and the next day Julia, a mem-
ber of  Acorn, abruptly decided to go with them. She packed a few clothes 
and jumped in their van. That was several years ago, and so far she has never 
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returned to Acorn. She had no material attachment to the community. Unlike 
Lisa, who took great pride in her partial ownership of  the community, Julia, 
because of  the shared ownership of  community possessions, felt no personal 
ownership over any of  it and thus felt free to be mobile.

The deliberate choice to reduce consumption by not buying “unneces-
sary items” comes with the ideological benefit of  escaping a materialistic 
culture. However, this anticonsumerist conviction is one that continually 
comes into question between members, particularly members of  different 
class backgrounds. For example, some members of  Twin Oaks disagree 
about purchasing organic produce and grains, since they view eating organic 
food as a privilege that not everyone can afford. For some, particularly those 
from lower-class backgrounds, the term organic is synonymous with gour-
met, something only wealthy people eat and the masses cannot afford. Lisa, 
 twenty-four, expressed her hesitation to continue purchasing organics when 
the Twin Oaks budget was being cut:

It was really interesting last fall when we were having these 
 community meetings about the food budget and health care and 
other financial stuff. And it was pointed out that organic food costs 
so much more than nonorganic food and that health issues sur-
rounding organic foods aren’t totally clear. I mean, you can say that 
if  you don’t eat organic food, you’ll for sure get cancer more quickly. 
But who’s done a study on that? I don’t know. I mean if  someone 
has done that study, then show it to me, I’ll definitely look at it, but 
I tried to say, I tried to speak up in those meetings and say that I think 
we should stop buying so much organic foods, it is a privilege to have 
as much food as we have.

Later in our interview, when I asked where she would like to see the 
community budget directed, she said, “I would put more money into our 
food budget, because even though I think it is impractical and privileged to 
eat organic food, I think it is much better for your body. Yellow #5 or an actual 
carrot?” Her contradictory statements are typical in a community that is try-
ing to balance belief  systems that sometimes contradict each other. Members 
must continually decide whether eating organic food is a class privilege to be 
avoided or an environmental and health necessity. Can a community with a 
very small operating budget afford it? On the other hand, can a community 
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that is based on principles of  egalitarianism knowingly purchase food that is 
produced in a way that oppresses people or the earth?

The Value of  Living Simply

Since members come primarily from the white middle class, they sometimes 
work to downplay their class background so as to conform to the communi-
ties’ value of  “voluntary poverty.” Kevin, twenty-seven, a member at Acorn, 
explained that “there is definitely some privileging your lack of  privilege here. 
I don’t think there is much in the way of  people boasting about their good 
financial situations. I mean there is definitely a pride of  a working-class back-
ground, even if  you have to make it up.” The sacrifice members make by 
giving up certain types of  food luxuries when they join the community helps 
them to demonstrate this commitment to living “simply,” which is highly 
valued in the community. However, this privileging of  poverty is one that 
is continually contested among members from different class backgrounds. 
What is OK to buy, and what is an unnecessary luxury?

At Emma Goldman Finishing School, the urban community,  members do 
not have the land to grow their own crops, so they spend a large  percentage 
of  their limited income on food. They choose to buy locally grown, organic 
food at two to three times the price of  imported, nonorganic food. Their Web 
site, at the time of  this research, stated, “We buy wholesale, from our local 
co-op, and whenever possible, direct from farms. We don’t just buy organic, 
we avoid giant corporations riding the organic food craze. We have discussed 
hosting a needs-based community food pantry, and the idea of  buying locally-
grown produce at double or triple [the price] in order to make local  farming 
viable.” In order to purchase more expensive food that meets their high 
moral standard, they make sacrifices elsewhere, particularly in their personal 
spending habits. This deliberate choice to reduce consumption by not buying 
 unnecessary items also comes with the ideological benefit of  “living your con-
victions” and escaping a materialistic culture. Part of  how members encour-
age the sacrifice of  consumer goods is by highlighting all the benefits that 
come from not purchasing “unnecessary” goods, as seen in the following pol-
icy on their Web site: “We believe that living simply brings a richer quality of  
life. We do not buy the lies of  corporate culture telling us our worth is in our 
stuff. Consumption is an expression of  the psychological and spiritual poverty 
of  our culture. Simplicity reduces our ecological impacts, promotes fairness, 
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and withdraws support from the culture of   commodification. We live  simply 
by meeting needs not wants, and by providing a culture of  non-material 
abundance.”2 This quote highlights the group’s belief  that having or buying 
fewer possessions actually provides greater happiness and a higher quality of  
life. Whereas the act of  consuming is a result of  “psychological and spiritual 
poverty,” living simply has the benefit of  being better for the earth, promot-
ing fairness, and changing the problematic culture of  commodification. By 
highlighting all these benefits, the challenge of  “living simply” is reduced.

The dominant ideology at all three communities is a rejection of  what 
they view as mainstream society’s ethic of  “working in order to acquire pos-
sessions” and an aim to work as little as is necessary for basic comfort and 
survival. Instead, they place greater value on leisure time and relationship 
building, or as it is called in the quote above, “non-material abundance.” At 
Twin Oaks, members had to sign an agreement that included the following 
clause: “At the time a member becomes a full member, co [a gender-neutral 
term meaning “he” or “she”] shall subscribe to a vow of  poverty, whereupon co 
renounces all cos’ rights, titles and interest to income or property of  whatever 
kind and wherever located.” Members must relinquish any outside income 
to the community in order to abide by the community’s commitment to full 
shared income.

Enforcing austerity among community members is done both formally, 
as seen in the policy above, and informally, by ridiculing “the rich” or those 
who “act rich” and extolling the virtues of  the simple life. Luke, twenty-six, 
explained that community members “tease people for being bourgeois.” 
Acting rich can mean many things; certainly designer jeans or driving a sports 
car would be seen by all members as an overt display of  wealth, and in the 
case of  food, purchasing an abundance of  expensive “gourmet” food is seen 
as going against the vow of  poverty.

But just as displays of  wealth mean different things to different members, 
a “vow of  poverty” or “commitment to simplicity” is difficult to measure; how 
austerely does one have to live to prove one’s commitment to the community? 
The communities in this study survive on very little income, but all of  the 
members’ needs are met. No one is hungry, and everyone has health care, a 
private room, clothing, access to a car, a telephone, a computer, books, and so 
on. On the other hand, new clothes are rare, bikes and cars are shared and often 
in need of  repair, and members rarely enjoy the simple luxury of  eating out at 
a restaurant. As the Acorn and Twin Oaks businesses become more financially 
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successful, their members must engage in ideological work to reconcile their 
increasingly middle-class lifestyle with their stated value of  austerity. Food is 
one area in which this ideological work comes into play. Evan, thirty-three, 
a dual member of  Acorn and Twin Oaks, expressed some concerns commu-
nity members had toward their changing lifestyle: “There’s definitely a feeling 
that our communities have gone too far towards suburbia. They have this fleet 
of  spiffy cars, they just take one anywhere. I think some of  the criticism of  
Twin Oaks [being too middle class] is justified. I think they do use fossil fuels 
willy-nilly. It feels like some of  the resentment, or some of  the negative feelings 
towards Twin Oaks, is that they’ve put their extra money into luxuries . . . lots 
of  cars, computers, fancy foods.” It is clear that members are trying to find the 
balance between “living their convictions” and deciding what to live without.

Comparisons between the food choices of  Acorn and Twin Oaks also occur 
since the two communities are geographically close. The food these communi-
ties are unable to grow is purchased in bulk from distributors of  natural foods. 
Once a week, a food order is delivered to Twin Oaks, and the kitchen manag-
ers of  each community go to meet the truck. The food is divided between the 
groups, and Acorn members haul their purchases back to their land in a small 
van. Because the truck only makes one stop, each community is able to see 
what the other purchased. At the time of  the research, Acorn’s community 
business was doing well financially, whereas Twin Oaks was making budget 
cuts to make ends meet. Because of  this, their food choices differed. Acorn was 
buying raisins, extra-virgin olive oil, and chocolate chips. Twin Oaks, on the 
other hand, was not. This allowed Twin Oaks members to feel morally superior 
to Acorn members because they were not wasting money on “luxurious foods,” 
and Acorn members quickly defended their food choices as “necessary.” One 
mechanism Acorn members used to justify their more expensive food choices 
was to compare their diet to mainstream American diets, which makes even the 
seemingly luxurious practice of  buying raisins seem minor in comparison with 
the extravagance of  a typical American diet.

Conclusion

In this article, I demonstrate how diet and a commitment to living simply play 
complex roles in egalitarian communities that are shaped by the predomi-
nantly white and middle-class ideologies of  their members. For middle-class 
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members who willingly choose to live simply, despite having access to finances 
outside of  the community, the moral benefits of  austerity are particularly 
high. In a society that values wealth as a source of  status, these members 
are engaging in what they consider to be the ultimate rebellious act, forego-
ing the status of  their wealth for what they consider a greater good. The 
members support each other’s choice to live austerely by creating a culture in 
which simplicity and sacrifice is morally superior to acquiring belongings or 
wealth and partaking in luxuries is grounds for ridicule and shame. While the 
benefits of  austerity include “feeling good” about not contributing to capital-
ism and not overconsuming natural resources, the cost, of  course, is living 
without some of  the comforts that members could easily have if  they had 
not chosen to live communally. Barbara, an early member of  Twin Oaks, 
seventy-seven, explained that many new members were “attracted to poverty. 
The romance of  poverty. They like that it forces them to not consume. But 
the romance of  poverty wears off  fast. This is one of  the things that make it 
difficult for people to stay in community.” For members from the middle class 
especially, the lack of  private ownership serves to lessen their commitment to 
the community, as they view lack of  ownership as more “freeing” and they 
are more willing to leave the group.

These middle-class community members are making choices that many 
Americans would not make. They choose austerity over living comfortably, 
they choose a restricted diet over the ability to eat anything they want, and 
they choose to work at low-skilled jobs for no money. Why do they make 
these choices? For many, the community merely acts as a vehicle that enables 
them to live their values. By living communally, members get to be applauded 
and reinforced by others who also believe in the righteousness of  living more 
lightly on the land by sharing resources, consuming less, and eating well. They 
help each other “choose the right path” by engaging in ongoing discussions 
about the ills of  society, of  eating meat and dairy, and of  living luxuriously.

By focusing so strongly on “living their values,” and by framing the 
discourse around increasing race and class diversity as potentially requiring 
current members to “compromise those values,” the communities remain 
primarily white and middle class while simultaneously espousing a commit-
ment to diversity. With this mentality, members do not actively engage in the 
hard work of  examining where their behaviors could be more inclusive of  
underrepresented groups and instead fall back on the simple answer of  “They 
wouldn’t like it here anyway.”
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For members from the lower class, the pride that middle-class members 
take from living “austerely” can feel like a sham, since communal living for those 
members feels abundant and not austere. In terms of  diet, the initial sacrifice 
is high because of  the drastic change in types of  foods consumed, but some 
members come to appreciate the abundant, healthy, and varied foods provided. 
Finally, many working-class members take great pride in being co-owners of  
communal property and in some cases businesses, which serves to enhance their 
commitment to the group.

Notes

1. The Federation of  Egalitarian Communities requires member groups to adhere to 
the following seven principles:

1. Holds its land, labor, income and other resources in common.
2.  Assumes responsibility for the needs of  its members, receiving the products of  

their labor and distributing these and all other goods equally, or according to need.
3. Practices non-violence.
4.  Uses a form of  decision making in which members have an equal opportunity to 

participate, either through consensus, direct vote, or right of  appeal or  overrule.
5.  Actively works to establish the equality of  all people and does not permit 

 discrimination on the basis of  race, class, creed, ethnic origin, age, sex, sexual 
 orientation, or gender identity.

6.  Acts to conserve natural resources for present and future  generations while  striving 
to continually improve ecological awareness and  practice.

7.  Creates processes for group communication and participation and provides an 
environment which supports people’s development. (http://www.thefec.org/ 
taxonomy/term/3, accessed January 30, 2015)

2. See http://egfs.org/about-us.html, accessed January 30, 2015.
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abstract
About three million Americans currently practice the Paleolithic or caveman diet. 
These dieters believe that the human body is dangerously ill-adapted to civilization 
and reject modern ways of  eating in favor of  foods that can be hunted or gathered. 
Yet interviews with Paleo dieters and a close reading of  eighty Paleo diet books sug-
gest that these diets are much more than instructions for weight loss: they are both 
myths of  a lost golden age and utopian manuals for a better world. The Paleo myth 
pathologizes the relationship between health and modernity, claiming that civiliza-
tion has outpaced evolution and created a world hostile to human biology. Dieters 
argue that modern life has created a modern body dogged by false hungers, trapped in 
a fallen world, and overwhelmed by sadness, sickness, and stress. These diets promise 
that preagrarian or primitive living will restore the health and beauty enjoyed by our 
Paleolithic ancestors. Unlike earlier dreams of  Lands of  Plenty, the Paleo diets prom-
ise paucity and the instinctive recognition of  natural, refined pleasures. I argue that 
this mix of  myth and manual creates a new type of  embodied utopia in response to 
changing concepts and conditions of  modernity.
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obesity, weight loss, evolution, health, disease

“Life was good for our Paleolithic grandparents,” recounts a 2001 diet book.1 
A 2013 diet laments that civilization has “transformed healthy and vital people free 
of  chronic diseases into sick, fat, and unhappy people.”2 If  everyone went Paleo, 
one dieter interviewed for this article explained, “the world would be a more 
beautiful, healthier place, and we all would be more healthy, better people.”3

An estimated three million Americans currently follow some version of  the 
Paleo diet, and Paleo books are among the best-selling titles within an already 
blockbuster genre.4 At its most basic, Paleo diets reject agricultural products 
such as cereals and sugars for foods that could have been hunted or gathered—
mostly high-fat, high-f iber meats and plants. In practice, “going Paleo” means 
everything from the ordinary to the outlandish.5 Some dieters avoid artificial 
light, eat raw beef, forsake shoes, practice bloodletting, engage in polyamorous 
sexual relationships, and “adopt a primal attitude.”6 For  others, the diet is just 
that: a diet of  mainly meat and vegetables (occasionally fruits and legumes) 
adopted to lose weight or gain muscle. Most  dieters practice Paleo to lose 
weight, but this “species-appropriate diet” allegedly cures more than a hundred 
ailments, ranging from Alzheimer’s to anxiety, epilepsy to acne.7

Despite its popularity, the Paleolithic diet has received little scholarly 
attention from any discipline. The diet is not merely a collection of  weight 
loss manuals but a complex and controversial social movement indebted to a 
long history of  primitivist nutritional counsel, divided by bitter philosophical 
splits, alternately mocked and praised by mainstream medicine. The whole 
weight loss narrative genre has much to offer an interdisciplinary study of  uto-
pia, and, in particular, the caveman diet offers an embodied utopian practice 
embedded within a powerful story of  an original, lost Paleolithic paradise.

But the caveman diet is more than a myth of  a lost golden age and more 
than a handbook for weight loss: the diets are at once a manual for the body, 
the self, and society. Paleo diets have been heralded as the best “way of  life,” 
a “revolution,” and, most important, the “first glimpse of  a new and better 
world.”8 The Paleo diet differs from most self-help literature by linking corpo-
real and social transformation, enlisting the body to measure and  materialize 
the processes of  recouping the utopia within. These diets uphold social 
dreams with shared origins (in the cave), a collective problem (the  obesity 
 epidemic), and common ends (health for all). As the 2013 Paleo Manifesto 
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puts it, the diet aspires “to understand where we come from, to make the best 
of  where we are, and to craft a better future.”9

Such diets share the defining characteristic of  many utopian visions—
they are useful fictions. But this useful fiction is especially important to the 
body–utopia relationship because the caveman diet mixes myth and manual 
to create a new type of  embodied utopia. Unlike medieval body utopias that 
relish in excess, these caveman diets envision a new and different kind of  body 
utopia characterized by calculated restraint and checked desire. By recalibrat-
ing the palate away from industrial foods, these foodways teach instinct and 
redefine pleasure as checked desire—not euphoric abandon. To borrow Ruth 
Levitas’s language, the diet promises to “re-educate desire” by training the 
palate to resist the extreme flavors of  modern foods and, instead, value and 
desire “natural” Paleo foods.10

This mix of  myth and manual not only reveals how these dreams guide 
and exalt banal body practices but also tell us about the worlds and bodies we 
dream of  creating. In fact, the place of  the promised paradise is actually the 
body of  the dieter as the body brokers between mythic history and utopian 
future. The story is told like this: Since civilization (particularly agriculture) is 
such a recent invention on the time line of  human evolution, “our genes are 
still in the Stone Age,” and we must follow “what our ancient ancestors ate” 
to recapture “our natural birthright of  health.”11

We are “literally Stone Agers living in the Space Age,” and time has sped 
too fast for our bodies to adapt.12 Ill-adapted and clumsy in this strange new 
world, our modern bodies have become sick, fat, and stressed. In this narra-
tive, the Paleo diet situates the individual body in the long, deep currents of  
human history, suggesting that the body is on loan from history and obliged 
to the future—and only one’s own property for a short-lived half-blink of  evo-
lutionary time. By including this vision of  the body and lived body practices 
of  diet in our study of  ideal fictional worlds, we can broaden our epistemo-
logical examinations of  utopian foodways.

The Caveman Diet Subgenre, or, “Bread Is the Staff  of  Death”

Western weight loss literature has a long tradition of  venerating “primitive” 
diets and ways of  life. Since the nineteenth century, influential American 
diet reformers conjectured about the diets of  pre-agricultural peoples and 
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recommended these “natural” foods to cure ailing moderns. In the 1890s, 
Dr. Emmet Densmore popularized a meat-heavy diet inspired by the “food 
of  primal man,” claiming that “bread is the staff  of  death” and  “imbecility, 
decrepitude, and premature death go hand in hand with luxury and 
plenty.”13 “ Primitive” diets were not restricted to Densmore’s “anticerealism” 
or the  low-carb cause.14 Throughout his long life, Dr. John Harvey Kellogg 
(1852–1943) also speculated on “the ways and likings of  our primitive ances-
tors of  prehistoric times” to support his diet of  grains and other farinaceous 
foods.15

Known by many different names—the caveman, Stone Age, evolutionary, 
primal, or hunter-gatherer diet—Paleolithic diets have also long been bound 
into larger political and social visions. In his time, Kellogg’s antimasturbation 
crusades and suspected pantheistic sunflower worship won him greater fame 
than his cereals. In 1975, Dr. Walter Voegtlin was the first to publish a full-
length diet book explicitly modeled after theories of  Paleolithic nutrition—
his self-published The Stone Age Diet—but Paleo leaders today have largely 
 disavowed Voegtlin for his white supremacist, eugenicist, and generally 
unpalatable politics. Bizarrely, Voegtlin recommended the mass slaughter of  
tigers, dolphins, and other carnivores.16 “Will [dolphins] be eliminated, or will 
man?” Voegtlin asked his readers, gesturing toward an apocalypse in which 
dolphins, fat on fish, overrun the world with their well-fed populations.17

Disagreeable or eccentric views like these dominated discussions of  the 
“caveman diet” until the January 1985 New England Journal of  Medicine article 
on Paleolithic nutrition advancing the “evolutionary discordance hypothesis” 
by S. Boyd Eaton and Melvin Konner, both distinguished medical doctors 
with anthropological training.18 The discordance or “mismatch” hypothesis 
theorizes that the clash between “ancient body and modern world”  produces 
obesity, diabetes, and the other “diseases of  civilization” or, as they are some-
times called, diseases of  affluence, longevity, environment, or lifestyle.19 
Eaton and Konner argued that since “the human genetic constitution has 
changed relatively little since the appearance of  truly modern human beings, 
Homo sapiens sapiens,” pre-agricultural diets provide the “nutrition for which 
human beings are in essence genetically programmed.”20

Specifically, Eaton and Konner advanced two important and  controversial 
claims that still provide the theoretical backbone of  the Paleo movement 
today. First, Eaton and Konner argued divisively that the human body has 
remained essentially unchanged since the Paleolithic era.21 Second, they cited 
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evidence that pre-agricultural people were, on average, “six inches taller than 
their descendants who lived after the development of  farming,” to argue that 
the “invention of  agriculture” led to poor health.22 Effectively, Eaton and 
Konner were refuting the “nasty, brutish and short” critics who cited brief  
Paleolithic life expectancy (roughly estimated from twenty to forty years) to 
argue that Paleolithic people died before they could contract the diseases of  
civilization, usually chronic degenerative conditions accompanying old age 
or “senescence.”23

Eaton and Konner’s views generated great controversy in the late 1980s 
and are still fiercely debated in medical, anthropological, and evolutionary 
scholarship and the popular press. Yet a holistic plan of  Paleolithic nutrition 
did not coalesce until 2002, when Dr. Loren Cordain published The Paleo Diet: 
Lose Weight and Get Healthy by Eating the Foods You Were Designed to Eat, now 
considered the cornerstone of  the Paleo movement. As Cordain  contends, 
“The term Paleo has become a household word since the publication of  my 
first book.”24 In 2006, Mark Sisson created his Paleo blog, with the  “mission . . . 
to change the lives of  ten million people”; the site now receives an estimated 
2.5 million unique visitors in Web traffic every month.25 By 2009, the Ancestral 
Health Society officially organized to offer a “new direction in physiology that 
respects our heritage as human beings.”26 Just recently, Google announced 
that Paleo was the most searched for diet in 2013, even as U.S. News and World 
Report ranked the controversial diet last on its list “Best Diets Overall.”27

Given the recent explosion in interest, my bibliography leans top-heavy 
toward contemporary texts. My research draws from the close reading of  
thirty-five primary books roughly categorized as Paleo diets from 1975 to 2014, 
with particular attention to the three “fathers” of  the Paleo  movement:  Walter 
Voegtlin (1904–1975), S. Boyd Eaton (b. 1941), and Loren Cordain (b. 1950). This 
literary analysis is supplemented with Internet resources and a dozen inter-
views with dieters, diet authors, and other self-identified Ancestral Health 
adherents.

Scholarship on the Body, Gender, and Utopia

Utopianist scholarship provides valuable insight into the meaning and  practice 
of  caveman diets. Lyman Tower Sargent has noted that “utopia is a tragic 
vision of  a life of  hope.”28 Powerfully, he shows how mythic utopias create 
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an “inevitable dialectic of  hope, failure or at least partial failure, despondency 
and the rejection of  hope, followed in time by the renewal of  hope.”29 We 
can “hope, fail, and hope again,” living out what Sargent calls “the dialectic 
[that] is part of  our humanity.”30 And, indeed, the caveman diet speaks to the 
literature and practice of  this dialectic: of  hope and failure, of  the quest for 
health and the inevitability of  our mortality, of  the desire to escape time and 
our certain incorporation into its currents.

Many scholars have also considered how utopias prefigure and produce 
certain kinds of  bodies—usually bodies admitted according to qualities of  
race, class, or gender. Referring to “utopic Rabelaisian bodies,” Louis Marin 
reasons that “the body is also a space and an architectural construction of  
sites and places.”31 Following Marin, we can consider how the diet book draws 
from both the material of  the body-as-space and the measure of  the body-in-
time to create a lived vision of  embodied utopia. The body-in-time uses the 
instrument of  the body to measure time much as Bakhtin suggests Rabelais 
used the body as a “concrete measuring rod for the world” that swirls around 
it.32 The “present” material of  the caveman dieter’s body brokers between 
past and future in the metaphor of  body reduction—or time measured by 
pounds lost.

Amy Bingaman, Lise Sanders, and Rebecca Zorach have noted that 
“the concept of  ‘embodied utopia’ may appear to be a contradiction in 
terms—with the body signifying unpredictability, concreteness and change, 
and  utopia characterized by predictability, abstraction and permanence.”33 
However, Bingaman et al. are not suggesting the incompatibility of  concrete 
body and abstract utopia but showing how useful a medium the body is for 
the concrete rendering of  utopia: a living measure by which utopian dreams 
are literalized. This article approaches the same utopia–body relationship 
from the other direction: from the body to the world it promises to produce. 
By way of  a practical set of  lifestyle and foodways prescriptions, weight loss 
texts demonstrate how valuable the body is to the production of  utopia. As 
Eaton et al. put it, “The past resides within us,” and the body of  the caveman 
dieter is used as a tangible, concrete key to unlock interior utopias.34

Gender analysis is also critical to this study of  the body as the site of  
utopian construction. Ever since Susan Orbach famously declared that “fat is 
a feminist issue” in the late 1970s, scholars such as Susan Bordo and Kathleen 
LeBesco have demonstrated how the “commodification of  thinness” rein-
forces existing hierarchies of  race, class, and gender and hurts women in the 
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impossible quest for the body ideal.35 Unlike most diets, Paleo narratives often 
imagine the body as distinctively male and virile, using terms such as warrior 
or protector to describe the strong, heroic body. Men may be the presumed 
audience for most Paleo books, but, perhaps unsurprising for a diet, one 
Ancestral Health Society survey found that more women than men practice 
Paleo.36 One explanation for this inconsistency is that the Paleo veneration of  
the young, fit, white male body legitimates the diet as a “lifestyle” or “fitness 
plan,” rather than simply another feminine, faddish pursuit of  a bikini body. 
Paleo women such as Nell Stephenson and Mikki Reilly have also noticed the 
inconsistency, and Stephenson even invented the word Paleoista to avoid the 
“‘Cavie’ approach,” a term for “feminine, fit, and fantastic” women who find 
Paleo a “little too primal for my taste.”37

Reilly, Stephenson, and other Paleo leaders have also fought for the 
recognition of  women’s appetites, particularly for meat and other hearty 
“masculine” foods that are mainstays of  Paleo diets.38 As one Paleo enthu-
siast insisted, “I will continue to eat my steak, or roast, and I will enjoy it, 
very much.  .  .  . I don’t consider eating meat to be a gender specific thing, 
though.  .  .  . I consider it to be a human thing.”39 Women’s appetites have 
long been identified as both metaphor and method for patriarchal control; 
Susan Bordo observed that “the representation of  unrestrained appetite” 
is  “inappropriate for women.”40 More appropriate are dainty, sweet foods: 
 bonbons, trifles, little tidbits of  this and that. Even though Paleo women 
assert their hunger for meat and other “masculine foods,” the diet is still a 
diet. Paleo women, like all dieters, restrict their appetites (however large) to 
“acceptable” or “Paleo” foods.

Feminist scholarship complicates the political claims made by Paleo 
l eaders who, in an unlikely alliance, have identified with antidiet activism. 
Like these activists, many Paleo women reject equations of  beauty with 
 thinness: one nutritionist even promised that Paleo helps women “form a 
healthy relationship with food” and “break the diet-sabotage cycle.”41 Unlike 
 antidiet and size-acceptance feminists, Paleo women simply cut a differ-
ent ideal body shape from the same cloth. In keeping with the general shift 
toward  athleticism since the 1980s, Paleo women swap the slender ideal for 
the strong one, rather than broadening feminine beauty ideals to a diversity 
of  shapes,  abilities, and sizes.42 As one Paleo diet book puts it, the cavewoman 
“might look like a supermodel, but not a skinny, starved waif—more Cindy 
Crawford than Kate Moss.”43
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Perhaps in response to second-wave feminism, caveman-themed diet 
books, like most diets published since the 1970s, have disavowed the word diet 
for the euphemistic “healthy lifestyle.” Paleo advocates have been particularly 
adamant. They insist that Paleo “is not a diet, but a lifestyle choice” or “that 
this was not a ‘diet’ but rather a complete lifestyle change.”44 In some ways, 
this semantic shift might be more than a superficial co-option of  feminist 
rhetoric to promote (yet another) weight loss plan and may also indicate a 
larger social and political movement.

In fact, a close study of  the Paleo practice and diet books does reveal a 
more equitable utopian vision of  cavepeople gender relations. Paleo books 
directly contradict most popular culture representations of  the caveman as 
a belligerent thug who excuses his worst behavior with some weak pretext 
of  biological compulsion. The theme is all too common in titles such as the 
2009 Why Women Love Cavemen—A Man’s Guide to Tame the Bitch. Images of  
“club-wielding, wife-beating brutes” have led Martha McCaughey and other 
 scholars to categorize the “caveman mystique” as a “popular embodied ethos 
of  manhood” that naturalizes a loutish, sexually aggressive masculinity.45 In 
John Pettegrew’s terms, this type of  “de-evolutionary masculinity” legiti-
mates the ways masculine, so-called caveman “instincts” have naturalized 
antisocial behaviors, particularly those of  male sexual violence.46

However, these scholars have neglected the many Paleo books such as 
Eaton et al.’s The Paleolithic Prescription that explicitly challenge the “ sexist 
images about our ‘caveman’ past: Alley-Oops [who] drags Betty-Boop 
(or whomever) along by the hair,” by arguing for a “more balanced theory” of  
cavepeople gender relations.47 More like the paradisiacal feminist landscape of  
Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland than Tarzan’s jungle, Eaton et al.’s vision 
of  Paleolithic times upholds the “complementary roles, not dominance,” of  
“Woman the Gatherer” and “Man the Hunter.” “Women can and should have 
it all,” the authors claim: “They were meant to, and did so for most of  the 
time people have been on earth.”48

Surprisingly, the Paleo diet also advances a vision of  racial parity. Without 
close analysis, the language of  shared ancestry and biological  uniformity 
could intimate a racist vision of  the Übermensch. However, the vast scale of  
the Paleo narrative suggests otherwise. From the zoomed-out  perspective 
of  the grand narrative of  human evolution, the individual differences of  
race, color, and national origin blur and become trivial. For example, while 
 nodding to food allergies and genetic difference, Cordain still insists that 
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“we’re all the same. We’ve all got the same basic human genome, shaped by 
more than 2 million years of  evolution.”49 Another author insists that, since 
tigers do not eat grass and rabbits do not eat meat, dieters must identify first 
as human beings, asking themselves, “Is this food natural for human beings?”50 
Another vivid  passage argues that “humans show very little difference in the 
basic structure and function of  the digestive system among racial groups.”51 
When Homo sapiens sapiens are compared with rabbits and dogs, people look 
more similar than different—and this large-scale categorization of  humans 
as hairless bipedal mammals, together with the spirit of  the Paleo vision, 
 contributes to a dream of  equality and human unity.

Paleo diet books also bridge between two fields of  utopian cultural 
 productions: utopian literature and utopian practice. As a text—and a story 
with beginnings, middles, and ends—the diet book narrates what Darko 
Suvin called an “alternative historical hypothesis” of  human origins.52 Unlike 
some utopias, the caveman diet does not merely offer “an explanation of  how 
the better society came into being” but actually indicates “how that society 
was or could be achieved.”53 The practices of  eating, sleeping, and  exercising 
double as a plan to achieve the Paleolithic society—or at least its health, 
friendship, and leisure—and many dieters evaluate and live their lives by this 
mythic metric.

Yet these two fields—the practices prescribed by the diet and the story it 
narrates—are not simply two discrete chunks, easily severable and  analyzable 
on their own terms. Rather, they reside in productive tension with one 
another. Dieters decide how to practice Paleo by evaluating their daily  habits 
according to the diet narrative, and, in turn, they evaluate the narrative in 
light of  their daily diet practice. Considering that “mammoths, aurochs, 
and mastodons are long since extinct,” Eaton et al. ask, “Is it possible to eat 
as our ancestors did 25,000 years ago?”54 Like most diet leaders, Eaton and 
his  co-authors hedge their answer, using the concept of  “equivalence” to 
 substitute mastodons with other land mammals such as cows, for instance, 
or pigs.

Most dieters vacillate less, sticking strictly to their own story of  a lost 
Paleolithic past as they actively interpret and engage with the stories, often 
in the many interactive forms of  self-evaluation that dot the diet book— 
questionnaires, Body Mass Index charts, and food diaries. For example, bitter 
arguments about dairy and legumes characterize two big splits in the Paleo 
community. Purists insist that “docile, milkable cows” are a modern invention, 
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but one dieter told me, in a hushed tone, that since she “loves dairy,” her vision 
of  perfect health lay at some point in human history between the domesti-
cation of  cattle and the invention of  agriculture.55 Another dieter similarly 
reinterpreted the Paleo vision because, contrary to Cordain’s prohibition, she 
insisted, “I don’t care if  they [peanuts] are technically legumes, to me they are 
nuts because our ancestors could have just dug them up, right?”56 For most 
dieters, the Paleo narrative is more than a utopian blueprint or  prospectus 
but a living document that is consulted, read, reread, interpreted, and reinter-
preted in their daily lives.

All these concrete, real-life practices are driven by a literary origin story 
that narrates our collective origins, laments our decline, and promises an ideal 
world. In this mix of  myth and manual—or literature and practice—the diet 
book imbues the banal processes of  embodiment with the utopic and recognizes 
what Ruth Levitas sees as a “praxis-oriented” form of  concrete utopia that “refers 
 forward to the emergent future.”57 The messy realities of  the body-in-flux—the 
 eating, slenderizing, strengthening body—gesture toward the  “unfinishedness 
of  the material world,” which, as Levitas frames it, “does not consist only of  
what is, but includes what is becoming or might become.”58

From Body to Body Politic, Self  to Society

This collective vision of  the body challenges what Victoria Pitts and other 
 scholars have noted as “the modern Western body understood not as a  collective 
product of  inscription, but as a personal projection of  the self.”59  Similarly, 
Anthony Giddens has marked the shift away from the  modern “given,” prede-
termined body to the postmodern body available to be “‘worked upon’ by the 
influences of  high modernity” and enlisted into the “reflexive project of  the 
self.”60 Undoubtedly, the ideal Paleo body is part of  this project of  the self—
it is sun-browned, virile, athletic, energetic,  loving, and clearheaded, with a 
fine-tuned palate and a keen set of  instincts. However, the Paleolithic diets 
argue that this better body makes a better world, the  improving self  creates 
an improved society, personal and social  transformations go hand in hand.

The link between body and world is often more fanciful than factual, 
but Paleo leaders insist that the health of  one body inspires and contributes 
to social health. Or as one Paleo Web page quoted: “You make the world a 
better place by making yourself  a better person.”61 The Paleo Foundation 
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claims: “We envision a healthier world. . . . We firmly believe that the Paleo 
Movement holds the key to changing the world.”62 More specifically, the 
Paleo Foundation describes the “key” as “supporting better animal  husbandry 
practices,” incentivizing “sustainable farming,” and offering “continuous 
education.”63 Others are political. One Paleo business insisted that its vision 
“incorporates a conscious effort to improve our social, economic and envi-
ronmental wellbeing” by raising “awareness about the health benefits of  
the Paleo Diet while increasing access to locally produced wild and grassfed 
food.”64 Other Paleo practices incorporate political activism: primarily, the 
vituperative campaigns to legalize raw or nonpasteurized milk and abolish 
American farm subsidies of  grains.65

Many dieters also refer to environmental or social imperatives,  explaining 
that the diet fulfills a “moral obligation” to the planet and fellow human beings.66 
One diet author dedicated her book to “my children . . . their unborn children, 
and those generations to come.”67 And one dieter told me that she “went Paleo” 
because “we are in a crisis point with the planet, with environmental sustain-
ability,” equating, as Primal Cuisine does, “sustainable body, sustainable earth.”68 
Paleo Desserts promises that natural food “allows you to live in harmony with 
planet Earth.”69 Though most experts agree that “the environmental impacts 
of  meat” degrade water and soil, Paleo dieters refute these claims by blaming 
grain-fed livestock and monocultural agricultural methods—not “natural” Paleo 
free-roaming foraging animals and wild plants.70

However doubtful these claims, leaders insist that Paleo is not merely an 
individual plan for self-improvement but a collective solution to a species-wide 
health crisis, broadly defined. This logic suggests what James Kopp has called a 
“medical utopia,” a vision that intertwines political thought with public health, 
demonstrating how the improvement of  an individual’s health creates a better 
society.71 Health, in this sense, encompasses the health of  the body and the body 
politic, most often emphasizing the leisure, kinship, decommodified “natural” 
economies, and equitable gender relations of  the revitalized Paleo society.

Myths of  Human Origins and the Paleolithic Paradise

If  the body harbors this Paleolithic heritage of  health within it, what exactly 
does the alternative caveman society look like? And when is the Paleolithic 
period situated in this mythic chronology of  human evolution? Most Paleo 
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leaders adhere to the scientific time line of  the roughly thirty thousand-year 
period from when humans evolved in 40,000 B.C. to the invention of  agricul-
ture in 10,000 B.C.72 Some Paleo dieters creatively interpret this time line to 
accommodate creationist theories of  human genesis by arguing that Adam 
and Eve either predate or descend from cavemen. One blogger reconciles cre-
ationism and evolution by calling Adam and Eve the “Father and Mother of  
the Paleo Diet,” a view echoed in the 2011 Original Thin and even Eaton et al.’s 
first book.73 Roy Mankovitz’s The Original Diet offers a particularly creative 
approach to the  imaginary chronology of  human development. He situates 
ancient Paleo before “Biblical Times” and “American Indians,” “Yoga,” and 
“Large city or town,” among others.74

Despite variation in when humans lived as healthy cavepeople, what this 
paradise looks like is more or less the same across texts. In most caveman 
diets, “our ancestral homeland” is a prehistoric dreamland characterized by 
health, community, friendship, and a natural division of  leisurely labor. Some 
diets advance more esoteric visions of  primitive justice, denounce  slavery, or, 
in the tradition of  the jeremiad, see our fallen obese state as punishment for 
prior misdeeds. Most, however, envision our caveman past as Eaton et al. do 
in their 1988 Paleolithic Prescription. Eaton et al. encourage the dieter to “sup-
pose for a moment that you and your  family” lived long ago, “back through 
unimaginable lengths of  time . . . not just to Noah and Adam but to a place 
and time 40,000 years ago.”75 This time travel returns dieters to a pre-Edenic 
life of  “closeness and interdependence” abounding with “talking, arguing, 
laughing, and playing.”76 The authors describe a day full of  sweet honey, 
beautiful women, and abundant feasts, and, when the sun sets, “at last only 
the sound of  a healer playing a stringed instrument and singing plaintive 
songs gives voice to the deep quiet of  the night.”77

Imagining us back in our hunter-gatherer shoes (or bare feet), Sisson asks, 
“How did they fill a typical day?” He describes “a life of  physical  challenge but 
ample leisure . . . living by the natural ebb and flow of  lightness and darkness, 
season to season.” In their “vast amounts of  leisure time,” “children would 
play. Babies and toddlers would nurse.” At night, Sisson explains, “they would 
sing. Many would dance. Other nights might bring well-known and welcome 
stories around the intimacy of  a fire circle. Beyond the circle there would 
be little to watch on most nights but the stars and the dim silhouette of  a 
darkening landscape, the nearby sound of  the wind in the grasses and, in the 
distance, calls of  animals.”78
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Even hunting—a very unusual utopian feature—is tinted with a rosy 
glow.79 After instructing the reader to “imagine yourself  travelling back in 
time—far back,” Paleo Diet—Good or Bad? describes a bison hunt in  loving 
detail. Unlike with the “fowls that fly ready-roasted” in the Land of  Cockaigne, 
Paleo Diet—Good or Bad? recounts how, after “everyone sits down to eat,” 
“you take out meat from the bison’s body and roast it on fire. . . . [A] delicious 
well-balanced meal is served and everyone gets his share.”80

Leisure and family are foremost in many of  these social dreams, which, 
as we will see, encompass both a relaxed social structure and a larger dream 
of  economy based on “natural” evaluations of  value. As Sargent has noted, 
the subset of  mythic utopias in literature that, like the Paleo diet, look “to the 
past of  the human race” are portrayed as “achieved without human effort. 
They are a gift of  nature or the gods.”81 Indeed, the diets often emphasize how 
nature bestows an effortless economy, claiming that “life was more  leisurely 
and less stressful, the human bodies were naturally fit,” in caveman times.82 
Many dieters prefer the term play out to work out, as Paleo “playful and primal 
movement” exercise is reframed as a leisurely, fun way to express the body’s 
natural desire to move.83

Some diets venerate hard work even as they promise cave-like leisure, 
often couched in the language of  the social cohesion of  original Paleo tribes. 
“They worked hard, but had ample time for leisure activities,” acknowledges 
the 2001 Origin Diet. “During their extended ‘weekends,’” the story continues, 
“they became artists, painting caves with some of  the world’s finest pictures. 
They made elaborate jewelry to adorn their bodies. They sculpted flutes, 
played music and danced at parties.”84 The Origin Diet describes the familial 
intimacy of  hunter-gatherer society, remembering how their “lives centered 
around family and community” and “elders were honored for their wisdom” 
by children sitting around “the campfire at night to hear stories.”85 A Paleo 
cookbook similarly promotes its “home-hearty” food that “harkens back to 
when families’ [sic] took care of  each other and ate their meals together.”86 
The 2010 Paleo Solution: The Original Human Diet combines comradeship and 
leisure, describing human ancestors as “early to bed, early to rise, and lots 
of  adventure. . . . [T]hey had a strong social network, a sense of  belonging, 
variety in their work and, really, not that much drudgery.”87

Before promising that “weight loss just so happens to be a side effect of  
health and vitality,” Living Paleo for Dummies paints an even more vivid picture: 
“So how did our ancestors live? They enjoyed a balanced life of  working, 
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playing, relaxing, and worshipping.  .  .  . The kids laughed, played, and sang 
by the fire, and adults enjoyed conversation as they made plans for the next 
day. They felt closeness to one another and everyone had purpose.”88 Passages 
like these suggest how many Paleo diets do not simply seek to recapture the 
 caveman’s health but, rather, an entire healthful worldview that produced 
such community, beauty, and joy.

The Body Utopia and Recalibrating the Pleasures of  Paucity

But as one diet asks, “What does this history mean to you?”89 How does the 
body recapture its essential Paleolithic nature? We must turn to the body to 
recognize the bearing of  the story on the practice, the book on the body, 
or the myth on the manual. The “original human diet” offers an education 
of  instinct and a deliberate, guided return to an intuitive sense of  the body 
and its needs. Intuition no longer comes naturally—it must be taught. Since 
the diet authors claim that “the modern commercial world is leading our 
 natural animal instincts astray—tempting us, teasing us, ensnaring us,” the 
diet promises to repair the damage “to our innate sense of  what’s right for 
us.”90 Put another way, “the main ‘trick’ is to retrain your body; teach it to 
become more instinctive.”91

In his 1975 Stone Age Diet, Voegtlin distinguished between hunger and 
appetite, a distinction that continues to serve the Paleo community. Voegtlin 
claimed that hunger is a purely “physiological mechanism” but appetite 
is an “acquired social endowment, a conditioned reflex.”92 Voegtlin and his 
colleagues promise that caveman diets bypass the construct of  appetite so 
that the dieter can recognize hunger and, once again, eat intuitively. For the 
“one million or so years before [man] began to acquire the doubtful assets 
of  civilization,” Voegtlin wrote, “it is certain that nature also gave him a 
 similar innate wisdom to choose foods best suited for his digestive tract.”93 
After regaining true hunger, the dieter will naturally appease hunger with 
“whole” or “real” foods, effortlessly discerning what is good from what is 
valuable.

The dietetic utopia closely resembles what Lyman Tower Sargent 
 considers the “body utopia” characteristic of  the Bakhtinian carnival or 
Land of  Cockaigne. In these utopias, the desires of  the body are indulged 
with  abandon. The dietetic body utopia, on the other hand, venerates the 
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restrained appetite and the regulated body by redefining pleasure: as the 2013 
Cavewomen Don’t Get Fat promises, Paleo foods offer a “calming, sustained 
sense of  satisfaction,” not the rash rush of  a binge.94 Likewise, The Paleo 
Weight Loss Plan claims, “Once you’ve made the switch” to natural foods, an 
“entire pizza, a gallon of  ice cream,” will no longer taste delicious.95

Robert Fogarty notes that, in some ways, moderns already live in the Land 
of  Cockaigne, characterized by round-the-clock fast food, climate control, 
and surgical fountains of  youth.96 For Fogarty, this modern fast-food world is 
less utopian cornucopia than it is dystopian glut. However, the “world turned 
upside down” logic of  this land of  contraries still applies to contemporary 
utopian foodways.97 As Brenda Garrett notes, the word Cockaygne comes from 
the Latin coquina, or “cooking,” and “abundant and easy food” characterized 
many early utopian tales, often born from hardship.98 Just as privation once 
produced the “Land of  Plenty” with “plenty of  food and drink,” now the 
Land of  Plenty is producing fantasies of  paucity.99

Both utopias—medieval abandon and modern restraint—are particularly 
appealing to the poor. Class distinctions still persist in utopian foodways: like 
the underfed peasant, the (stereotypically) overfed poor today illustrate the 
enduring relationship between body size and poverty. Ironically, the rich build 
immunity to this “disease of  affluence” with tennis clubs and $15 salads, while 
cheap fast food and desk jobs dispose the poor to obesity. The Paleo diet still 
maps onto the Land of  Cockaigne, however, in its reputation for expensive-
ness. Grass-fed meats, organic produce, and raw nuts all rack up the grocery 
bill, many complain, but diet authors compare the cost of  Paleo foods with 
that of  later medical expenses. “Is it more expensive?” asks the EasyPaleo blog. 
“Yes, real foods will cost you more than fake foods,” but buying Paleo foods 
will be “saving yourself  from the inevitable medications, supplements, and 
even hospital bills that are looming in your future.”100

The sensuous pleasures of  food, so dramatized in the Land of  Cockaigne 
or Bakhtin’s carnival, are also reconceptualized in the caveman diet as tricks 
of  the wily food industry.101 “Foods in flashy wrappers are attractive, sweet 
and tempting,” cautions the 2013 Paleo Diet.102 Extreme “foods that are sweet, 
salty, full of  refined sugar, chemicals, and artificial flavors” lead only to “cheap 
food thrills,” warns the 1985 Dr. Berger’s Immune Power Diet.103 Loren Cordain 
blames the “starchy gut bombs” of  “artificial foods laced with unnatural 
combinations of  fat, carbohydrates, salt, and sugar” for making “Americans 
the fattest people on earth.”104 Or as Walter Voegtlin expounded: “Our foods 
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are chemically preserved, sweetened, colored, and flavored; they are canned, 
dehydrated, frozen, pasteurized, Fletcherized, fortified, ground, juiced, 
instantized, Osterized, precooked, prepackaged, puréed, pickled, salted, 
strained, and swallowed whole.”105 These methods of  preparation dupe the 
body into craving fake flavors—extremes of  salty, sweet, or that sneaky blend 
of  both: the Snickers bar.

Industrial food production has curdled the land of  milk and honey. “The 
food industry is a multibillion dollar machine .  .  . full of  addictively fake 
foods,” warns the 2013 77 Ways to Reshape Your Life. It continues, “But you need 
to ask yourself  ‘Would this food be available to a cave man?’”106 If  not, chances 
are that the modern food will dupe the body into mistaking deliciousness for 
goodness. Since humans are so easily hoodwinked by artificial flavors, the 
diets suggest that the traditional body utopias of  abandon no longer work 
in the modern world. Rather than relishing in an abundance of  delights, the 
dieter would wind up binging on Doritos and Diet Coke.

Only natural foods can reteach the palate to recognize value: in Cordain’s 
words, dieters must welcome the “return of  your palate as Mother Nature 
always intended it to be.”107 With an educated palate, the body—not the indus-
trial food system or the larger economy—determines value for itself. Cordain 
explains the process, assuring the dieter that “as you gradually wean yourself  
from salty, sugary, and starchy foods, your taste buds will become attuned to 
the subtle flavors and textures of  wonderful real foods.”108 He calls these “real, 
unadulterated foods.”109 In his cookbook, Cordain claims that “with the Paleo 
Diet, a fresh strawberry becomes exquisitely sweet and just right, whereas 
a fancy chocolate becomes too sweet—an artificial adulteration of  the real 
thing.”110 The 1999 NeanderThin promises that, “in time, your sensitivity to 
natural sugar will increase to the point that raw fruit and small amounts of  
honey will totally satisfy any desire for sweets that you may have.”111

Foods become “real,” or, perhaps, decommodified, when the palate 
develops sensitivity to whole foods. These “evolutionary” or real foods gain 
value—not from their position in the economy but from their relationship 
to the human body. The stomach biologizes the value of  foods: for example, 
The Everything Paleolithic Diet Book reevaluates berries for their ability to lower 
blood pressure, not for their extreme flavors or cost per pound.112 The dieter, 
then, learns to use instinctual corporeal recognition of  foods that are good; 
taste is both educated away from reckless delights and stripped of  the social 
construction of  value.
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More is at stake in the reformulation of  the body utopia from one of  
plenty to one of  paucity: pleasure is actually reinterpreted as a reevaluation 
of  quality and goodness. As Etta Madden and Martha Finch observe, utopian 
groups often use foodways to promise a future “in which human beings are 
‘saved’ by learning to slow down, develop taste memories, experience true 
pleasure.”113 This vision of  the restrained body utopia is typical of  the alterna-
tive food movement: slow foods, urban farming, farmers’ markets, and even 
Michelle Obama’s victory gardens are cloaked in the rhetoric of  restrained, 
moderated, and educated desires. As Madden and Finch note, the Slow Food 
movement “defend[s] ‘quiet material pleasures’ as the only effective antidote 
to the ‘universal folly of  the Fast Life.’”114 Further, as Ruth Levitas showed, the 
“education of  desire is part of  the process of  allowing the abstract elements 
of  utopia to be gradually replaced by the concrete,” and, in very real terms, 
the education of  the palate in the body literalizes the abstract elements of  the 
Paleo utopia.115 By the biological redefinition of  pleasure itself, the body of  
the Paleo dieter is recast as receptive to only “true” or “real” pleasures, which 
transforms those reckless pleasures of  Bakhtinian abandon into slower, more 
coy desires.

Maybe, One Day: The Caveman Diet and the Dialectics of  Utopia

“Is this you?” Dr. Gundry’s Diet Evolution asks readers: “Your skin is clear and 
unwrinkled, your slim body moves with ease and grace, and you’re blessed with 
strength, stamina, and good health.”116 Did the diet “help you become a happier 
and kinder person,” as the 2013 Cavewomen Don’t Get Fat promises?117 Or did it 
restore the Paleolithic world of  family, intimacy, and belonging that Eaton et al. 
describe? Or as they later ask, “Is it possible, then, to emulate the past?”118

In a word: no.
“Possibility and failure will forever be joined at the hip,” Joseph Winters 

argues in his study of  utopia. “Hope and promise, no matter how radical, 
 cannot escape the indelible human realities of  death, suffering, and discord,” 
he continues, and utopian projects “incorporate a sense of  the tragic quality 
of  existence.”119 Cavemen dieters aspire for ancient health but do so tragically, 
accepting that they can never revive what has always already been lost. “Unless 
the wooly mammoth is magically resurrected, it would be impractical, if  not 
impossible,” to eat as did our Paleolithic ancestors, the Alpha Male Challenge 
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admits.120 “You will not be scavenging meat from other predators. But, your 
shopping cart may be filled differently,” The Foundation Diet continues, compro-
mising the grand view of  history down to the contents of  a shopping cart.121 
Rather, moderns can only learn from prehistoric habits and apply these lessons 
to their lives. We cannot go back, the authors finally concede, but we can always 
still try by eating olive oil, walking barefoot, and dreaming of  the past.

One Paleo dieter told me in an interview, after trying dozens of  diets 
and embarking on a new one, yet again: “You still think ‘maybe,’ you just 
think ‘maybe’—maybe I can, maybe one day, maybe it will work this time.”122 
Others share this optimism: an estimated forty-five million Americans still 
spend $33 billion on weight loss products every year and choose among roughly 
twenty-five thousand diet books.123 Nearly all of  these forty-five   million 
Americans fail to lose weight or ward off  weight regain.

Why try and fail, and try again, if  failure is nearly certain? The answer, 
of  course, lies in the extraordinary power of  hope—regardless of  the failures 
it may produce—to enrich the imagination and give meaning to the world. 
Eventually, mortality overwhelms any endeavor to get and keep health—no 
matter how assiduous the dieter or promising the plan. Yet the final failure 
of  the caveman diet suggests that our hopes may be deferred by the diet, but 
they are never defeated; we are never perfect but forever perfectible.

In the end, then, the caveman diet is less concerned with losing weight 
than with creating a better world. This is what makes the caveman diet a uto-
pia. We need, however unattainable, the social dreams of  original goodness 
and faith in the future, all bound in Sargent’s utopian dialectic of  hope and 
failure. “Risen apes or fallen angels,” The Paleo Manifesto concludes, “we walk 
tall with eyes forward—one foot firmly planted on the ground of  what we are, 
the other reaching into the future of  what we can become.”124 And though we 
aspire for this future, the present pivots on that same firmly planted metonym 
of  the foot. It is this foot—that banal, bodily thing—that reminds us of  the 
cavemen we come from and the world we hope to create.
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Cannibal Tropes in Gilman’s Narrative of  Discovery: 
The Food that Fuels the Nation
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abstract
In Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s novel of  1915, Herland, three men seek to find and conquer 
a fabled “womanland” somewhere in the mysterious interior of  an unnamed but not 
“civilized” area of  the world. Herland is “discovered,” and the three men—and readers 
of  the novel—learn about its utopian social structures, most of  which are intimately 
tied to the parthenogenetic reproduction that sustains and shapes this women-only coun-
try. This essay addresses Herland’s tropes of  consumption, particularly cannibalism, 
which place it squarely in the tradition of  narratives of  discovery and exploration in the 
Americas. Figures of  cannibalism and incorporation underlie Gilman’s vision of  trans-
formation from a male-dominated psychology and society to one that is dominated by 
what she presents as either female or simply “People.” Gilman uses tropes from the lit-
erature of  discovery and exploration to power her narrative of  discovery and co-optation 
in which the usual story of  male discovery, penetration, and domination becomes one in 
which the “discovered” become the colonizing force.

keywords: cannibalism, discovery, exploration, Gilman, gynotopia, Herland, 
 incorporation, utopia 
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In Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s novel of  1915, Herland, three male explorers seek to 
find and conquer a fabled “womanland” somewhere in the mysterious interior 
of  an unnamed but clearly not “civilized” area of  the world. Though skeptical 
of  its actual existence, the three explorers follow their bemused interest, charged 
mildly with power-based sexual fantasy. In time, Herland is  “discovered,” and 
the three men—and readers of  the novel—learn about its utopian social struc-
tures, most of  which are intimately tied to the  parthenogenetic reproduction 
that sustains and shapes this women-only country. Readers have noted Herland’s 
humor, its refiguration of  the utopian space of  Gulliver’s  Travels, its place in the 
history of  women’s writing in the United States, and various aspects of   Gilman’s 
feminism. But readers have been silent on Herland’s tropes of   consumption, 
particularly cannibalism, which place it squarely in the tradition of  narratives 
of  discovery and exploration in the Americas. Figures of   cannibalism and incor-
poration underlie Gilman’s vision of  transformation from a  male-dominated 
psychology and society to one that is dominated by what she presents as either 
female or simply “People” (1979, 89;1 cf. “human beings,” rather than “female,” 
in Moving the Mountain  [Gilman 1999, 74–75]).  Gilman uses tropes from the 
 literature of  discovery and  exploration to power her narrative of  discovery 
and co-optation in which the usual story of  male  discovery,  penetration, and 
 domination becomes a story in which the  “discovered” become the colonizing 
force, although in a much more benign manner than that of  the males. Herland 
thus has some affinity with reverse-colonization narratives such as H. Rider 
Haggard’s She (1887) and participates in the long conversation about racial and 
gender othering in the Americas.

The novel is chiefly concerned with inversions and incorporations and 
with the boundaries between individual selves and collective society, figured 
in the absence of  binaristic, dominance-based sexual relationships. This par-
thenogenetic society is asexual in terms of  both reproduction and pleasure; 
there is no overt female sexuality apparent. The closest we come is in the 
description of  the ecstatic quickening that the Herlander experiences in 
beginning to parthenogenically create a baby from her own body. Even when 
three of  the Herlanders agree to become the spouses of  the three exploring 
men, the sexual aspects are fraught: The women see it as only for reproduc-
tion; the men see it as also a right of  theirs for the purposes of  pleasure. 
Van, in both Herland and its sequel, With Her in Ourland, attempts to con-
vince Ellador of  sexual intercourse’s capacity to join the married couple as 
one being—a form of  symbolic incorporation or eradication of  the self  in 
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the other—but is unsuccessful. Ellador simply has no interest in sublimating 
her self  in the other, a reasonable response to Van’s entreaties, as his initial 
 worldview involves the negation of  the female rather than the merging of  
the two.

But the merging of  the two and subsequent transformation of  the 
American male into the new female man of  Herland is the ultimate aim of  the 
novel’s utopian politics. The men are subsumed bodily into the nation. They 
are stripped naked and clothed in women’s garments—there are no other 
kinds in Herland. Their diet of  meat, gotten by violence in multiple senses, 
is replaced by a diet of  fruit, vegetables, and grains, which neither exhausts 
the natural resources of  the tiny country nor requires the Herlanders to raise 
and then slaughter animals to sustain their own bodies with the bodies of  
other  living beings. Animals that by their nature are hunters are absent from 
Herland, except for cats, which have been bred to no longer prey on other ani-
mals. In short, although the Herlanders incorporate and eradicate the distinc-
tive otherness of  other beings—predators, men, even other women—they do 
so in a nonviolent form of  peculiarly feminine metaphorical cannibalism. In 
essence they draw others into the womb of  the country and gestate them into 
the new form, making of  patriarchal men either excretory material (Terry), 
something to be digested longer and ultimately transformed ( Jeff ), or the 
New Woman-Man of  Herland (Van) through a process of  incorporation and 
assimilation.

The Figure of  the Cannibal

In Gilman’s framing chapters, a short passage cracks the humorous veneer 
of  the book, propelling attentive readers into a tale of  cannibalism and 
inversion drawn from the iconography and mythology of  the New World 
that turns the entire novel into a cannibal incorporation  narrative. 
 Cannibalism has an extraordinary power to create a space in which a 
wide range of  signs and symbols may do their cultural work. It “has a 
place  in the basic racial paranoia of  many cultures,” notes Nigel Rigby 
(1992, 172). And, as John Stratton writes, “cannibals only exist at the limit of  
 exploration. They mark the extent of  the voyage, the border of  desire, the 
fracture of   representation” (1990, 164). One might say the same for  utopia 
itself: it marks the border of  desire and the fracture of  representation. 
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Like Utopia—the topos of  Nowhere—the cannibal is a mythical figure and 
a textual strategy. Cannibalism is a discourse because it is “a function of  
naming,” writes Paul Lyons; it has “no root in any confirmed, observed 
social practice” (1995, 40), whatever its incidental occurrence may be. The 
cannibal has the same presence in the world as Utopia itself.

Only one passage directly raises the issue of  cannibalism in the novel, 
marking—Stratton again—“the edge, the fracture of  European civili-
zation” (1990, 161). In exploration documents and American literature 
through the end of  the nineteenth century, the image of  the cannibal regu-
larly bubbles up through this fracture, inserting itself  by Gilman’s time 
in such a matter-of-fact way that most readers fail to even see the refer-
ence; I am aware of  no published discussions of  this passage. In the chapter 
that opens the novel, titled “A Not Unnatural Enterprise,” the following 
exchange occurs:

“Those natives can’t get into it, or hurt it, or move it,” Terry explained 
proudly. “We’ll start our flier from the lake and leave the boat as a 
base to come back to.”

“If  we come back,” I suggested cheerfully.
“‘Fraid the ladies will eat you?” he scoffed.
“We’re not so sure about those ladies, you know,” drawled Jeff. 

“There may be a contingent of  gentlemen with poisoned arrows or 
something.”

“You don’t need to go if  you don’t want to,” Terry remarked 
drily.

“Go? You’ll have to get an injunction to stop me!” Both Jeff  and 
I were sure about that.

But we did have differences of  opinion, all the long way.
An ocean voyage is an excellent time for discussion. Now we 

had no eavesdroppers, we could loll and loaf  in our deck chairs and 
talk and talk—there was nothing else to do. Our absolute lack of  
facts only made the field of  discussion wider.

“We’ll leave papers with our consul where the yacht stays,” 
Terry planned. “If  we don’t come back in—say a month—they can 
send a relief  party after us.”

“A punitive expedition,” I urged. “If  the ladies do eat us we must 
make reprisals.” (6–7)
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In this passage, cannibalism is part of  the text’s figurative vocabulary for 
cultural interaction, a way either of  representing the reformulation of  male 
and female identity through an incorporation of  each within the other or of  
representing the aggressive colonialism characteristic of  the Euro-American 
males represented by Van, Terry, and Jeff. This would be in keeping with 
the awareness that “physical atrocities or . . . political oppression [are] often 
described as figurative cannibalism” (Rawson 1977, 669) and also that impu-
tations of  cannibalism often reflect such desires by the accuser, in this case, 
Terry, who turns out to be the least changeable of  the three males, ultimately 
a rapist. As Lyons says, a textual joke connected with cannibalism “functions 
to block from self-knowledge the desires at its source, but ironically pickles 
those confused desires” (1995, 37). According to Lyons, imputations of  canni-
balism signal an inverted representation of  the Self ’s desires: the men desire 
to devour, are uncomfortable with their own animal natures, and project that 
discomfort on the women they imagine, an interpretation easily applied to 
the misogynistic Terry.

From here to the encounter with the actual Herlanders, the text moves 
very quickly, leading readers to gloss over this passage. The moment 
remains outside the realm of  analysis. We accept that the women may be 
cannibals because this is precisely the stuff  of  which cannibal legends are 
made:  speculation in the face of  ignorance, representation of  Otherness as 
a devouring unknown, sexualized fears expressed in an anxiety over physical 
 incorporation—all issues raised by Van’s comment that “our absolute lack 
of  facts only made the field of  discussion wider.” That admission  resonates 
with the history of  the representation of  Otherness in the Americas— 
representations often written or imaged by men who had never left Europe 
and who relied on European iconography and mythology to create the can-
nibal American. Perhaps it also resonates with the colloquial usage of  man-
eater as a reference to sexually voracious women, which, according to the 
Oxford English Dictionary, appears in 1906, almost contemporaneously with 
Herland. The joking moment mimetically connects Gilman’s novel to the 
core image of  the discourse of  European colonialism. It means in this context 
“the image of  ferocious consumption of  human flesh frequently used to mark 
the boundary between one community and its others,” rather than a literal 
act (Hulme 1992, 86). The men enter Herland having couched their expecta-
tions in a discourse clearly inflected by the European discourse of  New World 
exploration, using the most significant marker of  New World Otherness.
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But it is not only the New World that inflects this early moment. Rigby 
(1992, 177) points out that in Western culture, women have been connected 
with the Fall from Grace, with paganism or spiritual regression, and with 
 cannibalism. An association of  women with cannibalism is embedded in 
Western culture, for example, in the image of  the ogress from folktales, which 
Arlette Bouloumié notes “may be a metaphor for the possessive mother who 
‘devours’ her son” either through too much love or through incest (1992, 921). 
Similarly, Gananath Obeyesekere (1992) claims that British nursery rhymes 
and folktales, such as those of  ogresses, emphasized and reinforced childhood 
fears of  cannibalism so greatly that they contributed significantly to British 
 assumptions of  Polynesian cannibalism during Captain Cook’s voyages and 
still color popular conceptions of  the South Seas today. More directly related 
to Herland, “Geneviéve Calame-Griaule stresses the link between cannibalism 
and the refusal to accept marriage” in folktales (Bouloumié 1992, 921),  calling to 
mind how the three intrepid men predicate much of  their assumptions about 
the womanland on organizing metaphors precipitated by a  marriage-based 
society. In that vein, “cannibalistic metaphors are often used to describe  sexual 
attraction” (Bouloumié 1992, 921). In addition to noting Lévi-Strauss’s well-
known linkage of  eating, sexuality, and cannibalism in La Pensée Sauvage, 
Bouloumié claims that “the ‘femme fatale’ is an ‘ogress’” and therefore can-
nibal (1992, 922). Claude Rawson refers to “the innumerable variants of  the 
predatory or ‘cannibal’ female” in his discussion of  “Homer’s Hecuba [as] 
sexual typing” (1992, 304). Rawson even  suggests that Hecuba’s willingness to 
eat human flesh is contrasted with Hector’s reluctance because “she is an old 
woman,” rather than “not Greek.” The Jesuit missionary Jean de Lèry, in his 
1578 book (see 1990) about a voyage to Brazil, explicitly connects cannibalism 
and the sexual liberation of  American Indian women. There are, in fact, clear 
thematic and ideological parallels between Gilman’s Herland and de Lèry’s tale 
of  a hidden society whose women fill completely different roles from those 
with which he was familiar. One might make much of  the smooth, hairless 
skin of  the Herlanders and similar early descriptions of  American Indians. 
Van, Terry, and Jeff  observe the absence of  facial and body hair among the 
Herlanders (73) in precisely the same manner that early European explor-
ers of  the New World were surprised to find that American Indians did not 
fulfill their expectations of  hairy Wild Men. Their initial imagination of  the 
Herlanders as cannibals is in perfect keeping with the tradition of  Othering 
they have inherited, for, as Anthony Fothergill has it, “cannibalism has been 
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the stock-in-trade of  European inscriptions of  the non-European Other 
since Herodotus, and it epitomizes categorical  transgression” (1992, 56–57). 
A  society of  women is a categorical transgression if  ever there was one.

Characterization of  Women in Herland

Gilman uses a trope that was a significant feature of  European discourse 
about the New World. If  we grant Hulme’s claim that whenever cannibalism 
enters a text, it brings with it the entire baggage of  the history of   European 
colonial relations with the Americas, but not necessarily consciously, then the 
exchange between Terry and Van displays male trepidation at the thought of  
finding the land of  the Amazons and being, while there, incorporated into 
that land and its body politic. The image suggests additional interpretive 
possibilities for examining Van’s figurative language, as when he describes 
the three men, taken captive, as “borne inside, struggling manfully, but held 
secure most womanfully, in spite of  our best endeavors” (23). In addition to its 
image of  being physically incorporated, Van’s description evokes  Bouloumié’s 
connection of  cannibalism with smothering motherhood.

It might help at this point to examine some of  the other ways the explor-
ers describe the women of  Herland: as savages, food, and animals. The ini-
tial meeting of  Jeff, Terry, and Van with Celis, Alima, and Ellador calls to 
mind iconic representations of  South American Amazons or Indians, as either 
naked or brightly adorned and, at least according to Vespucci and other male 
Europeans, fascinated by the clothing and virility of  the invading men (an 
assumption that Terry in particular seems to share). The later description 
of  the women of  Herland as physically strong, “athletic . . . light and pow-
erful,” and “in the full bloom of  health, erect, serene, standing sure-footed 
and light” calls to mind Vespucci’s phrases about South American Amazons: 
“These women . . . betray no defect in their bodies . . . nor are they gross in 
form . . . and this is because they are so well fleshed. . . . [N]one among them 
has sagging breasts” (cited in Moffitt and Sebastian 1996, 148). The women of  
Herland inhabit the same textual space as these earlier fictional women under 
the gaze of  male explorers: men in Herland and in history prove equally fanci-
ful and hobbled by their imaginations.

These explorers assume savagery: “Look out for a poisoned arrow in your 
eye,” Van says to Terry as he begins to climb in search of  the Herlanders they 
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can hear hiding in a tree (14). The women are likened to “bright big birds” and 
then “peaches! . . . Peacherinos—apricot-nectarines! Whew!” by Terry (15). 
They are “bright and smooth as parrots” (15). Their speech, unintelligible to 
the men, is “a torrent of  soft talk . . . no savage sing-song, but clear  musical 
fluent speech” (15). The men cannot get the three women to approach. Terry 
says, “Have to use bait” (16), likening the three to hunters hunting prey; the 
bait he chooses is a bit of  bright jewelry. Alima is described as having an 
expression “more like an intent boy . . . than of  a girl” (16): more sexual or 
chiastic inversion. Terry, meanwhile, has a “look in his eyes—it was like a crea-
ture about to spring” (16). He is unsuccessful when he makes his move. The 
women descend, “fairly pouring themselves” down, and run off  swiftly. Van 
admits, “We might as well have chased wild antelopes” (17).

Describing the women of  Herland as “bright and smooth as parrots” likens 
them to a South American bird associated with the allegedly cannibal Indians 
who used the parrot’s bright plumage as decorative dress. Additionally, and again 
recalling early debates about the humanity of  Indians, the parrot signifies an 
animal who can mimic the speech of  Man. More overtly, the declaration that the 
women of  Herland are “peaches,” “peacherinos,” and  “apricot-nectarines” likens 
them to edible fruit that is also a euphemism for female genitalia, again connot-
ing cannibalism. The connection between oral sexual activity and  cannibalism is 
most particularly associated with psychoanalytic readings of  traditional European 
folktales but also with the writings of  early “explorers” of  South America. Jean 
de Lèry, for example, explicitly connects female sexual  freedom, oral sex, and 
cannibalism in his sixteenth-century writings on the Indians of  South America. 
Finally, the women of  Herland are occasionally  likened to food animals—as 
antelopes and as being “calm as cows” (22).

But these women are not only seen as animals or fruit to be consumed by 
men. They have an alternative form of  social organization that de-emphasizes 
masculinist individuality. They have “not the rigid discipline of  soldiers; there 
was no sense of  compulsion about them” (22). Theirs is a willing and commu-
nal participation in the life of  the group, similar to “tribal” groups whose social 
and governmental structures challenged European property-based legal and 
hierarchical systems in the colonial encounter. Van’s observations connect 
the women of  Herland with the kind of  “native indolence” that characterizes 
white representations of  native Otherness during  exploration and coloniza-
tion. Conquistadores attributed their ability to conquer South America to the 
lack of  discipline, for instance, among the resident nations. In a connected 
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image, the women of  Herland live in buildings reminiscent of  pre-Incan 
architecture (30). The specific reference to pre-Incan  architecture also calls to 
mind the allegation that the pre-Incan cultures were sites of  bloody human 
sacrifice and ritual, socialized cannibalism. How much more resonant, then, 
is the later revelation that “all that they ate was fruit of   motherhood” (59), 
a phrase whose multiple meanings include the sense of  their food coming 
from this nation of  the Mother cult and the sense of  their food coming from 
within their own species?

Incorporation and Feminization of  Men’s Bodies 
into the Body Politic

When Van reports that the women “listened closely, with the usual note-taking” 
(63), and that they “had been extracting the evidence without our knowing of  it 
all the time” (144), it is clear that they are incorporating the cultural body of  the 
men into the cultural body of  Herland. And this is largely what does  happen 
to Van, Terry, and Jeff. They are steadily incorporated. First, their clothing is 
taken from them, and they are given the same clothing that the women wear, 
 outwardly feminizing them. No matter how much the Herlander clothing  differs 
from the clothing of  American women in 1915, it is women’s clothing and under-
garments. Their diet is similarly altered—no meat, no brandy, no cigars. This 
changes their bodies by altering the composition of  the nutritive materials that 
are reconstituted and used as their energy and physicality. They take part in the 
national program of  physical culture, reshaping themselves in the manner of  the 
women as best they can. And they spend the bulk of  their time either learning 
about Herland or divesting themselves of  information about their own  society. 
They do not lose that information, but in the act of  telling the Herlanders facts 
and ideas about Euro-American society they are also challenged to rethink their 
beliefs and attitudes toward those facts and the society that they describe. In 
this way, they are intellectually, spiritually, and morally challenged and reshaped 
as Herlanders, replacing the masculine American Self  with a  Herland Self, a 
 wholesale accommodation that eradicates the men who enter the country and 
incorporates them into the body of  the Herland state and society. That they 
are differently incorporated is not important here; what is important is that 
the eugenicist and incorporative operations of  Herland are a form of  symbolic 
 cannibalism and transformation.
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We think of  the cultural body, the body of  language, and the body of  
the nation, all intertwined, because we organize our world primarily through 
language. Cannibalism itself  is first and foremost a linguistic construct, a 
mistranscription reported by Father Bartolomé de las Casas as appearing in 
Columbus’s journal on November 23, 1492, and rapidly replacing all other 
European words for the concept of  people eating people. It is an able and apt 
metaphor that has since been applied in virtually every conceivable situation, 
from describing economic activity to describing the act of  taking parts from 
one machine to repair another. It is a discourse more than an act, a  “function 
of  naming” (Lyons 1995, 40). Indeed, if  we are creatures of  the word, then 
to be recorded, to be rewritten, is at some level to be cannibalized into the 
 linguistic corpus of  the Other. Terry resists this with his own attempt to 
assign nonsense names to the three teachers assigned to their education; his 
is an instance of  what Stratton summarizes as an attempt to control  meaning, 
which “in the colonial context, means controlling, limiting excessiveness” 
(1990, 174), such as the excessiveness of  women being in charge and men being 
subservient. Although the ultimate threat from the women of  Herland is to 
literally obliterate Terry’s consciousness and life through anesthesia (146), an 
enactment of  the abjection and terror that cannibalism evokes through its 
threat to obliterate the Self, the real absorption and chiastic-cum- cannibalistic 
inversion takes place through the incorporation of  the cultural body and 
 language of  the three men into the cultural body and language of  Herland. 
The novel thus vividly displays male anxiety regarding the obliteration of  the 
male Self  in the female Other, an anxiety that appears variously in our culture 
as, for example, vagina dentata.

Overt cannibalism as a threat signifies male anxiety about what might 
be found in the land of  women: eradication of  maleness. But the text also 
contains figures of  symbolic incorporation that play off  the cannibal trope 
as well as its connection to maternal and other tropes of  feminine incorpora-
tion or monstrous femininity. As the men chase the women after their first 
sighting of  Herlanders, their perceptions begin to change, with even Terry 
noting that “this is no savage country” and all three wondering where the 
men are (19). Once in town, the erstwhile hunters are faced with a large band 
of  women and then flanked by another and driven forward until surrounded 
(19). They are engulfed, enclosed, by the womblike band of  women they 
have imagined to be cannibals. Van has “that sense of  being hopelessly in 
the wrong that I had so often felt in early youth” (19). Suddenly he and Jeff 
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are like “small boys, very small boys caught doing mischief  in some  gracious 
lady’s house” (19). Terry merely responds as a cornered animal trying to find 
an escape route (21). Their defeat is an act of  symbolic incorporation. Terry 
tries to break loose and even fires his weapon, at which point the men are 
overwhelmed by superior numbers and then “lifted like children, straddling 
helpless children, and borne onward, wriggling indeed, but most ineffectu-
ally” (23). They are taken into “a high inner hall,” presided over by “a majestic 
gray-haired woman who seemed to hold a judicial position,” and immedi-
ately rendered unconscious with anesthesia (23). They have thus lost aware-
ness of  self  after having been incorporated bodily into the womblike interior 
of  Herland. Having been brought before a judge, they lose their legal subjec-
tivity as American males and enter the liminal zone between the legal regime 
of  their homes and that of  Herland.

But their transformation within the body politic is not yet complete. Van 
awakens and describes a bed that is a complete picture of  genteel Western 
domesticity, linen and counterpane of  comfort (24). As all three men are “in a 
long nightrobe, a sort of  seamless garment,” they have been undressed and, 
presumably, examined by the women of  Herland. Terry remarks upon this 
with delight (25). They find clothing in a closet—“but not ours”—and dress, 
thus beginning their transformation into New Men, by becoming outwardly 
women of  Herland (25). Having bathed and been let out of  the bedroom into 
a room with eighteen women—a six-to-one ratio for safety—they breakfast 
on fruit, nuts, and cakes, and then, “our education began” (27).

The binarism with which the men view the women continues as a series 
of  inversions that contrast the masculinist and individualist society of  the 
men with the collectivist, “primitive” society of  the women. During their 
one, abortive escape attempt, Van compares the three men to “so many 
creeping savages,” continuing the reversal of  the male/female positions (39). 
When the men reach their airplane, after having been distracted by Celis, 
Ellador, and Alima, “there rose up from all around the sturdy forms, the quiet 
determined faces we knew so well”: out-savaged by the civilized women (42). 
And the men are gathered in again by a force that counters their  masculinist 
and  individualist tendencies: “These women evidently relied on numbers, 
not so much as a drilled force but as a multitude actuated by a common 
impulse” (42).

As the men are incorporated into Herland, they begin to under-
stand the women of  Herland as distinctively different from women they 
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have known all their lives: “These women, whose essential distinction of  
 motherhood was the dominant note of  their whole culture, were strik-
ingly deficient in what we call ‘femininity.’ This led me very promptly to 
the conviction that those ‘feminine charms’ we are so fond of  are not femi-
nine at all, but mere reflected masculinity—developed to please us because 
they had to please us, and in no way essential to the real fulfillment of  
their great process” (59). Van is transforming through affect into the male 
version of  Herland’s New Woman. Indeed, all three are gradually accom-
modating themselves to their new  status: “Into this quiet lovely land, 
among these wise, sweet, strong women, we, in our easy assumption of  
superiority, had suddenly arrived; and now, tamed and trained to a degree 
they considered safe, we were at last brought out to see the country, to 
know the people” (72). The men have been observed, from their naked 
bodies to their innermost thoughts and ideas, and have been at least tem-
porarily remade into subjects of  Herland. Van’s transformation is the most 
dramatic and is signaled by his outward changes as much as inward. For 
instance, he says that the clothes are “as comfortable as our own—in some 
ways more so—and undeniably better looking” and include a panoply of  
pockets (73). His acceptance, even embrace, of  wearing women’s cloth-
ing signifies his movement into a liminal space between his identity as an 
American man and that of  a Herlander. Jeff  and Terry are less popular with 
the Herlanders than Van is. Somel tells him that it is “because you seem 
more like us” (89). He is offended at first, thinking that he has been called 
womanish, but recalls that he does not see these women in the same light 
as American women. Somel asks him if  it is not true that “surely there are 
characteristics which belong to People. . . . That’s what I mean about you 
being more like us—more like People. We feel at ease with you” (89).

Ultimately this ease leads to the marriages between Van and Ellador, Jeff 
and Celine, and Terry and Alima, another chiastic interchange between the 
two cultures in which the men are incorporated into Herland. After nego-
tiating such details as whether the women will take on the names of  their 
new husbands, there is a “great triple wedding in the biggest temple of  all,” 
at which a new song, “about the New Hope for their people—the New Tie 
with other lands—Brotherhood as well as Sisterhood, and, with evident awe, 
Fatherhood,” is performed (119). The ceremony thus represents also a sym-
bolic marriage of  two juridical systems that Somel describes as “the dawn of  
a new era . . . you join us to our kind” (119). The marriage ceremony leads to 
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the final dramatic passages, in which the degree of  incorporation each man 
has experienced is fully revealed.

Van is the narrator and the most clear-eyed about Herland, as Somel 
has told him. Jeff  marries Celine, impregnates her, and stays in Herland. But 
he does so with the noncritical passion of  the convert. He is incapable of  
challenging the Herlander view of  the world, not because it is so manifestly 
 better but because his conception of  woman is of  a creature to be cared for 
by men. Given his druthers, he would gladly imprison his wife in a house with 
the children while he goes about and gathers their food and money. Liberated 
from this by the Herlanders, he nonetheless persists in his view of  women as 
essentially different and in particular as objects to be worshiped rather than 
equals with whom life is to be shared.

Terry is violent and arrogant. He is a too-close-to-the-truth stereotype, a 
person who will assert and attempt to take marital privilege, a person whose 
contempt for other men is only bested by his contempt for women. He states 
baldly that in his view competition—struggle—is the central fact of  existence. 
And in his view, men are better at struggling than women. Much of  the novel 
is occupied by Terry’s assertion of  his rights as a man—to rule, to have female 
sexual attention, to come and go as he pleases, to provide or not as he pleases, 
and to determine unilaterally the nature of  all his relationships.

Van is the one truly transformed by Herland. He begins in the middle, 
a devotee of  soft sciences dedicated to understanding human nature and 
human variation. He is well educated but neither a professional scientist—
a  dispassionate observer—nor a professional engineer, builder, or other 
highly masculine occupation. As he says, “They needed a doctor, and that 
gave Jeff  an excuse for dropping his just opening practice; they needed Terry’s 
experience, his machine, and his money; and as for me, I go in through 
Terry’s  influence” (2). He is a sociologist—he refers to it as his “major”—and 
says that the sociologist has “to back that up with a lot of  other sciences, of  
course . . . [being] interested in them all” (2). This openness enables him to be 
fully incorporated as a Herlander, in contrast with males in the outside world.

The society described by implication in Herland—the outside world of  
Gilman’s readers—is thoroughly dominated by perspectives most clearly 
allied with Terry. This is largely a binarism that puts men on top of  women 
and dominant men on top of  other men. The binarism is writ large in the con-
flicts between nations and is guided by the religious beliefs of  the dominant 
Christians. Economies and households alike are held to be sites of  struggle, 
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and struggle itself  is held to be constitutive of  growth and  development. 
Inequality is held to be a natural state because people are held to be natu-
rally more or less capable, as their birth into different places and social classes 
makes evident. The natural gifts or abilities of  men and women separate 
them into different spheres, as do the natural gifts of  the wealthy and the 
poor. Such inequities are not held to be problems in social organization, and 
thus the lies they tell to themselves about democratic society are not per-
ceived as lies. Only Van and Jeff  confront this. Jeff, for his part, reveals uncom-
fortable truths about the outside world, such as the women living in poverty. 
But he does so to further his efforts to conquer by romantic love. Van does so 
as part of  his confrontation with the new world he is experiencing as it is. The 
end result is the New Woman—Ellador—and the New Man—Van. Ellador 
educates him into a new ontological status, which results in the birth of  a son 
at the end of  With Her in Ourland: a new society born from the complex incor-
porative dynamic between Ellador and Van and thus between masculinist and 
Herlander social organization.

Significance of  Cannibalism in Herland

What this reading reveals is the trace of  the cannibal in the text of  Herland as 
part of  its narrative of  Subject–Object reversal that transforms men in uto-
pias. It is probably telling that Gilman reverses the men’s position so soon after 
they see the women as potentially cannibal—the chiastic reversal of  observ-
ing men into (feminized) observed men, from subjects to objects, is precisely 
the operation of  cannibalism in culture.2 It is the reversal of  Self  into Other 
by violent and complete assimilation. Chiasmus is a rhetorical figure named 
after the Greek letter x—chi. As a figure, it refers to syntactical inversion at the 
level of  the phrase or passage: “To the town went he, and the country she.” 
In more metaphorical usages, certain inversions, as of  Subject/Object, Male/
Female, and so on, are seen as chiastic in order to conceive of  the one  melting 
into or being absorbed by the other. Sanford Budick points out that while 
we can think of  chiasmus in terms of  simple reversals, that is,  “antithesis or 
 negation . . . it is more accurate to say that a  chiasmus is a movement of  two 
sets of  opposed signs (two binarisms) in which the pattern AB:BA is only 
one interim possibility” (1996, 227). Citing Henri Suhamy’s study of   rhetorical 
 figures, Budick moves from the recognition that a chiasmus is a mirror in 
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which “the binary terms . . . as much reflect as oppose each other” to the insight 
that  chiasmus is a model of  “the problem of  other minds” in its  figuration of  
the act of  thinking from what is us to what is not us and the reversal into 
thinking from what is not us to what is us (1996, 227–28). The application of  
chiasmus in the theorizing of  cannibalism as a problem between Self  and 
Other ought to be readily apparent. At precisely the  midpoint of  Herland’s 
metaphorical chiasmus, on pages 72 and 73 of  the 146-page Pantheon edition, 
as Van, Terry, and Jeff  work from their egocentric stances toward their trans-
formation, the men realize that it is they who are the savages. At the center 
of  this  chiasmus, Van even notes that among women of  the United States, 
Terry “seemed only a fit complement to their intense femininity” but that 
his  complementary   status was altered with time in Herland. The chapter 
 “Comparisons Are Odious” ends with Van’s awareness that they “in [their] 
easy assumption of  superiority, had suddenly arrived; and now, tamed and 
trained to a degree . . . considered safe, . . . were at last brought out to see the 
country, to know the people” (72). The phrase “tamed and trained” begins 
the next chapter, “Our Growing  Modesty.” Both this passage and the title 
of  chapter 7 call to mind the  “cannibal tours” of  the nineteenth century, in 
which the South Sea Island “savages” were  displayed according to protocols 
that were common in Western culture by the time Montaigne wrote “Of  
Cannibals.” These men are savages on display before the court. This is the 
exact moment of  chiastic inversion, when the  “civilized” men are revealed 
to themselves as having been “savages” and having now crossed from their 
savage status into the society of  the civilized. It is the moment when they are 
more civilized than savage, although they are far from completely through 
their chiastic inversion. The men have passed through this center point and 
are allowed outside without their “pentagonal bodyguard” (74). They have 
been  incorporated. Granted, it does not take, Terry proves more savage 
than civilized, and he quickly moves back through the center point of  the 
 chiasmus, the true cannibal, the repressed returned.

Conclusion

Gilman’s novel applies this powerful image of  alterity to women, adapting 
earlier representations of  Native Americans as the cannibal threat to the 
American Self  into a more general figure of  consumption and transformation 
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in the political body. It participates in a long history of  such tropes.  Gilman 
presents an alternative to patriarchal capitalism and citizen-formation that is 
presented to the reader through a complex tropology of  cannibalism, a can-
nibalistics. Herlanders are a completely different sort of  people with respect 
to virtually all aspects of  what Van and the other men consider normative 
behaviors, such as those connected to religious and funereal practices. “They 
were inconveniently reasonable, those women,” on such matters (55). And, 
owing to the absence of  men, they simply do not have a conceptual frame-
work for understanding gender-based divisions of, for example, labor: “Here 
you have human beings, unquestionably, but what we were slow in under-
standing was how these ultra-women, inheriting only from women, had elim-
inated not only certain masculine characteristics, which of  course we did not 
look for, but so much of  what we had always thought essentially feminine” 
(57). As Minna Doskow points out (Gilman 1999), Herland appears between 
two other major utopian texts, Moving the Mountain and With Her in Ourland, 
and has similarities to but also significant differences from the early “baby” 
utopia and the final pessimistic retreat. My reading here is specific to Herland, 
a novel in which the possibility of  utopian transformation is strongly present; 
in the sequel, the decision to leave the outside world and return to Herland’s 
cloisters implies that utopian change is unlikely, particularly in the short term. 
But let me conclude by placing Herland in relation to the other two texts.

By sending Ellador and Van out to explore and report back, the Herlanders 
have sent a representative of  their ideas and practices into the world. Ellador 
does not actively proselytize for Herland’s beliefs, and she does not describe for 
outsiders the kind of  life that she and her fellow Herlanders live. But she does 
question and challenge and discuss and interrogate and observe and judge. 
Although Van and Ellador return to Herland, Terry, of  course, remains in the 
outside world. The implication, however slim, is that there is some element 
of  bidirectionality. Moreover, there is the sense that the master narrative of  
colonial subjugation of  unlettered and uncivilized savages is given the lie, par-
ticularly in the deliberately ironic stance through which the differences with 
the male-dominated society of  the outside world are communicated to the 
reader, in an attempt to transform the reader (Doskow, in Gilman 1999, 27). 
But it is also true in the less tangible sense of  the text’s stance toward canni-
balism and other tropes of  incorporation and feminization.

Gilman presents Herland through a male narrator, as she does with 
the other two major utopian novels she wrote. This male narrator arrives 

UTS 26.1_07_Sands.indd   140 16/03/15   3:32 PM



141

peter sands: Cannibal Tropes in Gilman’s Narrative of  Discovery

in Herland with preconceptions about what the society, composed entirely 
of  women, must be like. Those preconceptions are in part signaled by 
the cannibal trope, which in the novel represents extreme Otherness: an 
Other so different that it will literally consume the Self, transforming it 
into mere food. But the trope has a more subtle function. The men are not 
literally cooked and eaten but are instead taken bodily into the state—into 
the body politic—and transformed into not excreta but lifeblood for the 
society of  Herland. They are the vehicle by which sexual reproduction is 
reintroduced to Herland. The novel is silent on the question of  whether 
this is ultimately a good thing. On the evidence of  conditions in Herland 
itself, Gilman could be arguing that a society only of  women could get 
along just fine, thank you very much, at least so long as the impossibili-
ties surrounding reproduction were solved. But With Her in Ourland seems 
to acknowledge that biological reproduction will be with us for some 
time and that what is important is the transformation of  men into more 
 womanlike  creatures, the very issue with which Moving the Mountain opens 
(Gilman 1999, 37–45); such a transformation of  gender identity will enable 
social transformation. In Herland, cannibalism has the constitutive power, 
which is the power to continually create a new state, always in potential 
transformation from the real toward the more ideal, a process of  utopian 
incorporation, transformation, and expression.

Notes

1. Gilman 1979 is hereafter cited parenthetically in the text only by page number.
2. See Sands 2003 for a fuller discussion of  chiasmus and cannibalism.
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abstract
Ruth Ozeki structures the narrative of  All Over Creation around the cultivation of  
a transgenic food crop, which provokes a debate exploiting a number of  widespread 
representations of  genetically modified organisms (GMOs). The article focuses on the 
anti-GMO rhetoric, which offers a utopian discourse of  agriculture clearly embedded 
within the pastoral convention, with genetic modification techniques represented as an 
intrusive “machine in the garden” and the mythological figure of  the farmer exploited 
to fit the scope of  the American context of  the story. Exposing the conventions and 
mythologies behind the environmentalist narrative against the genetic engineering of  
plants, Ozeki’s text demonstrates how the contrasting anti-GMO utopianism and 
pro-GMO techno-utopianism are both deeply rooted in the Western tradition, with 
its cultural and linguistic tendencies to objectify nature and conceptualize it as a 
female. Examining the value of  genetically modified crops to different social groups, 
Ozeki’s narrative accurately represents the complexities surrounding the contempo-
rary practice of  agriculture and opens up a discursive space for  reformulating the 
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rarely explored human–plant relationship, suggesting that neither kind of  utopianism 
can serve as a conceptual framework for assessing the potential dangers and benefits 
of  the introduction of  GMOs into ecosystems and human bodies.

keywords: Ruth Ozeki, All Over Creation, genetically modified organism, 
 environmentalism, transgenics, agrarian utopia

In The Environmental Imagination, Lawrence Buell remarks that the contempo-
rary engagement with environmental issues in American  culture is expected 
to constantly oscillate “between utopian and dystopian  scenarios that began 
in the last century to continue unabated into the next as the switch flicks back 
and forth depending on whatever scientific  breakthrough or  technological 
foul-up dominates public attention.”1 One of  the  leading  topics of  today’s 
 public debate is the production and consumption of   genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs). While in her first novel, My Year of  Meats, Ruth Ozeki 
explores the human–animal connection within the  context of  the meat 
 industry, in her second work, entitled All Over Creation, she directs her  attention 
to the cross-species relationship between humans and plants, structuring her 
narrative around the cultivation of  a transgenic food crop, the NuLife potato. 
In her examination of  Ozeki’s second novel, Susan McHugh points out that 
 narratives investigating the topic of   transgenics tend to focus on genetically 
engineered animals, even though it is mainly through  genetically modified 
(GM) plants that societies relate to transgenic  organisms.2 In  Ozeki’s novel, this 
rarely explored relation between humans and genetically  engineered plants 
inspires a variety of  attitudes, expressed in the rhetoric of  the  proponents and 
opponents of  GMOs.

The present study focuses on the environmentalist, anti-GMO utopianism 
and its articulation of  an agrarian utopia, in which the practice of  agriculture 
is based on a mutualistic relationship between humans and nature, perhaps 
best captured in the following fragment: “The wondrous thing about nature, 
her gift to us, is her wanton promiscuity. She reproduces herself  with aban-
don, with teeming, infinite generosity. The first knuckle-dragging  humanoid 
to realize this became the world’s first farmer, and all the farmers who came 
after for thousands of  years knew this, too. They saved seeds from their 
 harvest, planted them, harvested them, and so it went, on and on, in a perfect, 
perpetually interconnected wheel of  life. Until now.”3 This pastoral vision of  
land cultivation sacralizes nature and genders it as female, demonstrating a 
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tendency that can be traced in discourses of  nature produced by Western 
ecological activism.4 Translated into the context of  the GMO critique, the 
sacralization of  nature promotes an understanding of  DNA recombination 
technologies as humans’ disruptive and malevolent attempt at controlling the 
natural environment. This line of  thought is evident, for instance, in an influ-
ential essay published by Prince Charles, who locates genetic engineering 
as ungodly and artificial: “Mixing genetic material from species that cannot 
breed naturally, takes us into areas that should be left to God. We should not 
be meddling with the building blocks of  life in this way.”5

In All Over Creation, Ozeki explores the utopian vision of  agriculture 
through her characters’ engagement in the critique of  genetic engineering. 
By allowing readers to detect the conventions and mythologies in which her 
environmental activists situate their utopianism, Ozeki exposes the  disturbing 
similarities behind anti- and pro-GMO rhetoric. Ecological utopianism and 
technological utopianism are both deeply rooted in the Western tradition, 
with its cultural and linguistic tendencies to objectify nature and  conceptualize 
it as a female, contrasted with a civilized male. The pastoral convention and 
the mythological figure of  a farmer, particularly relevant to the American 
context, are demonstrated to power both the anti-GMO rhetoric of  environ-
mental activists and the pro-GMO discourses of  nature produced by those 
who promote genetic engineering as an answer to the growing demand for 
certain food crops. The narrative of  All Over Creation embraces the complexi-
ties surrounding the contemporary practice of  agriculture without reducing 
the conflicting interests into totalizing narratives based on the premises about 
the human–nature relationship that inform the ecological and technological 
varieties of  utopianism. By voicing real concerns behind the cultivation of  
GM crops and the values it entails for different social groups, Ozeki enriches 
the public debate on transgenics, opening up a discursive space for reformu-
lating the cross-species relationship between humans and nature.

The plot of  All Over Creation focuses on the story of  a Japanese American 
woman whose return to her hometown motivates the novel’s examination 
of  current agricultural practices. Coming back to Liberty Falls, Idaho, Yumi 
Fuller witnesses the arrival of  a radical eco-activist group called the Seeds of  
Resistance, whose members, much in the style of  Ken Kesey and the Merry 
Pranksters, roam the American land in a vehicle run on biodiesel,  preaching 
against genetic engineering. The primary motive behind their presence in 
such a politically insignificant location is the group’s fascination with the 
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writings of  Yumi’s father. The Seeds of  Resistance construe Lloyd Fuller 
as their ideological guru due to the passionate pamphlets he sends to the 
 clients of  a seed-distribution venture he manages with his Japanese war bride, 
Momoko. The interests of  the Seeds of  Resistance and Lloyd converge in 
their concern about the domination of  corporations over American agricul-
ture. The days of  independent farming are long gone, as agriculture becomes 
 “agribusiness,”6 forcing farmers to change their practice to produce crops 
that fit the commercial paradigm of  American capitalism. The threatening 
presence of  corporations is best captured in one of  Lloyd’s letters: “I have 
witnessed firsthand the demise of  the American family farm. I have seen how 
large Corporations hold the American Farmer in thrall, prisoners to their 
 chemical tyranny.”7 Sketching a vision of  corporate domination over agricul-
ture and locating genetic engineering as an example of  the industry’s most 
recent attempt at controlling the practice of  farming, the Seeds of  Resistance 
construct a utopian vision of  land cultivation, preaching for the return of  the 
natural order in agriculture by delineating a strict boundary between what 
they consider nature and artifice.

The presence of  the Seeds of  Resistance on Fuller Farm sets a peaceful 
tone for the otherwise chaotic household, where Yumi struggles to take care 
of  her three children, together with her dying father and dementia-stricken 
mother. Ozeki’s sympathetic representation of  the Seeds is contrasted with 
the ethical dubiousness of  the pro-GMO side, in particular Elliot Rhodes, 
a former teacher who had an illicit affair with fourteen-year-old Yumi, 
now a ruthless public relations manager for Cynaco. On the surface, the 
 narrative of  All Over Creation seems to favor the environmentalist attitudes, 
or as Molly  Wallace argues, the novel itself  can be considered an example 
of  the anti-GMO  discourse.8 Interestingly, Ozeki reduces the expression of  
the pro-GMO techno-utopianism to one speech excerpt edited by Rhodes, in 
which he argues that environmentalist movements that fight against genetic 
engineering belong in the cultural domain of  the 1960s and encloses their 
agenda in one argument: “The target of  their opposition is progress.”9 The 
representation of  the pro-GMO side of  the conflict is problematized by 
Rhodes’s supervisor—at some point in the novel, Duncan warns Rhodes 
about the consequences of  bad diet, explaining, “Food is sacred, Elliot. Food 
is life.”10 This kind of  linguistic expression belongs to the rhetoric of  the 
Seeds, who in fact use the exact same phrase in their promotional leaflet—
“Food is life. You are what you eat.”11 Even though All Over Creation focuses 
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on the environmentalist side of  the conflict, it can hardly be considered a text 
embedded within the anti-GMO rhetoric. The novel’s examination of  utopian 
attitudes demonstrates that neither ecological utopianism nor  technological 
utopianism can serve as a conceptual framework for assessing the potential 
dangers and benefits brought by the introduction of  GMOs into ecosystems 
and human bodies.

Species Boundary—The Flounder-Tomato

Early in the novel, Geek introduces the Seeds of  Resistance in the  following 
words: “We target a range of  food-related issues. Right now it’s genetic 
 engineering. We drive around the country to communities and engage with the 
people and do actions. Basic biotech. Consciousness Raising 101.”12 The reader 
is granted a glimpse into the kind of  protesting convention employed by the 
Seeds in an episode at the Thrifty Foods store, where one of  the activists dons a 
costume of  Mr. Potato Head and, in a theatrical series of  questions and answers, 
presents shocking information about the staples of  the American diet.13 Ozeki 
might have been inspired by a similarly melodramatic event that took place in 
2002 at a Toronto supermarket, described by Jennie Addario as such: “Nothing 
on this day seems unusual until, suddenly, about 50 protesters march toward the 
grocery store, chanting, ‘Hey hey, ho ho, leave our DNA alone.’ . . . Another 
[woman] is far more creative: she is dressed from top to bottom as a gigantic, 
plump, red tomato, complete with a large stem and leaf  jutting from her head 
and, bursting out from her vegetable belly, a fish head with eyes, fins, and gills.”14

The real and fictional episodes emphasize the reduced character of  
 public debate about transgenics. In both happenings, the protesters argue 
their claims using a highly controversial urban legend about tomatoes, which 
supposedly contain fish genes. Alan McHughen points out in Pandora’s Picnic 
Basket that the image of  the fish-tomato has been used by the media to “incite 
public fear by creating an unnecessary scare out of  shadows and inadvertently 
diverting attention from legitimate safety concerns with GM products.”15 
A California biotechnological company had indeed tried to transmit a gene 
from a type of  Arctic flounder to tomato in order to protect the fruit from 
frost, but its attempt was unsuccessful, and the tomato was never commer-
cialized.16 McHughen further explains that the flounder-tomato has in the 
public mind merged with a different engineered variety created in the same 
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laboratories, the Flavr Savr tomato, which was marketed for just three years 
and had nothing in common with the flounder–tomato cross.17 This mix-up is 
symptomatic of  the general state of  the debate on transgenic organisms, with 
mass media promoting voices that contribute to the misinformation about 
the production and characteristics of  GMOs.

The image of  the flounder-tomato has become a favorite of  GMO opponents 
because it reflects the general concerns of  environmental  activists— maintaining 
species boundaries and cultivating natural biodiversity. The Seeds of  Resistance 
criticize conventional farming, which answers the global demand for certain food 
crops by growing monocultures, treating biodiversity as simply  “inconvenient to 
mechanized farming.”18 Among the vast fields of  Idaho’s genetically  identical 
potatoes, the Seeds find a surprising solace in what appears to be a paradise 
of  plant heterogeneity—Momoko’s garden full of  rare and exotic  species, “an 
extravagance of  blooms, in sizes and colors and shapes.”19 The garden perfectly 
represents the idea of  an uncontrolled proliferation of  nature, which stands in 
stark contrast to the ordered farming practices of  Liberty Falls  “spudmen,” who 
are all “into total control.”20 When Lloyd Fuller used to farm his beloved potato 
monoculture, he considered his wife’s chaotic garden “a confusion of   flowers, 
fruits, and vegetables.”21 Due to his deteriorating health, Lloyd quits large-scale 
farming and becomes more accepting of  the biodiversity in Momoko’s  garden. 
In one of  his pamphlets, he states that “anti-exoticism is Anti-Life,” since it is 
“explicitly racist” and the propaganda of  the “Agribusiness and Chemical 
Corporations as yet another means of  peddling their weed killers.”22 Cultivating 
Fullers’ Seeds, a seed bank “containing the genetic information of  hundreds, 
maybe thousands of  seeds,”23 provides Lloyd with a means of  tangible rebellion 
against the  corporate agricultural model and its restrictive ownership policies. 
In her analysis of  All Over Creation, Ursula K. Heise points out that the novel 
 subscribes to a general tendency of  environmentalist fiction to juxtapose 
 cultural and ecological concepts of  diversity and suggests that, given the fact 
that the argument for biodiversity makes little sense from an ecological perspec-
tive, Lloyd uses it to simply add a natural ring to the politics of  multiculturality 
he wholeheartedly embraces.24

Adapted by the Seeds to fit their rhetoric, the argument of  species diversity 
exposes a thoroughly anthropocentric take on what they consider  natural. Geek 
praises Momoko’s exotic garden for promoting biodiversity, failing to recognize 
the fact that the “wanton promiscuity”25 of  nature, rather than maintaining 
species boundaries, stimulates the creation of  crossbreeds and genetic hybrids. 
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In  this context, his idea of  biodiversity and the insistence on organizing the 
 natural environment according to a highly problematic  category of  “species”26 
can be located within a widespread, typically Western “tendency to think of  
organic life primarily in terms of  distinct  biological  classifications.”27 Examining 
a fruit from her garden, Momoko wonders, “Maybe is a little bit zuke, and little 
bit Delicata, and little bit . . .  whatchamacallit. Sweet Pumpkin,” and finds a 
suitable metaphor as she points to Phoenix and Ocean, Yumi’s children born 
from different fathers: “Like them. All mixed up.”28 Momoko’s garden does not 
promote biodiversity as understood by the Seeds, especially since in creating her 
crosses, she does not aim at maintaining species boundaries and plays an active 
role in the genetic hybridization of  her plants.29

While natural hybridization and the problem it poses to the discourse of  
species diversity go unnoticed by the Seeds, the techniques of  artificial hybrid-
ization implemented by humans do not—even if  selectively, since the group 
focuses on gene-splicing more than on other equally invasive methods that have 
long been part of  conventional agriculture, such as grafting, tissue culturing, 
and irradiation. Stanley Cohen, who together with Herbert Boyer discovered 
gene-splicing, emphasized the technique’s proximity to conventional hybrid-
ization methodologies, describing the products of  the DNA recombination 
technique as “the molecular counterparts of  hybrid plant chimeras produced 
by agricultural grafting.”30 Foregrounding the similarity between the two vari-
eties of  hybridization, Cohen’s treatment echoes the contemporary policy of  
 “substantial equivalence” applied by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration to 
approve GM crops.31 Overlooking the problematic nature of  such policies, the 
Seeds of  Resistance endorse their abstract ideal of  species boundaries, exclaim-
ing that “there used to be this line that nature drew in her soil, which we simply 
weren’t allowed to cross.”32 Cultivating their view of  the natural environment 
as divided into species with distinct identities, the Seeds are nothing else than 
what Hugh Gusterson calls “reactionary defenders of  an established order that 
is threatened by the unlicensed border crossing of  migrant genes.”33

Controlling Nature—The NuLife Potato

In the fourth chapter of  The Botany of  Desire, Michael Pollan suggests that the 
introduction of  potatoes into the Western diet is inexorably linked with the 
concept of  control, in particular humans’ mastery over nature.34 Since potato 
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is a remarkably adaptable plant, a feature noticed even by Charles Darwin 
during his voyage aboard the HMS Beagle,35 the beginnings of  potato culti-
vation held a promise of  independence from agricultural ups and downs.36 
In their captivating account of  social changes brought by the introduction of  
potatoes into Irish agriculture, Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt 
suggest that potato cultivation at the time inspired utopian fantasies “about 
human societies that free themselves from ‘scarcities natural and artificial’ by 
making all of  their food in chemistry labs.”37 This line of  thought is continued 
in the techno-optimism that informs the discourse of  pro-GMO parties in the 
novel, most notably the public relations managers for Cynaco, a malevolent 
agribusiness corporation that recalls Monsanto, which roughly two decades 
ago marketed a potato variety called the NewLeaf, clearly an inspiration for 
Ozeki’s NuLifes. Confronting her characters with the NuLifes, Ozeki not 
only manages to embrace the complexity of  interests that cross at the cultiva-
tion of  GM crops but also pinpoints the convention that governs the utopian 
representation of  agriculture advocated by the Seeds of  Resistance.

During the Thrifty Foods store performance, the figure of  Mr. Potato 
Head dramatically exposes the supposed character of  several  alimentary 
 products, proclaiming a potato to be “not a potato at all” but “bug poison!”38 
This  interpretation of  the NuLife potatoes is legally sound, since their real 
 counterparts, the NewLeafs, were actually classified as pesticides,39 but its 
highly limited perspective misses the full spectrum that this new potato  variety 
brings to groups of  different interests. The NuLifes are engineered to fight 
back against their worst enemy, the Colorado potato beetle, by  synthesizing 
their own Bt   pesticide, a crystalline protein obtained from the bacterium 
Bacillus  thuringiensis.40 The pesticide has been used for decades in agricul-
ture and is  particularly favored by organic farmers due to its nonsynthetic 
 character.41 When consumed by an insect, the crystal is dissolved, causing the 
protein to break and produce a toxic fragment that binds to a receptor in the 
lining of  the insect’s gut. If  an insect has this kind of  receptor, the cell bursts 
until the organism dies.42 For the purpose of  this article, I will not discuss the 
potential health hazards of  consuming Bt potatoes, which are expressed in 
the novel in several instances, but, rather, focus on how this particular feature 
is exploited by the Seeds in their utopian narrative of  land cultivation.

During the supermarket scene, the dramatic proclamation of  Mr. Potato 
Head is followed by a magic trick, whereby the potato disappears in a scarf  
and reappears as a “large spray can of  household insecticide,”43 clearly  a 
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 misinterpretation of  the actual toxin contained within the NuLifes. In her 
rendition of  the NuLife debate, Ozeki introduces an alternative viewpoint 
of  Will Quinn,44 whose perspective is developed further in a discussion of  
the potential benefits the NuLife potatoes bring in reducing the inputs of  
chemical insecticides. One of  the Liberty Falls farmers traces the history 
of  cancer disease in his family, concluding: “Maybe it’s related. Maybe it ain’t. 
And maybe if  I was a scientist I could give you a better answer. But I’m just a 
farmer, so I can’t say. What it boils down to is we’re sick of  chemical inputs, 
and they say with the NuLifes you can cut back. But you ask where I stand? 
Damned if  I know.”45 By including such voices in the transgenics debate, 
Ozeki offers an alternative to the radical politics of  the Seeds of  Resistance 
or the techno-utopianism of  the “gene giants.”46

The fervent critique of  the NuLife potatoes inspires the Seeds of  Resistance 
to fully establish their utopianism, where nature is situated in the position of  a 
victim and threatened by humans, whose actions are motivated by a desire for 
control and exploitation of  its valuable resources. Geek divides human relations 
with nature into two contrasting sets of  values—praising those activities that 
promote all that is original and sacred about nature while condemning forces 
that involve technology and artifice. Genetic engineering clearly belongs in the 
latter category—it is aimed at victimizing nature by “trying to usurp the plant’s 
choice,”47 upsetting the balance between nature and culture, which is essential 
to his utopian vision. Before the emergence of  agribusiness, Geek claims, plants 
would play an active role in their gradual mutation to fit the paradigm set by 
plant growers—“The pea trains the farmer, and the farmer trains the pea.”48 
Locating the technique of  genetic engineering as unnatural, Geek fails to grasp 
the problematic character of  the “natural” and “artificial” division in the context 
of  farming, which is in its essence an intersection of  those categories, embedded 
in the very word agriculture (Lat. “field” and “culture”).

Involving methods such as artificial selection, hybridization, and 
 grafting, agriculture boasts a long tradition of  genetic manipulation. 
Some of  those techniques, most notably grafting, have also played the 
part of  the villain in religious discourses of  agriculture—in early America, 
 grafting was accused of  artificiality and interpreted as a threat to God’s 
plan.49 A  similar attitude is present in Lloyd’s rhetoric, as he proclaims: 
“Whatever base corruptions man has inflicted upon nature, there were 
 certain of  our Maker’s laws, sacred and inviolable, that even man could not 
breach.”50 Wallace notes that in All  Over Creation, the religious approach 
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of  Lloyd and the secular attitude of  the Seeds resonate with each other.51 
The Seeds clearly take inspiration from the Judeo-Christian tradition—for 
instance, when Geek describes farming as an activity intended “to emulate 
the divine author and tease forth a new crop of  stories from the earth.”52 
The interpretation of  nature as God’s sacred  creation brings the ecological 
utopianism of  the Seeds and Lloyd closer to a typically Western longing 
for rural life—the pastoral ideal of  nature.

It is evident that the Seeds of  Resistance and Lloyd endorse pastoral 
 ideality and romanticize the activity of  farming. In their critique of  trans-
genics, both parties subscribe to the Puritan vision of  America as a prom-
ised land, which was from its beginning associated with farming. This view 
can be traced, for instance, in Thomas Jefferson’s writings: “Those who labor 
in the earth are the chosen people of  God.”53 The agrarian ideal has over 
time acquired a specific character, as it came to signify values essential to 
American culture: independence and freedom. This fragment from Letters 
from an American Farmer by J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur alludes to the 
sense of  liberty associated with farming: “Where is that station which can 
confer a more substantial system of  felicity than that of  an American farmer, 
possessing freedom of  action, freedom of  thoughts, ruled by a mode of  
 government which requires but little from us?”54 Lloyd Fuller, followed by the 
Seeds, affirms the myth of  the American farmer in his first pamphlet, where 
he draws a vision of  the “American Farmer”55 threatened by the reality of  
agribusiness.

In a study entitled The Machine in the Garden, Leo Marx notes that the inhab-
itants of  Europe would visualize the natural environment of  America in two 
ways, one of  them a lush and abundant garden.56 That pastoral vision of  America 
as a land of  plenty also defined its significance as a territory ruled by nature, not 
human civilization.57 Inspired by this pastoral idealization of  American nature, 
American writers would represent technology as an intruder in the otherwise 
impeccable natural setting, a motif  Marx calls “the counterforce.”58 The whis-
tling train in the forest of  Nathaniel Hawthorne is, however, not half  as intrusive 
a counterforce as genetic engineering, which threatens the natural literally from 
within. While Marx presents how the technologies characteristic of  the indus-
trial age invade the landscape and obliterate the boundary between the country 
and the city,59 Ozeki’s environmentalists translate this logic into the context of  
the information age. The threat of  genetic engineering lies in its potential of  
altering the concept of  the “country” by blurring the boundary between what 
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the Seeds construe as the natural and the technological, creating unwanted 
hybrids, such as the NuLife potatoes.

A Patent on Life—The Terminator

A different product of  genetic engineering that serves as a guiding point 
for the Seeds’ ecological utopia is the Terminator, a technology applied 
to seeds in order to prevent them from germinating and being reused 
by farmers in  following years—what Claire H. Cummings aptly calls “a 
sort of  biological patent enforcement.”60 In the novel, the Terminator 
represents the final step in corporate domination over farmers, exercised 
through the enfranchisement of  natural elements that have been enriched 
by biotechnologies. Instead of  examining the whole spectrum of  the tech-
nology, especially the problematic nature of  the restrictive ownership poli-
cies it implies, the Seeds employ it as another argument in their discourse 
of  agriculture. Envisioning the subversive potential of  their anticorporate 
gathering, the Idaho Potato Party, Geek uses the Terminator as an argu-
ment to convince Lloyd to become its spokesman: “It’s like a death gene, 
sir. A self-destruct mechanism. They splice it into the DNA of  a plant and 
trigger it. The plant kills its own embryo.”61

Scandalized by Geek’s dramatic statement, Lloyd prepares a speech that, 
with its powerful image of  “wheel of  life,” mimics the rhetorical style of  the 
Seeds in his description of  the Terminator as a “new agricultural biotechnol-
ogy that quite literally takes the breath of  life right out of  a seed. . . . This 
technology, nicknamed the Terminator, can be applied to plants and seeds of  
all species, including food crops, thereby, and in one ungodly stroke,  breaking 
the sacred cycle of  life itself.”62 Lloyd formulates a covenant-like contract: “Our 
seeds contain our beliefs. That’s why we urge you to continue to save them 
and propagate them and pass them on to others to do the same, in accordance 
with God’s plan. In this way we chose to praise our Lord and to fulfill His 
design—of  which mankind is just one small part.”63 The vision of  humans 
protecting the “sacred cycle of  life” reiterates the base text of  the  ecological 
utopianism promoted by the Seeds—in his speech, Lloyd again articulates 
a vision of  nature as God’s sacred creation, with human agency playing a 
special role in fulfilling its purpose. His narrative of  agriculture emphasizes 
the separation of  humans from nature—the nonhuman—and locates natural 
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environment as the Other to the rational human, a background against which 
human reason can assert its value.64

Lloyd’s inspired speech mentions seeds, a theme Ozeki scatters generously 
throughout her novel. In All Over Creation, the primeval fertility and vital force 
of  the seed are set in opposition to technologies, such as the Terminator, that 
threaten its sacred composition and literally signify death. The hopes and dreams 
attributed to seeds exhibited in the novel’s ecological utopianism are indebted to 
the American environmental tradition—perhaps best seen in one of  the works 
of  Henry David Thoreau. The motto on the title page of  his study Faith in a Seed 
could easily serve as a guiding maxim for the Seeds of  Resistance, who share this 
kind of  imagination: “Though I do not believe that a plant will spring up where 
no seed has been, I have great faith in a seed. Convince me that you have a seed 
there, and I am prepared to expect wonders.”65

In the novel, seeds are also defined as linguistic units, exhibiting a clearly cul-
tural and anthropocentric perspective on nature. Geek opens one of  his mono-
logues with a statement: “Seeds are like language, Frankie.”66 Following this 
metaphor, Geek draws a picture of  genetic engineering as an agent that intrudes 
in the structure of  a precisely ordered information system: “Genetic engineering 
is changing the semantics, the meaning of  life itself. . . . We’ve learned a lot about 
letters—maybe our ability to read and spell words now sits halfway between 
accident and design—but our syntax is still haphazard. Scrambled. It’s a semi-
otic nightmare.”67 This conversation exposes a cultural, and therefore decisively 
human, conceptual framework that governs Geek’s understanding of  nature. 
His representation, just like those produced by the great American environmen-
tal writers, Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, is, to follow Russel 
B. Goodman, “always mediated by, or entangled with, the human being.”68

A closer look at the rhetoric of  the Seeds reveals how a related trope, seeds 
as carriers of  narratives, destabilizes the boundary between nature and culture, 
which is of  paramount significance to ecological utopianism. At some point in 
the novel, Geek exclaims the following: “Vegetables [and seeds] are like a genetic 
map, unfolding through time, tracing the paths that human appetites and desires 
have taken throughout our evolution.”69 He concludes: “These seeds embody 
the fruitful collaboration between nature and humankind, the history of  our 
race and our migrations. Talk about narrative!”70 Geek subscribes to a view in 
which plants become, in the words of  Michael Pollan, “living archives of  both 
cultural and natural information.”71 In an article from the New York Times, men-
tioned explicitly in Ozeki’s novel,72 Pollan suggests that, with the emergence 
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of  biotechnology, “agriculture is entering the information age,” by  allowing 
“a  larger portion of  human intelligence to be incorporated into the plant 
itself ”73—a view unacceptable to  ecological utopianism, which endorses the 
strict boundary between what is considered human and natural, or nonhuman. 
When preaching for human–nature mutualistic cooperation, the Seeds advo-
cate humans’ superiority, reflected in the power of  dictating the terms of  that 
relationship. This is perhaps best seen in the following quotation from Luther 
Burbank, idolized by the Seeds and Lloyd:74 “I was determined before that time 
to find the vulnerable spot in Nature and make her my co-worker.”75 Geek’s take 
on farming follows the same logic, since he defines agriculture as “harnessing” 
nature’s vitality to “make it perform for our benefit.”76

Utopia Destabilized

In Archaeologies of  the Future, Fredric Jameson points out that the most 
 significative aspects of  utopian narratives are located in “what cannot be said, 
what does not register on the narrative apparatus.”77 In their  admiration of  
nature, valorized over the artificial character of  social structures, the Seeds of  
Resistance reveal their utopianism as essentially an anthropocentric  fantasy. 
Sketching a utopia based on a narrative describing a human’s return to 
nature, where he (rather than she) enters into a symbiotic relationship and 
 cooperates with the environment to bring about a natural  abundance, the 
Seeds expose their utopianism as deeply rooted in the  Western  pastoral con-
vention. Pastoral sentimentality boasts a long  tradition in the Anglo-Saxon 
literature, where the development of  the theme can be traced to its very 
beginning, as examined by Raymond Williams in his  seminal The Country and 
the City.78 By   situating their utopianism within the paradigm of  the Ameri-
can pastoral, the Seeds embrace what Lawrence Buell calls “the environ-
mental  imagination,”79 a   conceptual framework introduced in the writings 
of   Emerson and Thoreau, who constructed nature as a significant theme in 
 American culture by giving it what Goodman calls “a newly intense, con-
crete, and appreciative focus.”80 Developing their narrative of  humans’ sym-
biotic relationship with nature, the Seeds subscribe to a kind of   “ideality of  
nature,”81 an idea put forward by Jean  Baudrillard, who argues the  American 
nation to be fundamentally alien to nature, the latter becoming, to follow 
Bruno Latour, “ahuman, sometimes inhuman, always extrahuman.”82
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Envisioning the natural environment within the convention of  the 
 pastoral, the Seeds set humanity and nature apart, all the while objectifying the 
latter with linguistic and symbolic expressions identified by an ecolinguistics 
scholar, Tzeporah Berman, as mediating concepts that “reinforce patriarchal 
dualisms and hierarchical traditions, which continue to objectify women and 
Nature, and perpetuate the separations of  humans from each other and the 
non-human world.”83 This is perhaps best seen in Lilith’s Garden of  Earthly 
Delights, filled with exclamations such as, “Earth is Life! Love Your Mother!” and 
erotic pictures of  Lilith posing as Mother Earth, “buck naked and  cradling a 
large muskmelon between her legs.”84 Along with the majority of  the Seeds of  
Resistance, Geek is a white heterosexual male, whose environmental beliefs 
are firmly grounded in the paradigm of  Western culture that conceptualizes 
nature as female, passive, and victimized by civilized mankind.85

In sketching the complexities of  public debate on transgenic crops, Ozeki 
juxtaposes the rhetoric used by two sides of  the GMO conflict and  demonstrates 
their limitations, showing how the anti- and pro-GMO  parties exploit similar 
mythologies and conventions, such as the figure of  the American farmer. This is 
perhaps most evident in Geek’s representation of  Lloyd as a “humble  seedsman, 
but a visionary. . . . Totally salt of  the earth. The American farmer making a 
lonely stand, defending his seed against the hubris and the rapacious greed of  
the new multinational life-sciences  cartel.”86 His strategy in constructing Lloyd 
as a victim of  malevolent  corporations  resonates with a technique used by Elliot 
Rhodes, who realizes the media potential of  Will Quinn in saving the image 
of  the NuLifes: “I can see it  playing as a story of  domestic terrorism—honest 
American farmer, salt of  the earth, his crops targeted by the antiprogress forces 
of  the Luddite left sort of  thing.”87 Ozeki’s nuanced novel pinpoints various 
inconsistencies behind utopianism employed as a strategy in approaching the 
topic of  GM plants, demonstrating genetic modification of  organisms and its 
consequences to be, in the words of  Joshua Lederberg, both “a certain promise 
and uncertain peril,”88 which cannot be assessed through the conceptual frame-
works that inform the ecological and technological utopianism of  GMOs.
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abstract
In the third novel of  Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy, breakfast creates a 
sense of  hope and adaptability in the most dire of  dystopias. In this  postpandemic 
world where civilization is all but destroyed, the human survivors, who form a 
makeshift community with the Crakers, initially cling to reverse-utopian break-
fasts: nostalgic replications of  past meals that offer solace but have no  long-term 
future because the material circumstances of  their existence have ceased. 
Eventually recognizing that storytelling and food are powerful, interrelated tools 
for humanity’s future reproduction, this tenuous community survives precisely 
because they imagine and reimagine themselves and their modes of  consumption. 
In this way, MaddAddam offers a humble sense of  hope through ever-changing 
breakfast foods that serve as both the physical means and symbol of  humanity’s 
imaginative reconstitution into the future.

keywords: Margaret Atwood, MaddAddam, breakfast, storytelling,  reproduction,  
egg symbolism, overconsumption, ustopia, hope
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Breakfast has long been known as the most important meal of  the day, and for 
Canadian author Margaret Atwood, it happens to be her favorite. She once 
described this meal as “the most hopeful . . ., since we don’t yet know what 
atrocities the day may choose to visit upon us.”1 In light of  this daily serving of  
optimism, breakfast’s recurring presence in MaddAddam (2013), the final novel 
of  Atwood’s dystopian trilogy, appears both unusual and necessary. Having the 
most hopeful (or utopian) meal repeatedly frame this account of  civilization’s 
destruction is in keeping with Atwood’s theory that utopias and dystopias are 
not opposites but, rather, co-related. Combining models of  “good” and “bad” 
societies to coin her term ustopia, Atwood suggests that if  you “scratch the sur-
face . . . you see . . . within each utopia, a concealed  dystopia; within each dys-
topia, a hidden utopia, if  only in the form of  the world as it existed before the 
bad guys took over.”2 Atwood’s trilogy plays with this duality in a number of  
ways. The first novel, Oryx and Crake (2003), presents a dystopian world of  envi-
ronmental exploitation and excessive consumerism, where science is pursued 
for financial gain and power. The scientist Crake bioengineers a pandemic, to 
destroy the human race, and a replacement species, the Crakers, resulting in a 
posthuman hell for the seeming sole survivor, Jimmy.3 The second novel, The Year 
of  the Flood (2009), which is a “simultaneal” to the first, depicts the eco-religious 
cult the God’s  Gardeners, who opt for a cultural solution, as opposed to Crake’s 
genetic fix, to the world’s ecological crisis.4 In this “utopia embedded within a 
dystopia,” the God’s Gardeners preach a green lifestyle and system of  beliefs 
that contrast with the wasteful societies of  the elite Compounds and lower-class 
Pleeblands central to Oryx and Crake.5 In the third novel, Atwood’s ustopian nar-
rative gathers the surviving characters—humans and Crakers—from the pre-
vious  dystopian/utopian novels to form their own makeshift community of  
sustenance and care. The humans look to each other and to the Crakers for 
food ideas, companionship, and protection, just as the Crakers tend to an injured 
Jimmy and seek daily stories from Toby during his convalescence. Advancing 
the narrative,  MaddAddam begins at “zero hour,” the moment to which Jimmy 
 originally referred both at the beginning of  his novel, when he looks at his bro-
ken watch, and at the end of  his novel, when he decides to approach a group of  
humans on the beach: the clock reset, but not on human time.

This final installment of  the trilogy marks, then, both endings and 
beginnings, with breakfast, that “most hopeful” and forward-looking meal, 
 appearing repeatedly, albeit not in its usual form and often with a dwindling 
menu. A culinary remnant from the human past, breakfast in MaddAddam 
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symbolizes Atwood’s guarded optimism, her sober offering of  near-future 
worlds (and meals) not unlike our own. Despite the environmental depreda-
tions that humanity has wrought, this new society, while initially resistant to 
change, eventually strives to better its circumstances for future generations. 
The fictional morning repasts—both the food and the framing narratives—
are a sign, therefore, of  the characters’ hope and adaptability persisting in 
the most dire of  dystopias. These improvised and dynamic meals, like the 
dark future of  Atwood’s narrative, may not always be appetizing, but they are 
essential if  humanity is going to greet a new day, prepared and fueled for the 
challenges to come. In other words, the MaddAddam breakfast scenes reveal 
how this tenuous community survives precisely because they imagine and 
reimagine themselves into the future, with food serving as both the physical 
means and symbol of  their reproduction and sustainability.

Beginnings and Stories Served with Breakfast

Atwood has long recognized and played with breakfast’s invariability, as 
she once described life, itself, as “a kind of  eternal breakfast” with its rou-
tine serving of  daily expectations.6 In her fiction, literal breakfasts and their 
larger figurative counterparts (the unfolding life stories of  the main charac-
ters) work in tandem as Atwood typically showcases anomalous meals that 
bring conflict, change, and the future sharply into focus. In The Edible Woman 
(1969), Atwood’s first published novel, chapter 1 opens with the protagonist’s 
morning egg having to be skipped and replaced with a bowl of  cold cereal. 
As Nathalie Cooke reveals, the breakfast scene, hurried and unsatisfying, pre-
pares the reader for this anxiety-ridden story where the future seems forebod-
ing and off-course. Readers must “start to search for clues about what might 
have gone wrong,” and eggs (as well as other foods) become symbolic of  this 
difficult process of  maturation as the character Marian McAlpin systemati-
cally loses her appetite.7 Eventually an entire breakfast menu is excluded from 
Marian’s regimen; only after she exerts her will and takes control of  her life 
do her appetite and hope for her future resume.

When it comes to Atwood’s dystopian novels, this same attentiveness to 
measured optimism and transformation aligns with the utopian tradition and 
humanity’s unending enterprise of  “social dreaming.”8 According to Lyman 
Tower Sargent, healthy utopias acknowledge that “change is possible, even 
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expected, just not radical change,” while dystopias “tell us it is not too late to 
change.”9 This drive to imagine a future and what is possible is the reason why 
Cosimo Quarta has termed the human race Homo utopicus: a species “which 
has hope as its moving force and the future as its ever-moving horizon, prom-
ising the better.”10 Particularly relevant to Atwood’s MaddAddam—where tra-
ditional breakfast foods, including those ever-symbolic eggs of  growth and 
new beginnings, are difficult to come by—is Quarta’s linking of  humankind’s 
evolution to a changing food supply. Long ago, the search for alternative food 
sources during times of  scarcity meant the development of  an intellectual 
capacity for perceiving “new possibilities.”11 For Joseph Carroll, a proponent 
of  literary Darwinism, this adaptive flexibility is directly related to the fact 
that humans are a “story-telling species”: humans “generat[e] plans based on 
mental representations, . . . engag[e] in collective enterprises requiring shared 
mental representations, and produc[e] novel solutions.”12 In MaddAddam, the 
hungry survivors dream of  dietary innovations when they discuss raiding sea-
birds’ nests atop derelict office towers. Their imaginations propel them into 
future scenarios as they weigh the risks and benefits of  such an egg-seeking 
venture. In other words, readers witness the Homo utopicus impulse at work—
the same desire that drives Atwood to experiment with future worlds: “The 
Utopian-Dystopian form is a way of  trying things out on paper first to see 
whether or not we might like them, should we ever have the chance to put 
them into actual practice.”13

In MaddAddam, then, food and storytelling (the literal breakfast and the 
account of  life’s “eternal breakfast”) operate as future-oriented practices. 
Together, they enable society, since new edible materials, if  procured, turn 
mental projections into realities. Examining power as exercised through the 
body, Mervyn Nicholson concurs that while “sex is the means of  species-
reproduction . . . eating is the means of  self-reproduction. . . . . To exist is an 
activity of  daily transformation; one continually forms and transforms one-
self, and the material means by which one performs this act of  self-creation 
is food.”14 A lack of  dietary staples, a change in food preferences, or a shift 
in social values and food taboos means that the process of  eating is rarely 
straightforward. The fact that the survivors in MaddAddam never consume 
eggs and decide against their risky quest “for the sake of  a few gull eggs, 
which are likely green and taste like fish guts anyway,” suggests that they 
are struggling with the material limitations of  a postpandemic world as well 
as the imaginative hurdles involved in creating a new beginning.15 Curiously, 
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the “pro-eggers” of  the group counter the majority’s objections with the 
claim, “An egg is an egg”—suggesting that perceptions and creative fortitude 
are powerful tools when it comes to a society’s survival and betterment.16 
As Etta Madden and Martha Finch argue in their analysis of  utopian food-
ways, when it comes to a community’s vision, food is a persuasive, everyday 
means of  “reshap[ing] . . . practices according to personal tastes and desires” 
because “even members at the lowest rungs of  the social hierarchy are agents 
of  change, altering communal identity.”17 Food communicates and initiates 
transformation; however, this reproductive process is contingent upon a 
group’s ongoing narratives of  what constitutes nourishment and sustainable 
cultural practices.

Breakfasts of  the Future: Fantasies and Nightmares

When imagining the future, Atwood admits that she “like[s] to wonder what 
people would have for breakfast. . . . Breakfast can take you quite far.”18 Food in 
her dystopian fiction is especially revelatory in that processes of  transforma-
tion are often curtailed because existing social hierarchies demand replication 
to maintain the status quo. Atwood defines power politics as “who is entitled 
to do what to whom with impunity; who profits by it; and who therefore 
eats what,” which means that breakfast frames her dystopian novels in sym-
bolic ways, signaling fixed, dark circumstances, as well as impetuses for social 
change.19 In The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), Atwood’s first speculative novel, the 
main character, Offred, partakes in repetitious, solitary breakfasts that reflect 
her marginal status in the dystopian society of  Gilead and her singular role as 
the fertile womb within the Commander’s home: “Another plate with an egg-
cup on it, the kind that looks like a woman’s torso, in a skirt. Under the skirt 
is the second egg, being kept warm.”20 The controlled reproduction of  both 
the self  (through regimented daily sustenance) and the repressive society 
(through enforced procreation and exploitation of  the handmaid’s ovum) is 
conveyed through the meal. The two eggs, Glen Deer argues, remind Offred 
of  her situation: a handmaid “literally gives birth—lays her egg—while seated 
in a special ‘birthing stool,’ a chair that allows the Commander’s wife to sit 
behind and above the surrogate mother.”21 According to Atwood’s theory of  
ustopia, an “us” versus “them” mentality, so clearly exhibited by Gilead’s elite, 
inevitably leads to oppression since some “people . . . just don’t or won’t fit 
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into [a] grand scheme.”22 As critics note, Gilead depends upon the women’s 
sexual and symbolic cannibalization, a process that the Commander describes 
through a destructive/productive image of  breakfast food: “‘You can’t make 
an omelet without breaking eggs.’ . . . Thus the women become for him the 
eggs which are broken and consumed to create a better life for the patriarchal 
ruling class.”23 Although Offred’s breakfasts are unvarying, occasional disrup-
tions offer alternative starts to the day and, therefore, small signs of  hope 
within the otherwise totalitarian regime.24

Reminiscent of  Gilead’s maintenance of  established hierarchies, the 
dystopian world of  MaddAddam initially includes morning meals character-
ized by replication and a resistance to change. The human characters enact 
their former status as top consumers in a world of  abundance, even though 
they find themselves struggling to survive in a postapocalyptic world of  scar-
city. Of  the half-dozen breakfasts featured in MaddAddam, early renditions 
appear as dreams, memories, or poor copies of  a former civilization’s scripted 
menus: those twenty-first-century iconic North American plates of  eggs, 
bacon, and toast with coffee. Of  course, this traditional fare appears earlier in 
Oryx and Crake when a half-starved Jimmy dreams about a leisurely seduction 
over breakfast: “‘Bring home the bacon,’ he says. He can almost smell it, that 
bacon, frying in a pan, with an egg, to be served up with toast and a cup of  
coffee. . . . Cream with that? whispers a woman’s voice. Some naughty, name-
less waitress, out of  a white-aprons-and-feather-dusters porno farce. He finds 
himself  salivating.”25 In MaddAddam, Toby’s present-day narrative alterna-
tively begins with an innocent dream of  childhood in the chapter “Morning”: 
“From the kitchen comes the sound of  her mother’s voice, calling; her father, 
answering; the smell of  eggs frying.”26 Both characters’ reveries play with 
connections between food and reproduction—offering “eternal breakfasts” 
of  hope for the continuation of  life, even though their present scenarios seem 
finite. His girlfriend, Oryx, having been murdered by Crake, Jimmy appears 
the sole human survivor—a “leftover” without a mate whom Chung-Hao 
Ku reads as monstrous because of  his “genetic immobility.”27 As for Toby, 
having lost her parents and then her fertility because of  an egg-harvesting-
for-pay procedure, she (like Jimmy) cannot have a family of  her own. Their 
breakfast fantasies belong to the past, and as Toby awakens, her idyllic dream 
descends into an apocalyptic nightmare with everything going up in flames. 
She recalls the words of  Adam One: “The fate of  Sodom is fast approaching. 
Suppress regret. Avoid the pillar of  salt. Don’t look back.”28 The biblical tale 
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of  Lot’s wife nostalgically peering at her lost home frames Toby’s mornings 
at the cobb house (a shelter made of  clay, sand, and straw that is located at 
the edge of  Heritage Park, where the humans and Crakers have gathered), as 
the group continually mimics breakfasts of  old. There are, however, visible 
gaps in the routine. On her first morning, Toby stands up from bed, chooses 
a bedsheet for her toga-like attire, and then has little to do: no shower, no 
 mirror, no toothbrush. She lacks the material items to perform the practice 
of  getting up to greet the day before she heads out for breakfast.

With civilization destroyed, the notion that breakfast will simply con-
tinue as it always has is an illusion that is neither sustaining nor sustainable. 
Nevertheless, the initial cobb-house mornings feature reverse-utopian break-
fasts: nostalgic replications of  past meals that provide temporary solace but 
have no long-term future because the material, technological circumstances 
of  their existence have ceased. Readers witness breakfast scenes composed 
of  gleaned leftovers (mismatched tableware and scavenged food products, 
including a single box of  Choco-Nutrinos cereal) as well as edible substitutes 
for popular menu items that situate this meal of  Atwood’s near-future in a 
backward-looking light. Rebecca, the former chef  from the God’s Gardeners 
who was praised by Adam One for her ingenious recipes, is in charge of  cook-
ing. Hot coffee is always on offer, but in reality it is “what they’ve all agreed 
to call coffee,” since the beverage no longer exists.29 Rebecca hopes that the 
caffeine-free concoction made out of  “burnt twigs and roots and crap” will 
have a “placebo effect,” as long as its drinkers ignore the taste and texture.30 
Each morning, the residents maintain a fiction when they request this iconic 
beverage and consume their fry-up.

While this “coffee” offers temporary comfort, other more disturbing 
fictions pervade the meal. Rebecca’s menus consistently include protein, 
or “ham again,” a staple that is really pigoon, a genetically engineered 
pig that was crossed with human DNA to farm replacement organs for 
humans.31 On Toby’s first morning, this former God’s Gardener who 
took the “Vegivows” is greeted with “pig in three forms: bacon, ham, and 
chops. . . . Burdock root, Dandelion greens. Dog ribs on the side.”32 This 
radical break from  vegetarian cuisine is explained by the fact that Rebecca 
cooks with what is readily available. At the conclusion of  The Year of  the 
Flood, when Toby first arrives at the cobb house, Rebecca welcomes her 
longtime friend with a serving of  cold pork and declares, “Needs must 
when the devil drives. . . . Anyways, at least we know what’s in it—not 
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like at SecretBurgers.”33 In the more extended  survey of  breakfasts in 
MaddAddam, however, something other than necessity seems to be taking 
place, as Atwood uses breakfast to address humanity’s proclivity not only 
for hope but also for creature comforts procured at great environmental 
and ethical expense.

The multiple “ham” dishes (which are really pigoon) create a  problematic 
illusion of  past abundance on a number of  levels. First, eating pigoon meat 
is a transgression of  dietary taboos from the Compounds featured in Oryx 
and Crake, since, as Ku explains, “the relationship between humans and other 
species has always been one of  binary opposition and hierarchy,” and the 
 consumption of  pigoons not only challenges this status but seems “horri-
bly cannibalistic.”34 Second, referring to pigoon meat as “ham” reverts to a 
time when pigoons neither existed nor posed a threat to the breakfast menu 
and human subject. Although this collective delusion offers reassurance to 
cobb-house residents by mimicking the past circumstances of  top consum-
ers, this reverse-utopian foodway is at their expense in much the same way 
that Gilead’s symbolic cannibalization of  its own (its handmaids) is ulti-
mately destructive to that society’s future well-being.35 Exploring similar 
kinds of  monstrous selfishness at work in Oryx and Crake, Danette DiMarco 
 contends that Atwood often turns to motifs and myths of  cannibalism in 
order to expose “western culture’s unhealthy and systemic commitment to 
over-consumption.”36 In MaddAddam, the “ham” dishes point to the survi-
vors’ misdirected hope for continuity and familiarity despite human-wrought 
ecological devastation. This disturbing ustopian foodway ironically captures 
what Quarta describes as the quandary that often lies at the heart of  utopian 
projects: the desire to meet the “concrete needs of  a particular society, even 
if  these needs are not immediately realisable due to the unreadiness of  the 
times.”37 Unfortunately, as former members of  and witnesses to a civilization 
destroyed by its own overconsumption, the cobb-house residents have chosen 
to emulate practices that will only lead to entropy and decline.

Dwindling Menus, Waning Hope

Breakfast, as the cobb-house residents remember it, can only be maintained 
as long as both their material world and cultural views permit it, and there are 
signs that past traditions are breaking down. When Toby arrives at the table 
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for her first morning, she recalls one of  Adam One’s litanies about how after 
the waterless flood, tree roots would destroy urban infrastructure including 
electricity generators, to which Zeb had added at the time, “Then you can 
kiss your morning toast goodbye.”38 The remembered exchange connects 
to Oryx and Crake when Jimmy-as-Snowman uses the “arcane metaphor” of  
“toast” to warn the Crakers against the consequences of  asking too many 
questions.39 Just as Jimmy realizes that he is the one who is “toast” because of  
his ties to an obsolete technological civilization, Toby confronts a breakfast 
world that is literally disappearing. The only toast-like substance to appear 
in  MaddAddam—“a slice of  toasted sawdust”—is recounted in Zeb’s story of  
working in the north prior to the BlyssPluss pandemic.40 Back then,  authentic 
breakfast foods were expensive and scarce because of  an overpopulated 
world, and Zeb’s story foreshadows the fact that the meal has been nearing 
the end of  its life-span for some time because its very existence is contingent 
on a world of  abundance defined solely in human and industrial terms.

Ironically, the nostalgic perspectives of  some cobb-house residents lead 
to misperceptions of  the expired past as a time of  easy sustenance, whereas 
the future represents hunger and decay. In Rebecca’s mind, food has a ter-
minal future, as she refers to their morning gathering as the “Last-chance 
café.”41 The limitations of  this backward mode of  thinking become especially 
apparent when Rebecca requests that someone glean replacement baking 
powder and soda from a mini-supermarket. Her entreaty is cut short, how-
ever, by Ivory Bill’s observation: “Did you know that baking soda comes from 
the trona deposits in Wyoming? . . . Or it used to come from there.”42 The 
interruption foregrounds the fact that a food system—designed for consumer 
convenience and facilitated by industry, long-distance transportation, and gro-
cery stores—has ceased. The notion that breakfast ingredients come from the 
store is not far removed from the beliefs of  Zeb’s father’s cult, the Church of  
PetrOleum, which preached that “oil . . . put the food on the table” because it 
fueled the machinery used in production and delivery.43 In direct contrast, the 
God’s Gardeners taught their children that food grows from the earth (not 
the supermarket), yet even Rebecca, the former eco-cult’s cook, has a diffi-
cult time extracting her thinking from civilization’s industrial foodways: their 
complexity abets almost total consumer dependence. In the long run, the 
cobb-house residents’ only choice is to learn to eat local, but even when they 
attempt to do so, their approach is not sustainable. When  “coffee” is in short 
supply, Rebecca announces, “We need to dig some dandelions. We’ve used 
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up the ones around here.”44 Residing in one location, this small  community 
overconsumes and fails to produce the surplus that food historians claim is 
necessary for breakfast’s existence.

As staples become exhausted, the purpose of  breakfast likewise wanes 
without a meaningful cultural context for the future. When Toby first 
admires the communal table setting of  china and crystal, she reflects that 
the dishes have become merely things, and Rebecca comments that eventu-
ally their devotion to ceremony will break down: “I can see the day coming 
when we’re not gonna be bothered with dishes anymore, we’ll just eat with 
our hands.”45 Continuity in mealtime rituals is typically taken for granted, but 
Atwood implies that the human survivors will necessarily turn in a new direc-
tion, become part of  a different order as their material culture falls away.46 
This prediction holds true when the morning meal loses its priming effect for 
the day’s activities. While some are up early to tend to their tasks, others drift. 
At one point, Toby sees the daytime as “irrelevant” and spies “others slack-
ing off  as well. Standing still for no reason, listening though no one’s talking. 
Then jerking themselves back to the tangible, visibly making an effort.”47 In a 
statement reminiscent of  Offred’s private reflections in The Handmaid’s Tale, 
Toby admits that she now lives for the night, losing herself  in her lover, Zeb, 
and in his stories and her dreams of  the past.48 The daytime world appears 
upside down, a dystopia in which the reverse-utopian morning meal fails to 
break the fast. Darkness becomes the most fulfilling time, but “it’s dangerous 
to live for the night.”49 Without a forward-looking sociocultural milieu, life 
and breakfast lack purpose.

Signs of  despair emerge especially when Toby yearns for her former life 
with the God’s Gardeners but believes that this utopian cult would now prove 
pointless, as there is nothing against which to define itself: “The enemies of  
God’s Natural Creation no longer exist,” and animals and plants are “thriv-
ing unchecked.”50 Pruning the kudzu vine, Toby doubts the relevancy of  the 
human gardener even though, as Annette Giesecke and Naomi Jacobs claim, 
“the links between gardening and utopian dreaming are ancient and deep,” 
with gardens appearing in everything from world religions to Thomas More’s 
Utopia and beyond.51 Toby’s speculation is disturbingly close to what some 
critics argue is a contemporary form of  ironic utopian dreaming: where we 
imagine “a world without people and take solace in the presumed resilience 
of  nature” as it flourishes without us.52 As the worlds of  Oryx and Crake and 
The Year of  the Flood fall away, the reverse-utopian breakfasts of  MaddAddam 
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seem part of  an empty system of  meals that punctuate a pointless sense 
of  human time. Indeed, their dwindling substance in terms of  food, effect, 
and significance marks a transition past “zero hour” when the human “us” 
seems expendable. Such a complete dissolution of  utopian dreaming seems 
unlikely, however, because of  Atwood’s fundamental belief  in life as “an 
 eternal  breakfast” and the fact that, as Quarta observes in his theory of  Homo 
utopicus, it would be “the sound of  an alarm bell for humanity.”53 In other 
words, if  the makeshift cobb-house society is to survive with some degree 
of  hope, they must first let go of  their reverse utopianism, since the material 
world can no longer support past culinary practices and lifestyles. Looking to 
the future means reimagining both life and breakfast in light of  the present 
environment while also incorporating tragic lessons from the past.

Eternal Breakfast/Eternal Kudzu

Despite breakfast’s initial familiarity and iconic status, then, Atwood 
 systematically recasts the nostalgically prepared meals in a dystopian light 
to make room for critical change. If  MaddAddam is about moving forward, 
then  humanity’s former control and normative status will lose traction. 
The  Crakers are set to inherit the earth, and their daily experience does not 
include breakfast: “These people do not have meals as such. They graze like 
herbivores.”54 At one point, when Toby tries to send the young Craker named 
“Blackbeard” on his way so that she can get on with breakfast, she begins to 
see how the meal may appear through Craker eyes as she revises her narrative:

“Is it a fish?” says the boy. “This breakfast?”
“Sometimes,” says Toby. “But for breakfast today, I will eat part 

of  an animal. An animal with fur. Perhaps I will eat its leg. There 
will be a smelly bone inside. You wouldn’t want to see such a smelly 
bone, would you?” she says. That will surely get rid of  him.

“No,” says the child dubiously. He wrinkles his nose. He seems 
intrigued, however: who wouldn’t want to peek from behind the 
curtain at the trolls’ revolting feasts?55

Here, humans and their breakfasts have become monstrous. Toby tries to 
justify that cobb-house residents are eating animals in the “right way” as 
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opposed to consumer ways of  the past, but the difference seems minuscule 
since the reverse-utopian breakfasts have ostensibly bypassed the God’s Gar-
deners’ strict vegetarianism and depleted all edible resources.

In contrast to the humans’ questionable practices and dwindling menus, 
the Crakers are situated in a world of  reliable, daylong sustenance. Kudzu vine 
is the Crakers’ favorite plant: “The stuff gets in everywhere. It’s tireless, it can 
grow a foot in twelve hours, it surges up and over anything in its way like a 
green tsunami.”56 While this green flood seems disastrous for humans, it brings 
bounty to the Crakers, who enjoy “eternal mouthfuls of  leaf.”57 Eventually, 
this plant-specific abundance precipitates a move on the humans’ part toward 
Craker-style breakfasts: kudzu pancakes, kudzu fritters, kudzu with other forage. 
There is even talk of  creating kudzu wine. But the most radical change is when 
the humans remove their one staple, pigoon, from their breakfast menu. The 
pigoons and humans join forces to stop the Painballers, psychopathic prisoners 
roaming loose and inflicting violence on both animals and humans as “meat,” 
and this interspecies alliance is expressed through new food taboos. The pigoons 
will no longer dig up the cobb-house garden as long as the humans do not kill 
and consume pigoons. This agreement carries considerable weight because no 
“ham” is served during what is clearly a “battle breakfast” and the last meal of  
Jimmy’s life, which he consumes before being killed at the Paradice dome during 
the confrontation with the Painballers.58

While a formal pigoon–human alliance establishes new dietary  regimens, 
there are earlier signs of  shifting practices when Toby loses her morn-
ing appetite for pork. Following her ingestion of  an Enhanced Meditation 
 formula, Toby communes with the spirit of  Pilar (her deceased mentor 
from the God’s Gardeners), which appears in the body of  a mother pigoon 
and her piglets—their eyes glowing the color of  elderberries, the bush that 
was used for Pilar’s composting following her death in The Year of  the Flood. 
The experience pushes Toby to revise her categories of  food versus non-
food, animal versus human. In his discussion of  food and power, Nicholson 
presents the agency of  self-reproduction in terms of  the human consumer, 
but Toby  experiences the inverse of  this scenario. Humans are not so much 
 self-reproduced but, rather, partially carried forward within other creatures. 
Hence, Toby witnesses Pilar-turned-compost-turned-elderberry-turned-
pigoon. The  perishable-permeable nature of  bodies is similarly experienced 
by Zeb when he ingests a bear and acknowledges, “It was living on in me.”59 
These survivors rediscover food consumption as a transformative process of  
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sustainment not simply from the standpoint of  the consumer but from the 
position of  the consumed. The realization points to a food ecology, which 
was one of  Toby’s salient lessons from her past: “Everything digests, and is 
digested. The Gardeners found that a cause for celebration, but Toby has 
never been reassured by it.”60 In other words, the notion that humans are at 
the top of  the food chain with breakfast always available for self-reproduction 
is inherently flawed. Ultimately it is not merely eating but also digestion by 
another that facilitates continuation, albeit in the most humble of  ways.

The Fate of  Leftovers

At the end of  human civilization, when breakfast is dwindling, then, Atwood 
suggests that there is hope, but only through interspecies communion. For 
the cobb-house residents, their reconstitution occurs not so much by being 
eaten (the Crakers are herbivores) but by being interbred. As Nicholson has 
argued, eating and breeding facilitate reproduction, and in MaddAddam, 
Atwood foreshadows humankind’s plight of  perishability when Zeb recounts 
his story of  Bearlift, an organization dedicated to saving starving polar bears. 
In the past, Bearlift conducted aerial food drops of  urban leftovers in the 
hope that the animals would learn to adapt. Toby muses that the word adapt 
is “another way of  saying tough luck,” and indeed, the polar bears did not 
survive intact but migrated south and interbred with grizzly bears, resulting 
in pizzlies and grolars: offspring with variable physical traits and tempera-
ments.61 The polar bears’ predicament is not unlike that of  the cobb-house 
residents, who scavenge until their dependency on finite food supplies leads 
to other methods of  species continuation. By the conclusion of  the novel, 
four “green-eyed Craker  hybrid” children have been born.62 While these 
sexual exchanges alter the so-called integrity of  the human genome, which 
has already been manipulated through bioengineering, alternative means of  
procreation are necessary. Thus, the males of  the group seem eager “to pitch 
in” with the raising of  the hybrid children; as Ivory Bill observes, “This is the 
future of  the human race.”63

This move away from replication (so often pursued in Atwood’s  dystopian 
fiction) and toward reproduction necessarily means that transformation and 
new forms of  social dreaming are possible. Alongside genetic reformulations, 
then, vestigial human survival occurs through the sharing of   narratives with 
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the Crakers. Social dreaming is “impregnated with the historical,” Quarta 
observes, as the hopeful projections of  Homo utopicus advance generation by 
generation in the collective imagination.64 The depleted  material world of  
MaddAddam curtails the group’s chances, but  storytelling and  language serve 
as “the chief  medium for conveying information in non-genetic ways.”65 
Even though Toby cannot bear children because of  the past  egg-harvesting 
that left her infertile, her voice lives on in the Book, which the Craker 
Blackbeard  relates: “Now this is the Book that Toby made when she lived 
among us. . . . This is the Book, these are the Pages, here is the Writing. . . . And 
she showed me how to turn the marks back into voice, so that when I look at 
the page and read the words, it is Toby’s voice that I hear. And when I speak 
these words out loud, you too are hearing Toby’s voice.”66 Undoubtedly some 
 stories will fall away in time or be lost to the elements as books face their own 
material limitations. Yet Toby has provided ample instructions to the Crakers, 
who must recopy the Book and include blank pages at the end. This way the 
Book—not singular but plural—can be added to through new voices and car-
ried forward in an open-ended fashion, affording stories a much longer shelf  
life and reproductive capacity than a single box of  expired cereal.

As with food-based and sexual reproduction, then, narrative reproduc-
tion is dynamic in its accommodation of  changing circumstances, shifting 
points of  view, and expressive needs and desires. In Atwood’s trilogy, readers 
are served a succession of  breakfast stories: a seduction plot, an apocalyptic 
nightmare, a fantasy of  perpetual “coffee” and “ham again,” a troll’s feast, 
and experiments with kudzu. Cumulative knowledge and imaginative flexibil-
ity are essential for relating and fostering hope: in other words, for letting go 
of  the past so as to embrace alternatives. In day-to-day existence, this means 
that a product such as Choco-Nutrinos can be described either as “a palat-
able breakfast cereal” for children or as “alien-looking granules from Mars,” 
out of  place in the world of  “zero hour.”67 Tellingly, while the humans con-
tend with “breakfast issues” and worry about “food options,” the Crakers 
enjoy near-paradisal conditions that free their minds to focus on other mat-
ters.68 Craker “meals” are often described in figurative terms suggesting that 
their physical and imaginative inheritances from their human predecessors 
go hand in hand. For instance, when Jimmy is unconscious and healing from 
his wounds, the Crakers keep vigil as “an oval of  chairs is arranged around 
the hammock, as if  Jimmy is the central offering at a feast.”69 The Crakers 
are similarly  “insatiable” for stories of  Zeb and demand a daily serving, 
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but with Jimmy incapacitated, Toby must act as a substitute storyteller, 
 mimicking the past rituals by wearing Jimmy’s hat, listening to the watch 
for Crake’s  voice, and eating the smelly fish.70 In many ways the Crakers, 
like the cobb-house residents, appear to replicate their own “meals” of  old. 
At one point, Blackbeard assumes the role of  storyteller but only pretends to 
eat the fish. Just as Toby requests that the fish be cooked (not raw, which was 
Jimmy’s oversight), Blackbeard refuses to eat what is, to his mind, abject (the 
fish both fascinates and horrifies the Crakers, who cannot bring themselves to 
assimilate it), suggesting that these “feasts” accommodate individual prefer-
ences and cultural taboos in the process of  retelling and recontextualization. 
While literal  breakfast foods of  the past can only transport one back in time 
on a finite pathway of  nostalgia until the material ingredients run out, stories 
of  “life’s eternal breakfast” appear to be dynamic, timeless offerings, moving 
both backward and forward as they are told, retold, and reimagined.

How Do You Take Your Eggs?

Because utopias are “typically invented and usually in story form,” it stands to 
reason, then, that Atwood’s ustopian breakfasts in MaddAddam move between 
the material level of  food and the symbolic level of  creation myth, as “eggs” 
assist in the imaginative reconstitution of  a humanlike species.71 The novel opens 
with “The Story of  the Egg,” as this iconic breakfast food— tellingly absent from 
cobb-house menus—appears as both the site and symbol of  the Crakers’ origins. 
From this single Egg (the Paradice dome), the Crakers came into being, an event 
described in the purest of  terms with chaos on the outside. In this myth, Atwood 
draws upon egg symbolism: the creation of  life and the universe, a reproductive 
unit that links generations, and a symbol of  resurrection.72 This initial version 
of  “The Story of  the Egg” later changes when Blackbeard travels to the Para-
dice dome, sees the destruction that the initial creation of  the Egg wrought, and 
recounts the battle with the Painballers upon his return: “And the bad men went 
into the Egg, even though the Egg should only be for making, not for killing. . . . 
The Egg was dark, not light, as it used to be. We could see when we were inside 
the Egg, I do not mean that kind of  dark. The Egg had a dark feeling. It had a 
dark smell.”73 In the case of  ironic “back to the garden” utopias where human-
ity has doomed itself  but nature persists, Mark Jendrysik believes that it is far 
too costly to imagine an Eden that “forget[s] the violence and destruction of  its 
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creation.”74 Through this revised story of  the Egg, Atwood similarly insists on an 
informed outlook, moving tragic lessons from the past forward as a significant 
part of  the Crakers’ narrative inheritance. MaddAddam may be about beginnings 
and life’s “eternal breakfast,” but readers cannot ignore the dystopian aspects: 
the tragic demise of  humanity, for whom eggs and their symbolic potential seem 
almost out of  reach.

With Blackbeard’s revised story of  a now-dark Egg situated alongside 
Toby’s story of  two smaller eggs (that Oryx laid inside the Egg), many read-
ers may wonder if  Atwood’s recounting of  these three eggs, as well as her 
naming of  the one Craker “Blackbeard” (after a pirate), is the author’s mis-
chievous way of  alluding to her own short story “Bluebeard’s Egg.” Atwood 
may be self-pirating her earlier fiction for egg symbols and its allusions to 
Bluebeard folklore: the dangers and benefits of  the quest for knowledge, the 
human “desire to master and possess” nature and the other, and the notion 
that stories are not fixed but always in process.75 While an in-depth analysis 
of  this short fiction is not possible here—a story that, itself, reshapes a fairy 
tale within a contemporary setting—the Bluebeard folktale appears to have 
informed Atwood’s ustopia.76 The changing story of  “The Egg” becomes, 
then, Atwood’s metafictional gesture of  cultural transmission through regen-
erations of  her own storytelling, as well as its mythical and folkloric origins.

In the context of  MaddAddam, where storytelling facilitates social renewal 
and hope, the narrative of  the first Egg transforms, just as the two smaller “eggs” 
laid inside of  it evolve through an ongoing creative process. In Oryx and Crake, 
Jimmy’s version of  these two additional eggs presents the hungry Children of  
Crake eating up all the words (hatched from the first smaller egg), with none 
left for the animals (hatched from the second smaller egg): “And that is why the 
animals can’t talk.”77 In MaddAddam, Toby revises the story: “Some of  the words 
fell out of  the egg onto the ground, and some fell into the water, and some blew 
away in the air. And none of  the people saw them. But the animals and the birds 
and the fish did see them, and ate them up. They were a different kind of  words, 
so it was sometimes hard for people to understand them.”78 Through her story, 
Toby acknowledges the value of  interspecies exchange, a form of  communion 
at which human societies have not excelled in the past. Fortunately, the Crakers 
show more promise than their predecessors. Toby allows for the hidden power 
of  “leftovers” (the words still remaining in the egg) to shape the course of  the 
future and its stories in unanticipated ways. As with the eating of  food, the eat-
ing of  words is tied to the powers of  reproduction: one “ingests” the means 
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of  communication and thereby transforms oneself, existing narratives, and the 
future. Atwood used this edible-word image previously in The Handmaid’s Tale 
when Offred, forbidden to read or to write, imagines eating the letters from the 
Commander’s Scrabble game, enabling herself  to challenge Gilead’s fixed dys-
topian narrative. With animals now possessing expressive points of  view in the 
revised creation myths of  MaddAddam, humanity’s hierarchical assumptions and 
narratives of  overconsumption may be questioned. Of  course, the power of  left-
overs similarly applies, but in a different way, to the remaining human survivors 
of  MaddAddam, who will likely fade away but not without being incorporated 
into the new world. After all, by the conclusion of  the novel, both Toby and 
Zeb have passed on, but their stories move into the future through Blackbeard’s 
recounting.

A Final Serving of  Hope

In MaddAddam, what we know as breakfast persists, but through an 
 evolutionary, highly literary process, as the novel serves up  disappearing 
substitute foods and memories of  past meals alongside  ever-changing 
“eggs” in symbolic form. This process of  breaking down and being 
 reconstituted invariably gives this “meal”—in both a literal and  figurative 
sense—a  capacity to generate fearful apprehension, as well as hope for 
redemption. For some readers, Atwood’s ustopia will not sit easy, as it 
invites them to imagine and then reimagine the future in  discomforting 
ways. In his study of  Atwood’s apocalyptic imagination, Mark Bosco notes 
that “just as  Dickens’s Scrooge has a dreadful  experience but wakes up the 
next  morning, so  readers of  Oryx and Crake . . . can ‘wake up’ after  reading 
her book and say ‘It hasn’t happened yet, I can still mend my ways.’”79 In the 
final book of  the  trilogy, Toby awakens from an  apocalyptic  nightmare 
only to  discover that it is her reality. Hope lingers, but on a  modest scale, 
 reflecting the  novel’s larger message that humanity needs to be  humble 
in our  expectations for the future: to view our ecological  existence in 
a  deferential and responsible light. For cobb-house residents, survival 
is  possible, but only as a remnant, as they are materially and  culturally 
 reproduced with the help of  other creatures. Relinquishing the past and 
its material comforts is necessary, since the replication of  a flawed status 
quo fails to address changing circumstances or allow for  transformation. 
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While the reverse-utopian breakfasts offer temporary solace, they also 
 disturb  readers who recognize these fantasy meals as being oddly close to 
their own. As such, Atwood effectively closes a gap between her  dystopian 
novel  and her  readers’ present, a strategy similarly used in The Hand-
maid’s Tale to “prompt readers to change the world.”80 Readers must heed 
Atwood’s warning that what they take for granted—that  “eternal  breakfast” 
of  human life—is, in fact, finite when  perpetuated through self-deluding, 
unchanging fictions of  bountiful food. Perhaps there is time for the human 
imagination and its propensity for social  dreaming to break fixed modes 
of  consumption and to create sustainable paths  forward. Clearly, Atwood 
believes that we must heed the alarm, awaken, and change our ways, but 
ideally not until we have had our breakfast—that is, if  there is anything to 
be had of  our daily serving of  hope.

Notes

1. Margaret Atwood, “Spotty-Handed Villainesses: Problems of  Female Bad 
Behaviour,” in Curious Pursuits: Occasional Writing (London: Virago Press, 2005), 173.

2. Margaret Atwood, “Dire Cartographies: The Roads to Ustopia,” in In Other Worlds: 
SF and the Human Imagination (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2011), 85.

3. See Allison Dunlap, “Eco-dystopia: Reproduction and Destruction in Margaret 
Atwood’s Oryx and Crake,” Journal of  Ecocriticism 5, no. 1 ( January 2013): 1–15, Directory 
of  Open Access Journals, http://ojs.unbc.ca/index.php/joe/article/view/389/402. 
Dunlap reads Crake as a misguided dreamer set on saving the earth by ridding it of  
humankind—a form of  ecological utopianism that “Atwood condemns” (10).

4. Sheryl Ubelacker, “Atwood as Inventive as Ever in Promoting New Novel The Year 
of  the Flood,” Canadian Press, September 10, 2009, CBCA Complete, http://ezproxy 
.kwantlen.ca:2048/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/360115833?account
id=35875.

5. Atwood, “Dire Cartographies,” 93.
6. Atwood, “Spotty-Handed Villainesses,” 173.
7. Nathalie Cooke, Margaret Atwood: A Critical Companion (Westport: Greenwood 

Press, 2004), 33.
8. Lyman Tower Sargent, “The Three Faces of  Utopianism Revisited,” Utopian 

Studies 5, no. 1 (1994): 3, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20719246.
9. Lyman Tower Sargent, “In Defense of  Utopia,” Diogenes 209 (2006): 13–14, 

DOI:10.1177/0392192106062432.
10. Cosimo Quarta, “Homo Utopicus: On the Need for Utopia,” trans. Daniele 

Procida, Utopian Studies 7, no. 2 (1996): 161, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20719515.
11. Ibid., 158.

UTS 26.1_09_Boyd.indd   177 16/03/15   11:42 AM



Utopian Studies 26.1

178

12. Joseph Carroll, Reading Human Nature: Literary Darwinism in Theory and 
Practice (Albany: State University of  New York Press, 2011), Ebook Ebrary Academic 
Complete, 25, 23.

13. Margaret Atwood, “Writing Utopia,” in Curious Pursuits: Occasional Writing 
(London: Virago Press, 2005), 88.

14. Mervyn Nicholson, “Food and Power: Homer, Carroll, Atwood, and Others,” 
Mosaic 20, no. 1 (Winter 1987): 37.

15. Margaret Atwood, MaddAddam (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 2013), 206.
16. Ibid.
17. Etta M. Madden and Martha L. Finch, eds., Eating in Eden: Food and American Utopias 

(Lincoln: University of  Nebraska Press, 2006), 13.
18. Joe Berkowitz, “How Margaret Atwood Creates Scary-Plausible Future Worlds,” 

Fast Company, October 28, 2013, http://fastcocreate.com.
19. Margaret Atwood, “Amnesty International: An Address (1981),” in Second Words: 

Selected Critical Prose, 1960–1982 (Toronto: House of  Anansi Press, 1995), Ebook Canadian 
Publishers Collection, 394.

20. Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1985), 120.
21. Glen Deer, “The Handmaid’s Tale: Dystopia and the Paradoxes of  Power,” in 

Margaret Atwood: Modern Critical Views, ed. Harold Bloom (Philadelphia: Chelsea 
House, 2000), 101. See also Emma Parker’s article “You Are What You Eat: The Politics 
of  Eating in the Novels of  Margaret Atwood,” Twentieth Century Literature 41, no. 3 
(Autumn 1995): 349–68, http://www.jstor.org/stable/441857, for a discussion of  the 
handmaids’ indoctrination: “The handmaids . . . are permitted to consume only that 
which the authorities consider will enhance their health and fertility,” and during their 
training, breakfast is “accompanied by biblical exegesis” (354).

22. Atwood, “Dire Cartographies,” 84.
23. Karen Stein, “Margaret Atwood’s Modest Proposal: The Handmaid’s Tale,” in 

Margaret Atwood: Modern Critical Views, ed. Harold Bloom (Philadelphia: Chelsea House, 
2000), 200–201.

24. One such variance occurs when the housekeeper drops the breakfast tray and 
Offred agrees to pretend that she ate the ruined eggs, feeling buoyed by this momentary 
alliance.

25. Margaret Atwood, Oryx and Crake, Seal Books ed. (Toronto: Random House, 
2004), 184.
26. Atwood, MaddAddam, 25.
27. Chung-Hao Ku, “Of  Monster and Man: Transgenics and Transgression in Margaret 

Atwood’s Oryx and Crake,” Concentric: Literary and Cultural Studies 32, no. 1 ( January 2006), 
Communication and Mass Media Complete: 112, 118.
28. Atwood, MaddAddam, 25.
29. Ibid., 140.
30. Ibid., 34.
31. Ibid., 140.
32. Ibid., 34.

UTS 26.1_09_Boyd.indd   178 16/03/15   11:42 AM



179

shelley boyd: Ustopian Breakfasts

33. Margaret Atwood, The Year of  the Flood (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 
2009), 392.

34. Ku, “Of  Monster and Man,” 112–13.
35. Although cannibalism is sometimes necessary in times of  great need, it is usually 

not pursued to the excessive degree of  cobb-house residents. In contrast, pigoons restrict 
cannibalism among their own kind: “Dead farrow are eaten by pregnant mothers to 
provide more protein for growing infants, but adults . . . are contributed to the general 
ecosystem” (Atwood, MaddAddam, 373).

36. Danette DiMarco, “Going Wendigo: The Emergence of  the Iconic Monster in 
Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake and Antonia Bird’s Ravenous,” College Literature 38, 
no. 4 (Fall 2011): 135, DOI:10.1353/lit.2011.0038.

37. Quarta, “Homo Utopicus,” 163.
38. Atwood, MaddAddam, 32.
39. Atwood, Oryx and Crake, 118.
40. Atwood, MaddAddam, 65.
41. Ibid., 141.
42. Ibid., 143.
43. Ibid., 113.
44. Ibid., 207.
45. Ibid., 34.
46. Toby and Rebecca’s exchange brings to mind the opening of  Much Depends on 

Dinner (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1987), in which Margaret Visser contemplates 
the meaning of  everyday household items: “None of  these objects is necessary; many 
cultures eschew them altogether, and there was a time when our ancestors lived very 
happily without them. We invented them, however, to fill needs: chairs, forks, and 
hallways were required by the sort of  people we have become; having them now 
prevents us from being different” (11).

47. Atwood, MaddAddam, 136.
48. In Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, almost every other chapter is titled “Night.” 

Nighttime allows Offred, who is otherwise powerless, a small degree of  self-defined 
freedom: “The night is mine, my own time, to do with as I will, as long as I am quiet” 
(47). During the night, she is free to remember her birth name, identity, and former 
life—a seeming utopian world destroyed by Gilead.

49. Atwood, MaddAddam, 136.
50. Ibid., 209.
51. Annette Giesecke and Naomi Jacobs, “Nature, Utopia, and the Garden,” in Earth 

Perfect? Nature, Utopia, and the Garden, ed. Annette Giesecke and Naomi Jacobs (London: 
Black Dog Publishing, 2012), 9–10.

52. Mark S. Jendrysik, “Back to the Garden: New Visions of  Posthuman Futures,” 
Utopian Studies 22, no. 1 (2011): 35, DOI:10.1353/utp.2011.0027.

53. Quarta, “Homo Utopicus,” 164.
54. Atwood, MaddAddam, 93.
55. Ibid.

UTS 26.1_09_Boyd.indd   179 16/03/15   11:42 AM



Utopian Studies 26.1

180

56. Ibid., 209.
57. Ibid., 367.
58. See Heather Arndt Anderson’s comments on the “battle breakfast” in Breakfast: 

A History (Lanham, Md.: AltaMira Press, 2013). Anderson notes that breakfast is 
sometimes “the last meal of  one’s life,” and during World War I, soldiers were served 
steak and eggs if  the battle was anticipated to be especially dangerous (3). This same 
menu has been served to astronauts and is still served to “death row inmates . . . if  no 
other request is specified” (3).

59. Atwood, MaddAddam, 331.
60. Ibid., 221.
61. Ibid., 59.
62. Ibid., 380.
63. Ibid.
64. Quarta, “Homo Utopicus,” 160.
65. Carroll, Reading Human Nature, 17.
66. Atwood, MaddAddam, 385.
67. Ibid., 140–41.
68. Ibid., 205.
69. Ibid., 99.
70. Ibid., 106.
71. Marius de Gues, “Ecotopia, Sustainability, and Vision,” Organization and 

Environment 15, no. 2 ( June 2002): 188, DOI:10.1177/10826602015002006.
72. For further discussion of  these prominent egg-related themes, see Anna Marie 

Fisker’s “The Language of  the Egg” and Joan P. Alcock’s “The Egg: Its Symbolism and 
Mythology,” in Eggs in Cooking: Proceedings of  the Oxford Symposium on Food and Cookering 
2006, ed. Richard Hosking (Blackawton, U.K.: Prospect Books, 2007), http://www 
.oxfordsymposium.org.uk.

73. Atwood, MaddAddam, 359.
74. Jendrysik, “Back to the Garden,” 44.
75. Sherrill Grace, “Courting Bluebeard with Bartók, Atwood, and Fowles: Modern 

Treatment of  the Bluebeard Theme,” Journal of  Modern Literature 11, no. 2 (1984): 254. 
For further discussion of  this short story, see Carol Merli, “Hatching the Posthuman: 
Margaret Atwood’s ‘Bluebeard’s Egg,’” Journal of  the Short Story in English 48 (Spring 
2007): 81–94, http://jsse.revues.org/780.

76. Readers can find the story in the same-titled collection: Margaret Atwood, 
Bluebeard’s Egg (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1983), 115–46. In the story, Sally, the 
married protagonist, learns from her Comparative Folklore class that the egg symbolizes 
many things: “a fertility symbol, or a necessary object in African spells, or something 
the world hatched out of ” (139). Initially the egg seems “innocent and passive” in Sally’s 
interpretation of  the Bluebeard fairy tale, but she eventually revises her understanding 
of  this symbol, her world, her marriage, and herself: she sees past the shell’s pristine 
surface to something “red and hot inside it” that one day “will hatch” (146). In the context 
of  my reading of  the optimism present in MaddAddam, it is telling that Atwood scholar 

UTS 26.1_09_Boyd.indd   180 16/03/15   11:42 AM



181

shelley boyd: Ustopian Breakfasts

Reingard M. Nischik reads the dark stories of  Bluebeard’s Egg as “hold[ing] out a glimmer 
of  hope—alternative realities that provide a source of  comfort for the (usually female) 
protagonists by rendering the situation more tolerable” (Engendering Genre: The Works of  
Margaret Atwood [Ottawa: University of  Ottawa Press, 2009], 78).

77. Atwood, Oryx and Crake, 116.
78. Atwood, MaddAddam, 290.
79. Mark Bosco, S.J., “The Apocalyptic Imagination,” in Margaret Atwood: “The 

Robber Bride,” “The Blind Assassin,” “Oryx and Crake,” ed. J. Brooks Bouson (London: 
Continuum, 2010), 171.
80. Stein, “Margaret Atwood’s Modest Proposal,” 193.

UTS 26.1_09_Boyd.indd   181 16/03/15   11:42 AM



UTS 26.1_09_Boyd.indd   182 16/03/15   11:42 AM



Utopia and Nonviolence

the plenary papers  from the f ifteenth  international 
utopian studies  conference,  prague,  2015

t h e  p u b l i c at i o n  o f  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  p l e n a ry  pa p e r s  wa s  m a d e 
 p o s s i b l e  b y  t h e  g e n e r o u s  f i n a n c i a l  s u p p o rt  o f  t h e  u s  e m b a s s y ’ s 
c u lt u r a l  a n d  n g o  s m a l l  g r a n t  p r o g r a m ,  c z e c h  r e p u b l i c .

UTS 26.1_10_Moylan.indd   183 16/03/15   11:59 AM



Utopian Studies, Vol. 26, No. 1, 2015 
Copyright © 2015. The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA

“To Live Consciously Is to Sow the Whirlwind”: 
Reflections on the Utopian Standpoint of  Nonviolence

Tom Moylan 

abstract
Like utopianism, nonviolence is frequently feared, misunderstood, and/or underesti-
mated. Rather than the passive stance that many attribute to it, nonviolence requires 
a robust agency that speaks truth to power in the service of  radically transforming 
society. Drawing on my studies and my personal and political experience, in this essay 
I reflect on the utopian qualities of  nonviolence: first in terms of  its general character-
istics (especially as a form of  political agency expressed as witness and intervention 
and as a way of  life) and then in light of  the specific lineage that developed in the 
United States (with a focus on post–World War II radical nonviolence as it developed 
in the U.S. civil rights and antiwar movements).

keywords: utopian political agency, utopia as method, nonviolence, U.S. politics in 
the 1960s/1970s 

UTS 26.1_10_Moylan.indd   184 16/03/15   11:59 AM



185

Utopia and Nonviolence

I.

I begin with a poem published by e. e. cummings in 1931. It grew out of  his 
service in the U.S. Army in World War I. Having already seen a fellow recruit 
abused for refusing to fight during training camp in Massachusetts, while serv-
ing on the French front cummings learned of  another soldier heard speaking 
against the war by his commanding officer, who then oversaw his torture 
by fellow soldiers and ordered his imprisonment (which for many objectors 
ended in death). Throughout, the soldier continued to condemn the war and 
asserted that he would never surrender his principles:

 “i sing of  Olaf  glad and big”

 i sing of  Olaf  glad and big
 whose warmest heart recoiled at war:
 a conscientious object-or

 his wellbelovéd colonel (trig
 westpointer most succinctly bred)
 took erring Olaf  soon in hand;
 but—though an host of  overjoyed
 noncoms (first knocking on the head
 him) do through icy waters roll
 that helplessness which others stroke
 with brushes recently employed
 anent this muddy toiletbowl,
 while kindred intellects evoke
 allegiance per blunt instruments—
 Olaf  (being to all intents
 a corpse and wanting any rag
 upon what God unto him gave)
 responds, without getting annoyed
 “I will not kiss your fucking flag”

 straightway the silver bird looked grave
 (departing hurriedly to shave)

 but—though all kinds of  officers
 (a yearning nation’s blueeyed pride)
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 their passive prey did kick and curse
 until for wear their clarion
 voices and boots were much the worse,
 and egged the firstclassprivates on
 his rectum wickedly to tease
 by means of  skilfully applied
 bayonets roasted hot with heat—
 Olaf(upon what were once knees)
 does almost ceaselessly repeat
 “there is some shit I will not eat”

 our president, being of  which
 assertions duly notified
 threw the yellowsonofabitch
 into a dungeon, where he died

 Christ (of  His mercy infinite)
 i pray to see; and Olaf, too

 preponderatingly because
 unless statistics lie he was
 more brave than me: more blond than you.1

When I first read of  Olaf  during my civil rights and antiwar work in the 
mid-1960s, I saw him as an exemplar of  nonviolence.2 Now, I also recognize 
him as a utopian subject, one who reached for a better horizon by way of  non-
violent resistance, one whose resistance was strengthened and deepened by 
his aspirations. I will return to the specific American lineage of   nonviolence 
of  which this poem is an eloquent part, but first I want to do some binary 
housecleaning.

I am not conflating utopia with nonviolence or anti-utopia with violence. 
Nor am I equating nonviolence with a quietest passivity. Too often, those 
who seek to discredit utopia or nonviolence devaluate them as idle dreaming 
or nonaction. Rather than a gesture of  standing aside, nonviolence is a self- 
conscious political force exercised in order radically (the adverb matters) to 
persuade (with varying degrees of  intensity) all parties in a conflict to trans-
form the conditions that are harmful to humans, animals, and environment. 
Nor am I simply opposing nonviolence and violence. As the social history 
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of  nonviolent practice shows, we are not talking here about a polarity but, 
rather, a field of  play. In political movements and in the literary tradition, both 
violence and nonviolence have been deployed in the service of   progressive 
change (as seen, for example, in the abolition and racial liberation  movements 
in the United States or the freedom movement in South Africa and in the 
pages of  William Morris’s News from Nowhere or critical utopias such as Ursula 
K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed and Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of  Time). 
And so I want to highlight the initial negative prefix and then the root of  this 
word: in this light, nonviolence can be seen as a critical engagement with 
violence, be it dominant and official or oppositional and revolutionary. While 
I usually do not draw on a deconstructive problematic, I suggest that non-
violence can be seen as an erasure of  violence—or, in theological terms, as a 
redemption of  violence.

At this point, it will be useful to review the basics of  nonviolence: 
whether it proceeds as principled strategy or as contingent tactic, whether 
it takes the form of  direct confrontation or negotiated conflict resolution. 
Explaining its classic form, the Gandhian philosopher Richard Gregg speaks 
of  how the activist “does not respond to the attacker’s violence with counter-
violence. Instead . . . he states his readiness to prove his sincerity by his own 
suffering rather than by inflicting suffering on the assailant.”3 Gregg describes 
this exercise of  satyagraha (holding to truth) as a form of  “moral jujitsu” in 
which a violent attack is redirected by the nonviolent activist, who “not only 
lets the attacker come, but, as it were, pulls him forward by kindness . . . and 
voluntary suffering, so that the attacker loses his moral balance.”4 This basic 
standpoint (be it individual or collective) can, then, be expressed as a form of  
witness, intervention, or a way of  life.

Nonviolent witness (in the form of  a public affiliation with peace and 
justice that moves beyond protest and invites others to see the world differ-
ently and engage in its transformation in a peaceful manner) includes acts of  
speaking out or testifying against a social evil in the name of  a  transformative 
alternative. These range from speechmaking, letter writing, petitioning, and 
online campaigns to public demonstrations, picket lines, and marches, as well 
as unarmed accompaniment or observation in conflict zones. Acting within 
the legal and cultural norms of  society, nonviolent witness “speaks truth to 
power,” as the Quakers say. Nonviolent intervention moves up a gear with 
acts that break through business as usual to realize the above-mentioned con-
sciousness of  injustice and its alternative. This mode of  “marching to the 
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beat of  a different drum,” as Henry David Thoreau put it, can range from 
civil disobedience within a legal system to revolutionary actions outside or 
against that system. This can include noncooperation (as in the refusal to 
obey unjust laws or customs, refusal to pay taxes, refusal of  conscription or 
military orders, or refusal to obey prison rules); boycotts of  products, goods, 
and behavior; withdrawal of  services (private or public); proscribed marches; 
sit-ins, blockades, occupations, and other trespasses; personal sacrifices, from 
prison terms to hunger strikes to self-immolation; sabotage to property; and, 
more recently, the unauthorized release of  electronic information.5

Shifting from activism to spatiopolitics, nonviolence can also inform a 
distinct way of  life for members of  a community as it brings the expectation 
of  compassionate care to all levels of  human relations as well as relations with 
animals and nature. Mulford Q. Sibley describes a nonviolent society as one 
that is democratic and egalitarian at all levels, “in which social and political 
organizations are not used to manipulate for . . . glory and gain . . . in which 
conflict . . . takes place without resort to violence.”6 In short, the nonviolent 
way of  life asks people to live “as if ” (in Hans Vaihinger’s phrase) a peaceful 
world already existed. Again, many readers will know of  intentional com-
munities and cooperatives based on nonviolent principles; but here I want to 
note that political movements have also, at times, achieved a nonviolent way 
of  life: as in the solidarity of  workers, the sisterhood of  feminists, the “beloved 
community” of  the civil rights movement, or the support networks of  draft 
resisters or eco-activists. Here, I would also include what Hakim Bey has 
identified as “temporary autonomous zones” such as Greenham Common 
and the Shannon Peace Park;7 sanctuaries for battered women and men and 
for economic and political refugees; cultural festivals such as the Michigan 
Womyn’s Music Festival and the Rainbow Gathering; the self- organization 
of  building, forest, and university occupations; and the assemblies of  the 
Occupy movement and those in the public squares of  Madrid, Tunis, Cairo, 
and elsewhere.

II.

Let me now turn to the utopian problematic and look at nonviolence by 
way of  Ruth Levitas’s discussion of  utopian method: with its  archaeological 
 analysis of  the contradictions and possibilities in the present situation; 

UTS 26.1_10_Moylan.indd   188 16/03/15   11:59 AM



189

Utopia and Nonviolence

its architectural re-visioning that articulates the terms of  a transformed 
 society; and its ontological construction of  transforming subjects, which, in 
her words, “entails . . . imagining ourselves otherwise and a judgment about 
what constitutes human flourishing.”8 In terms of  this utopian process, a 
 nonviolent movement can effectuate the transformation from a condition of  
social harm toward one of  peace and justice. This first involves an assessment 
of  the present that judges it to be unacceptable—as in its economic injustice, 
its lack of  freedom, its machinery of  war and destruction, or its environmen-
tal toxicity—but in that critique, the movement uncovers tendencies available 
for transformative change. From this, the movement articulates, to a greater 
or lesser degree, a forward-pulling vision that in almost all our criteria would 
be regarded as utopian: as in a land of  justice and equality, of  harmony and 
nonviolent conflict resolution, or of  ecological good behavior in the coevolu-
tion of  humanity and nature.

In the context of  this essay, however, it is the ontological mode that has 
the greatest bearing on my reflections. For this utopian production of  our 
present and potential humanity can be discovered, I believe, in the dynam-
ics of  subject formation by which an alienated and angry person becomes a 
nonviolent activist who usually works collectively with others. This, to me, 
is an example of  how the utopian education of  desire can work, as activ-
ists literally embody a vision of  a better world as they acquire the anticipa-
tory knowledge and tactical capability to withstand the infliction of  pain and 
the temptation of  co-optation. Implicitly present in principled nonviolence 
and explicitly latent in the exercise of  nonviolent tactics, with their powerful 
interplay of  vulnerability and resilience, this new subjectivity acquires the 
grace and dignity that Levitas ascribes to the existential condition of  the uto-
pian subject. In this process, which resembles but is more dialogical than that 
found in hierarchical monastic or cadre formation, nonviolent activists live 
and act within the framework of  a radically alternative world that implicitly 
negates and aims to transform the present in which they live. In so doing, 
they work within what I would call a utopian time slip as they occupy a stand-
point that is Not Yet in the now here: as they speak, in a revision of  Robert 
Heinlein’s words, as strangers in a familiar land; as they, in Lyman Tower 
Sargent’s words, “choose” utopia and act with a utopian “energy.”9

In movements based on nonviolent principles, activists exhibit this agency 
in its strongest form; but it is important to note that even in political move-
ments that do not follow such principles, those committed to nonviolence 
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can bring this education of  desire to the politics of  the larger movement, as 
they engage in a Freirean pedagogy with their comrades that is implicitly 
transformative.10 In challenging oppositional violence and exemplifying alter-
native nonviolent maneuvers, they function as a strategic or at least a tactical 
vanguard, as a utopian sensei or even a utopian “commissar” whose methods 
are dialogical and not centralist (unlike the political commissar, who served 
a very different role in Red Army formations). To put it in Fredric Jameson’s 
terms, the practice of  nonviolence can bring a strong, and crucially negative, 
utopian impulse to bear on contingent political programs in order to halt or 
temper their decline into either reformist strategies or violent adventurism so 
as to preserve or retrieve their more radical utopian charge.

III.

For the rest of  this essay, I will focus on nonviolent practice in the United 
States—a strong lineage in its own right but also the one that was formative 
for me. Despite the dominant identity of  the United States as an imperialist 
superpower driven by a military-industrial complex that carries out official 
violence, from nuclear bombs, to “police actions,” to drone strikes and illegal 
renditions, there has always been a counterhegemonic stream of  oppositional 
politics that invokes the utopian promise of  justice, equality, and freedom—
and nonviolent activism has been a strong current in that stream from the 
seventeenth century to the present. The roots of  nonviolence in America 
can be found in the Christian pacifism and democratic tendencies of  the 
 radical Reformation (though nonviolent practices were also present in Native 
 American culture). Once settled in America, Quakers such as William Penn 
and John Woolman engaged in both witness and intervention in their efforts 
to attain religious freedom and stop the exploitation of  Native Americans and 
the practice of  slavery. Later, the Quaker commitment to nonviolence (based 
in their theological distinction between personal witness and institution-
building as opposed to coercive rebellion) led to their opposition to what was 
taken to be the legitimate violence required to overthrow British rule—thus 
beginning a debate between oppositional nonviolence and violence that was 
to recur again and again.11

As the nineteenth-century abolition campaign intensified, individuals 
and groups such as the New England Non-resistance Society held firm to 
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nonviolence as the preferred means to end slavery. Speeches and petitions 
segued into blockades of  segregated railways, refusal of  taxes, and the  aiding 
and abetting of  fugitive slaves. Eventually, however, counterviolence became 
a key element in abolitionist strategy, especially after the Fugitive Slave Law 
of  1850; and this shift is exemplified in the position taken by the abolition-
ist leader Frederick Douglass, who up until 1849 stood firmly in the camp 
of  nonviolent resistance but in that year declared that he would  welcome 
a slave insurrection in the South, noting that the peaceful annihilation of  
 slavery was hopeless. Then, in 1849, Henry David Thoreau’s “Essay on Civil 
Disobedience” eroded the distinction between witness and  rebellion and 
 connected the opposing strands in American radicalism in his  synthesis of  the 
Christian anarchist advocacy of  nonviolent resistance with the oppositional 
mainstream embrace of  radical republican individualism and Jacobin revolu-
tion. Implicitly utopian, Thoreau believed in the possibility of  a just state: 
He asked for “not at once no government, but at once a better  government”; 
but he also recognized the right of  revolution against an unjust state, and 
here his emphasis was not on witness but on intervention.12 As an example, 
he recounts his opposition to slavery, expressed in his refusal to pay the 
Massachusetts poll tax and his consequent incarceration. But while he advo-
cated noncooperation as the best means to “refuse allegiance to, and to resist, 
the government, when its tyranny . . . [is] great and unendurable,” he held 
that when such action was insufficient violence would be necessary—a con-
clusion exemplified in his support of  John Brown’s raid at Harper’s Ferry.13 
While his advocacy of  noncooperation is the primary message that comes 
down to us, it is important to note his acceptance of  counterviolence and to 
recall that Gandhi, who valued this essay, also held that violent resistance was 
better than none at all if  nonviolent options were not viable.

After the Civil War, nonviolent action continued in the labor, suffrage, 
and peace movements. Less shaped by nonviolent principles, the labor move-
ment did, however, adopt the tactic of  the strike (an action that is implicitly 
nonviolent); and the activists of  the suffrage movement moved from witness 
to intervention as they escalated from petitions and marches to illegal con-
frontations and imprisonment, followed by the refusal of  prison work and 
the choice of  some to go on hunger strikes (drawing on its legitimation in 
ancient Irish law and its use by Irish and Russian prisoners). As well, the late 
nineteenth-century industrialization and intensification of  military  capability 
and war, now directly impacting on civilian populations, prompted the 
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growth of  the peace movement, moving from groups such as the Universal 
Peace Union, begun just after the American Revolution, to the Women’s 
International League for Peace and Freedom, organized in 1915.

At the end of  the nineteenth century, secular anarchists embraced what 
in the 1960s came to be known as revolutionary nonviolence as they cam-
paigned for a utopian society that would function without the need of  an 
aggressive state. Against those who opted for bombs and assassinations, many 
held to the superiority of  nonviolent means. While initially committed to the 
violence required by the propaganda of  the deed, Emma Goldman eventu-
ally declared in favor of  the nonviolence of  Gandhi and Tolstoy. Recognizing 
the necessity for “integrity, self-reliance, and courage” in the nonviolent 
activist, she called for collective nonviolent direct action in the “defiance of, 
and resistance to, all laws and restrictions, economic, social, and moral.”14 
Observing its successful use in the antislavery and suffrage movements, she 
argued that “revolutionary, economic action” (ultimately in the form of  the 
nonviolent general strike) was required in the “battle for industrial liberty.”15 
In 1910, William James published a pamphlet for the American Association for 
International Conciliation that deepened the discourse on nonviolence. Like 
Thoreau’s work, James’s essay spoke to its time, but it has also informed the 
self-understanding of  nonviolent practice ever since, influencing  individual 
activists as well as organizations such as the American Friends Service 
Committee, the Civilian Conservation Corps, and the Peace Corps. James’s 
primary argument in “The Moral Equivalent of  War” is that pacifists will 
never succeed by merely witnessing against war.16 Instead, their task must 
be to bring a nonviolent energy into the creation of  new social forms that 
replace war. In this utopian agenda, he explicitly called for the transforma-
tion of  the positive elements of  warlike impulses into values and practices 
capable of  building a peaceful and just world; and he implicitly challenged 
individual activists to take on a personal risk comparable to that of  military 
service. Thus, he urged pacifists not to opt out of  the society producing war 
but, rather, to opt in and transform its warlike culture.

In the years following James’s essay, antiwar practice intensified in the 
institutional form of  opposition to the machinery of  modern war and in the 
personal form of  conscientious objection (as expressed, for example, in cum-
mings’s invocation of  Olaf ). After the war, nonviolence played a key role in 
the antisegregation and labor movements of  the 1930s, as seen in deliberate 
violations of  segregation laws in the rural South and strikes and occupations 
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in the industrial North. When the fight against fascism was added to these 
struggles for economic and racial justice, the familiar debate developed 
within the broad opposition. While many (including pacifists) argued that a 
war was necessary to defeat fascism, a small but committed number opposed 
fascism but advocated nonviolent resistance as the proper response. Drawing 
on the utopian heritage of  the American nonviolent tradition—and informed 
by radical Christianity, Marxism, and Gandhian principles—a multiracial 
array of  activists held firm to their position throughout the war years. Acting 
in the spirit of  Thoreau’s noncooperation and James’s calculus of  risk, those 
among them who were eligible for military service refused conscription and 
alternative service, stood trial without defense, and served prison terms— 
deliberately declaring the terms and conditions of  a better world and taking 
on the suffering that is called for in nonviolent action. Breaking the temporal 
if  not the spatial boundaries of  prison, they acted from this utopian stand-
point as they opposed wretched conditions in general and segregated facili-
ties in particular by way of  work and hunger strikes as well as education and 
political organizing with their fellow prisoners.

After the war, the seasoned members of  this remnant (such as James 
Farmer, A. J. Muste, Dorothy Day, Bayard Rustin, David Dellinger, and 
Barbara Deming) emerged as leaders, and teachers, in the movements against 
segregation and nuclear war in the 1940s and 1950s and in the civil rights, racial 
liberation, and antiwar/anti-imperialist movements of  the 1960s and 1970s. 
In their actions, they began with expressions of  witness but often stepped up 
to direct interventions, while their values led them to embrace nonviolent 
principles in all areas of  their lives. Leaders such as these helped to  articulate a 
new political culture in which individual resistance led into a collective move-
ment that aimed to be nonhierarchical, decentralized, and oriented toward 
consensus decision making. As James’s call for a new society and a new sub-
jectivity in 1910 challenged the economic machinery and consumer subject 
of  Fordism, so too did these utopian activists reject the mechanisms of  the 
post-Fordist economy, with its disciplined subject construction of  docile con-
sumers and loyal citizens that eviscerated people’s creative and critical capaci-
ties. Drawing on the utopian surplus embedded in the figure of  the radical, 
they demonstrated the existential capability of  each person to act in a free 
and responsible manner. In doing so, they exemplified an empowered utopian 
subjectivity that rejected alienation and exploitation through a radical politics 
of  choice that cut through the sutured reality produced by postwar American 
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hegemony rather than settling for the options available in the society as it 
stood.17

As the nonviolent activism of  this bridging generation segued into the 
broader nonviolence of  the civil rights and antiwar/antidraft movements 
of  the 1960s, the heightening of  the conflict seen in the persistence of  insti-
tutional racism and economic exploitation and in the ongoing war and the 
increasing state suppression of  dissent, nonviolence itself  was taken to another 
level. For the rest of  this essay, then, I will focus on three figures who, in the 
face of  these conditions, articulated a more overt stance of   revolutionary 
nonviolence as they directly engaged with those in the larger movements: 
Bayard Rustin and David Dellinger, who were part of  the 1940s generation, 
and Daniel Berrigan, who became active by the late 1950s. As did the anar-
chists at the beginning of  the century, each in their own way worked from 
an understanding of  nonviolence as an exercise of  force that aims radically to 
transform society as it stands and take it toward the horizon of  a  better world: 
once more, nonviolence involved a disruptive and creative action that went 
beyond the passive stance usually attributed to it.

A communist and a Quaker who early on embraced Gandhian  pacifism, 
Bayard Rustin engaged in antisegregation direct action before the war and 
in labor and hunger strikes in prison after his conviction for  refusing mili-
tary service. When the war ended, he played a key role in training new 
activists in the civil rights and antibomb/antiwar movements in the use 
of  nonviolent direct action. A close adviser to Martin Luther King, he 
was among the more radical architects of  the 1963 March for Jobs and 
Freedom in Washington, D.C., the occasion of  King’s “I Have a Dream” 
speech. What strikes me most about Rustin is his commitment to a prac-
tice that he regarded as revolutionary right from his early years, as (in the 
spirit of  the 1930s Popular Front) he worked not for piecemeal reforms but, 
rather, to realize an American society based on freedom, peace, and social-
ism. Writing to the cautious members of  the Fellowship of  Reconciliation 
in 1964, he argued that the fight against segregation had to be deepened 
to challenge the basic assumptions and institutions of  this entire society. 
In what I would read as a utopian call for a totalizing transformation that 
would dismantle capitalism and racism, he worked to reconcile the south-
ern civil rights movement with the northern black liberation movement. 
While still arguing for the strategic superiority of  nonviolence, following 
Thoreau and Gandhi he declared that “while we resist and hate violence, we 
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are able to understand how much a man can take and therefore any Negro 
who resorts to violence will get our moral support, financial support and 
support in the courts, because it is wrong to turn one’s back on people who 
have been so demoralized and trampled on that they literally have no choice 
except to fight back.”18 And in another article in the War Resisters League 
News, entitled “The Harlem Riot and Nonviolence,” he described the way 
in which Congress of  Racial Equality activists worked throughout the four 
nights of  the 1964 riot to temper the angry response with acts of  solidarity 
rather than condemnation of  the mass anger.

Like the others, from the beginning of  his activism in the early 1940s, 
David Dellinger drew on a matrix of  radical Christianity, Marxism, and 
Gandhian nonviolence—although his particular theological base was in the 
Christian Realism articulated by Reinhold Niebuhr in his earlier work. Active 
in antiracist, antifascist, and antiwar politics, Dellinger refused conscription 
in 1941 and was imprisoned along with fellow students of  New York’s Union 
Theological Seminary. In prison, he and the others of  the “Union Eight” 
engaged in work and hunger strikes against segregation, while they con-
tinued to speak against war and fascism. After the war, he worked for the 
Peacemakers and the Committee for Nonviolent Action and was one of  the 
founders of  the Left magazine Liberation and the Pacifica community radio 
network. He was active in movements against the bomb, for racial libera-
tion, in support of  Cuba, and against the Vietnam War and the draft. After 
A. J. Muste and Dorothy Day brokered the agreement for a broad-based 
anti–Vietnam War coalition, Dellinger became one of  the leaders of  that alli-
ance, known as the Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam, and 
helped to organize actions across the country, especially those in Washington, 
D.C., in 1967 and Chicago in 1968.

By the later 1960s, the larger movement took on a more revolution-
ary tenor as the war went on and as the government and its allies struck 
back (and here it is important to remember the assassinations of  Martin 
Luther King and Malcolm X and the FBI COINTELPRO violence tar-
geted against groups such as the Black Panthers and the Weathermen, as 
well as the Catholic Left). In turn, the movement was weakened from the 
inside by sectarian splits as well as by what Dellinger and others saw as 
the undisciplined lashing out of  younger activists.19 Nevertheless, whereas 
Rustin’s response in the later 1960s led him to work with the liberal center, 
Dellinger reached out to the radical Left of  the Black Panthers, the Youth 
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International Party (Yippies), the Weathermen, and others. Acknowledging 
that this latest political surge was less informed by the principles and disci-
pline of  nonviolence, he strove to restore its integrity by famously urging 
a “creative synthesis of  Gandhi and guerrilla” that could stand up to exter-
nal repression and internal indiscipline.20 He therefore worked within the 
broad Left to escalate a politics of  confrontation; and he chided traditional 
pacifists for their timidity in not participating in the mobilizations, argu-
ing that their experience could contribute a needed discipline and vision. 
In 1969, Dellinger’s networking role became evident when the “leaders” 
of  the 1968 Chicago demonstrations were convicted of  conspiracy: once 
part of  the Union Eight, Dellinger was now one of  the Chicago Seven, 
who also included Tom Hayden of  the Students for a Democratic Society, 
Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin of  the Yippies, and Bobby Seale of  the 
Black Panthers.

Anticipating these critical tensions in 1965, Dellinger wrote an essay titled 
“The Future of  Nonviolence” as part of  his effort to strengthen the larger 
coalition and redirect the tendency toward violence. To my mind, this is an 
excellent example of  what Kathi Weeks would term a utopian manifesto, in 
this case one that aims to convince the Left that nonviolence could provide 
a robust revolutionary vision and method.21 To support his argument, he 
notes the successes of  the nonviolent campaigns in India and in the American 
South; but he also acknowledges the anger and frustration of  those who seek 
change but have little knowledge or training in nonviolence, and (like Rustin 
and also citing Gandhi) he recognizes the validity of  their turn to rioting 
and to gestures of  armed struggle. He therefore challenges the traditional 
pacifist community to move beyond tactics of  passive witness and innovate 
more interventionist “methods by which [nonviolent action] can be made 
effective”; and he argues against purists who reduce nonviolence to “an act 
of  religious withdrawal and personal perfectionism.”22 Speaking to a larger 
and angrier audience, he argues (as a radical humanist) that the strategy of  
a nonviolent movement “must flow from a sense of  the underlying unity of  
all human beings” as it opposes the power structure by risking well-being 
and death in actions that are equivalent to the dangers of  armed struggle.23 
Tapping what I would see as the utopian surplus of  nonviolence and calling 
for new nonviolent subjects, he closes the essay by saying that the full poten-
tial of  nonviolent action is yet to be realized and ends in a declaration of  hope 
that accepts the hard work yet to be done.
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A half-generation younger, and most recently active in the Occupy 
 movement, Daniel Berrigan is a Jesuit priest and poet who was initially 
inspired by the French Worker Priest movement and by Dorothy Day, 
founder of  the Catholic Worker. While chaplain at Cornell University, he 
became involved in civil rights and antiwar work. Like Rustin and Dellinger, 
he too recognized the shift of  the mid-1960s; but instead of  their more peda-
gogical approach of  engaged dialogue with the larger movement, Berrigan 
and others in the Catholic Left opted for a performative response of  direct 
action, undertaken not simply to bear witness but to stop the war machinery. 
In doing so, they took up Dellinger’s challenge to develop innovative nonvio-
lent methods as they worked to help “render the movement less spasmodic 
and reactive, more on the move, more innovative” in what was seen as a 
“long patient struggle.”24

And so, in May 1968, in an action planned at the Kentucky hermitage 
of  the Trappist monk Thomas Merton, the Catonsville Nine (including 
Berrigan, his brother who was also a priest, a Christian Brother, and six lay-
people who were part of  the Catholic Left in Baltimore and Washington, 
D.C.) chose the path of  sabotage against property as a direct means of  aid-
ing and abetting draft resisters and disrupting the war effort. Declaring that 
“some property [such as gas ovens or conscription files] had no right to exist,” 
they broke into Selective Service offices in Maryland, carried several hun-
dred of  files of  young men eligible for service into a courtyard, and burned 
them with napalm. In this pre-electronic age, this was not a symbolic act; for 
by eliminating the single copies of  these documents they guaranteed that 
many in this group would not be called for service before the end of  their 
eligibility to serve at age twenty-six. In this act of  civil disobedience, they 
stood by the charred documents and were arrested and convicted. However, 
while out on bail before incarceration, four of  them, including Berrigan, 
escalated their action by going underground with the intention of  deflecting 
the FBI repression of  militants and carrying on their own organizing. The 
Catonsville Nine action prompted others to undertake similar actions. For 
example, in September 1968, a group of  fourteen clergy and laity broke into 
the Selective Service offices in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and dragged the regis-
tration files into a public square, where they burned them—and in doing so 
removed another fifty thousand subjects from the Selective Service apparatus. 
Again they stood for arrest, were convicted, and served jail terms. I will not 
detail the many subsequent actions of  this nonviolent tendency—except to 
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note that they included hundreds of  Selective Service attacks, blockades of  
 military trains and airplanes, and burglary (including a series of  burglaries of  
church rectories that sought to redistribute Church wealth and the burglary 
of  FBI offices in Media, Pennsylvania, that exposed the reign of  suppression 
led by J. Edgar Hoover).

Berrigan was an articulate agent of  this radical intensification. He 
explained that he and others chose to act directly against the war for its 
own sake but also as a means of  standing in critical solidarity with those 
advocating armed struggle. By taking on an equivalent risk, they exempli-
fied nonviolent maneuvers that went beyond passive witness. While on the 
run, Berrigan was given refuge by supporters throughout the United States 
and Latin America; and while he met with many activists he especially con-
tacted those in the Black Panthers, the Native American Movement, and the 
Weathermen. During this time, he kept a journal, and when he finally gave 
himself  up to serve his sentence his Dark Night of  Resistance was published 
in 1971. In prose and poetry, he meditates on his action and the nature of  
the larger movement; and he challenges the violent Left to choose a dif-
ferent path, while he also calls on liberals to reject their stance of  compro-
mise and co-optation. Directly addressing the Black Panthers, he expresses 
respect for their  reasons for considering violence and then invites them to 
compare the results of  violent and nonviolent action. As he puts it: “There 
is a . . . lesson here for  revolutionaries.  . . . Concentration on the sites of  
a gun inevitably contracts the bore of  the mind. How does one keep the 
mind open to the full range of  action possible to its powers? That range 
of  action includes . . . non-violence; even (most of  all) in a time totally and 
officially dedicated to violence. Lives must be defended and protected, yes; 
but what do we do with our lives? To this question, the gun cannot speak. 
Can the gunman?”25 On the other hand, he urges liberals to let go of  their 
compromising respectability and what he calls their “despair, fear, dread of  
change, dread of  loss.”26

Throughout this volume, Berrigan delivers a moral and political 
 manifesto on nonviolence that speaks not only to its acts of  witness and 
intervention but also to the way of  life that it invites. And here, I will end 
with his account of  nonviolent subjectivity—one that I would  consider to be 
utopian, as it offers us (in personal and political dimensions) an  exemplary 
form of  secular grace that redeems the dark present with the  de-alienating 
and reconciling power of  a totalizing vision and incremental  action.27 
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In what to me is the familiar utopian maneuver in which the  negative is 
the necessary first step, Berrigan writes that “everything begins with . . . 
no, spoken with the heart’s full energies, [with] a suffering and prophetic 
word.”28 Yet, from the negation of  this negation arises, in his words, “a 
life worthy of  human beings in the darkness,” one in which (anticipating 
Frederic Jameson) we are “called to grow new organs . . . [to develop new] 
ways of  perceiving, of  living in the world . . . to give room for others to 
live at our side.”29 Against the hegemonic rendering of  citizens into con-
sumers and patriots, Berrigan offers the radical alternative of  a self-aware 
human being, committed to building a better world—a commitment that 
has the capability (unlike the pathos of  T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock) to actually 
disturb the universe. Or as he puts it: “To live consciously is to sow the 
whirlwind.”30

IV.

I think that most people would “recoil” at war (as cummings says of  Olaf ) 
and many would abjure social injustice and environmental harm; but 
 nonviolent activists (such as Olaf  and those I have discussed here) take the 
radical next step as they convert that energy of  recoil into  transformative 
action. Their nonviolent standpoint locates them at a utopian horizon 
from which they step back into the struggles of  the present: not only to 
name social evil but to end it, not only to announce a better world but to 
build it. Revolutionary nonviolence asks for even more. It disallows purist 
comfort and requires a radical engagement on the broader oppositional 
field, including a critical dialogue with those who see counterviolence as 
the only way forward. The effort of  these nonviolent and, yes, utopian 
 subjects has often failed; but in other instances it has tempered countervio-
lent responses and even redirected them to nonviolent forms of  resistance 
and change.

I will end with the words of  Barbara Deming, another radical pacifist 
of  the postwar generation. Initially involved in antiracist and antiwar move-
ments in the 1950s and 1960s, she then brought her nonviolent stance into 
the feminist and lesbian/gay rights movements. A critical supporter of  the 
Chinese and Cuban revolutions and of  black militancy in the United States, 
she nevertheless held firm to nonviolent principles as she worked side by side 
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with those who felt that counterviolence was necessary, struggling against 
the system that produced the present injustices while demonstrating a radical 
alternative to violence through her own witness, direct action, and entire way 
of  life. In her 1968 essay, “On Revolution and Equilibrium,” Deming examines 
the discipline of  revolutionary nonviolence in the context of  her engagement 
in solidarity with Frantz Fanon’s discussion of  power and violence in The 
Wretched of  the Earth, thereby positioning nonviolence as a complementary 
form of  radical activism. She begins with these words: “It is not possible to act 
at all and to remain pure; and that is not what I want, when I commit myself  
to the nonviolent discipline. . . . I stand with all who say of  present conditions 
that they do not allow men and women to be fully human and so they must 
be changed—all who not only say this but are ready to act.”31 And she ends 
with these:

Yes, the challenge to those who believe in nonviolent struggle is to 
learn to be aggressive enough. Nonviolence has for too long been 
connected in people’s minds with the notion of   passivity. . . . 
I would substitute another word here—and rename “aggres-
sion”  “self-assertion.” . . . May those who say that they believe in 
 nonviolence learn to challenge more boldly those institutions of  
 violence that constrict and cripple our humanity. And may those 
who have questioned nonviolence come to see that one’s rights to 
life and happiness can only be claimed as inalienable if  one grants, in 
action, that they belong to all men.32

Notes

Nonviolence has been formative in my personal and political life since the late 1950s, 
and utopianism became part of  my way of  thinking about, and being in, the world in 
the 1970s. I am grateful to Pavla Veselá, organizer of  the 2014 Utopian Studies Society 
conference in Prague, for the invitation to give the keynote lecture that was the basis 
of  this essay. I also appreciate the comments given to me by Kathleen Eull, Diane 
Morgan, and Katie Moylan. A longer version of  this essay will appear in my forthcoming 
collection of  essays on radical utopian agency.
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abstract
Decolonization movements in Africa and Asia, Gandhi’s philosophy of  nonviolent 
resistance, and Christian pacifism merged in the U.S. Civil Rights Movement of  the 
1950s. I discuss key individuals involved and the tactics they developed to popularize 
a nonviolent confrontation of  segregation, including the use of  a comic book. These 
writers and activists developed new and transformative notions of  solidarity and tac-
tics of  nonviolent resistance, which continue to influence movements for social justice 
around the world.
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In this essay I focus on three sources for the idea of  nonviolent resistance 
available to the U.S. civil rights movement in the 1950s and investigate how 
U.S. activists fashioned an evolving understanding of  civil and human rights. 
I uncover some specific meanings and practices activists attached to the con-
cepts of  nonviolence by examining the African National Congress’s Defiance 
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Campaign, 1951–52; the Bandung Conference of  1955; and U.S. pacifism. All 
three movements were interrelated and converged in the 1950s to influence the 
largest movement for democracy in the United States in the twentieth century.

Parallel Struggles Against Racial Subordination: The Defiance 
Campaign, South Africa, 1951–1952

The first example of  a nonviolent, direct action movement to confront racial 
segregation that was to influence black Americans took place in South Africa 
under the auspices of  the African National Congress (ANC). It launched the 
Defiance Campaign, where volunteers were asked to violate petty apartheid 
laws, get arrested, and fill the prisons. Thousands of  volunteers complied, 
and the ANC appealed to the world for support. The Defiance Campaign 
generated a variety of  responses from the U.S. black press and prominent 
leaders and activists.1

To support the Defiance Campaign a coalition of  U.S. peace and civil rights 
groups was formed, the Americans for South African Resistance (AFSAR). It 
included organizations such as the Fellowship of  Reconciliation (FOR) and 
the War Resisters League, labor leaders such as A. Philip Randolph, ministers 
such as U.S. Congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr., and peace activists such 
as Dorothy Day, William Sutherland, and Bayard Rustin.2 Rustin, who was 
to play an important role as an adviser to Martin Luther King Jr., was ini-
tially drawn into supporting the Defiance Campaign by his connections to the 
peace movement. AFSAR was interracial and liberal, and its founders were 
activists in various religious communities who were committed to pacifism 
and Christianity.3 It condemned colonialism but distanced itself  from organi-
zations deemed too Left.4 The organization focused on education and policy 
matters, promoting the members’ experiences with civil rights activism as the 
solution for change in South Africa.5

In the African American press, parallels were drawn between the status of  
Africans and that of  black Americans and between apartheid and segregation. 
These parallels, which seem to be self-evident today, had to be created. Many 
prominent black educators described the parallels in their speeches,6 while 
the more radical commentators, such as Paul Robeson, urged the adoption of  
the ANC’s tactics.7 James Meriwether maintains that the Defiance Campaign 
“pushed African Americans to rethink their own struggle for freedom as it 
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offered a striking model of  nonviolent resistance and mass action against 
white supremacy.”8

New Venues of  Resistance: Bandung, 1955

A number of  U.S. observers and activists, including two members of  AFSAR, 
attended the 1955 Bandung Conference, held in Bandung, Indonesia. Taking 
place two years after the Defiance Campaign, “Bandung,” as the conference 
was to be called, created a venue and an opportunity to deplore the Cold 
War, promote decolonization, and increase the chances for world peace from 
the perspectives of  the leaders of  the decolonizing world. Summitry is an 
acknowledged political tool and though understudied, is beginning to be 
understood as having “epic qualities” when heads of  state convene to talk 
about international affairs.9 Bandung is now interpreted as a foundational 
moment in anticolonialism,10 creating a platform utilized to articulate alter-
natives to Cold War treaties.11 For some, the notion of  a “Third World” was 
a creation of  a utopian “Third World project”12 in that it was an attempt to 
redistribute resources and promote dignity. Bandung’s role in initiating this 
project is part of  its significance. At the summit leaders of  twenty-nine inde-
pendent states in Africa and Asia met to discuss issues of  mutual concern, 
including national development, regional and world peace, colonialism, and 
racialism. More than two thousand delegates and observers attended the con-
ference, some representing liberation movements and peace organizations. 
One delegate estimated that between six and seven hundred journalists and 
reporters covered the conference.13

Asian leaders discussed satyagraha, Buddhism, and peaceful resistance as 
methods to achieve world peace and to avoid repeating the use of  nuclear weap-
ons. Sir John Kotelawala of  Ceylon in a plenary address on world peace noted 
that no African or Asian nation had developed nuclear weapons. He proposed 
that this position of  relative weakness allowed for Asian and African coun-
tries to be mediators between the two blocs in the Cold War.14 Prime Minister 
Nehru discussed and advocated for the principles of  Gandhian nonviolence.

Bandung was viewed with deep suspicion by the United States and its 
Western allies for its stance on colonialism and military pacts. Some U.S.  citizens 
were thwarted from attending the conference, and the CIA sent some  citizens 
to spy on the summit. A few prominent African Americans attended the 
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conference, among them journalist Carl T. Rowan, author Richard Wright, and 
U.S. Congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr.15 Homer A.  Jack, a radical peace 
activist who was to play an important role in the civil rights movement, attended 
Bandung as well. All four published reports and spoke about the Bandung experi-
ence to many audiences. Their actions helped to establish an intellectual climate 
in the United States where nonviolence was given global and moral credentials.

Carl Rowan, a noted journalist and syndicated columnist, wrote about 
Bandung extensively.16 Rowan moved easily between journalism and public 
service, working for almost four years at the U.S. Information Agency. In his 
autobiography, published thirty-five years after Bandung, he reveals that he 
was asked by the Eisenhower administration to cover Bandung, perhaps at 
the request of  the CIA, a fact that did not seem to bother him.17 He attended 
Bandung as a reporter for the Minneapolis Tribune. For Rowan, Bandung 
was a meaningful assertion of  power by non-European nations whose goals 
included world peace and an end to colonialism and racialism. In his earlier 
book The Pitiful and the Proud, published one year after Bandung,18 he gives a 
fuller accounting of  the conference, the various dramatic moments that took 
place, and the backroom maneuvers that took place in order for the final com-
muniqué to be crafted by the summiteers.

Rowan notes how the divisions between the heads of  state mirrored Cold 
War politics. This was clear in the vigorous debates around how to define 
colonialism. Rowan’s sympathies are with the West, but he understands the 
sentiments of  the Asians and Africans who recently emerged from colonial 
rule and who wanted to be treated as equals.19 Rowan’s analysis does not 
make connections between the struggles of  African Americans and those of  
people in Asia and Africa or between the concept of  satyagraha and Martin 
Luther King’s concepts of  nonviolence, even though he was to cover the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott one year after Bandung and was present at the ini-
tial meeting in Montgomery to plan the strategy for the boycott.20

Richard Wright and Adam Clayton Powell Jr. had more visceral reactions 
to Bandung. For them, Bandung encapsulated the intersection of  race, poli-
tics, and civil rights. Wright’s report tells of  how he felt when he first heard 
about Bandung. He knew immediately that it was a gathering of  supreme 
importance, bringing together “the despised, the insulted, the hurt, the dis-
possessed—in short, the underdogs of  the human race . . . on a global scale.”21 
The conference’s aims, he thought, seemed to be “extra-political, extra-social, 
almost extra-human. . . . [I]t smacked of  tidal waves, of  natural forces. . . . The 
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agenda and subject matter had been written for centuries in the blood and 
bones of  the participants.”22

In his report on Bandung, The Color Curtain, Wright focuses on colonial-
ism’s psychological impact on the colonized. This is a legacy that includes 
what he terms “racial shame,” a sense of  inferiority brought about by the 
colonizers’ insistence on their racial superiority. He analyzes a Dutch–Malay 
phrase book published in 1949 and notes the tone and content of  its phrases, 
designed to be of  use to the Dutch in the colony: “The broom is broken! 
Sweep up in the front first! You must stay over there! You are not clever 
enough.”23 He interviews an Indonesian author, who admits to feeling racially 
inferior.24 He draws a composite and unified psychological portrait of  all post-
colonial Asians and sees in it a “race consciousness . . . extreme attitudes, 
smacking of  omnipotence of  thought. . . . Deprived of  historical perspective, 
feeling his ‘racial’ world is broken, the new Asian makes a cult of  action, of  
dynamism, to fill the void that is his. . . . Racial insults, slights, and offenses, 
no matter how trivial, are hugged and nursed.”25

Wright links the struggles of  African Americans to those waged by Asians 
and Africans by way of  a shared history of  racial shame. He does so with a story 
that he narrates at the expense of  African American women. Wright describes 
how a white woman journalist approaches him for advice. She is sharing a 
room with a black American woman colleague, who at night is doing some 
inexplicable things. She asks Wright for clarification and wonders if  her room-
mate is practicing “voodoo.” She describes how her roommate hunches over 
an open flame in a Sterno can at night and goes into the bathroom and emerges 
lighter in complexion. Wright proceeds to clarify the mystery by explaining 
that the woman is straightening her hair and bleaching her skin. He states: 
“Negroes have been made ashamed of  being black. Dark Hindus feel the same 
way. White people have made them feel like that. The American Negroes are 
black and they live in a white country. . . . The Hindus have been conditioned 
to regard white skins as superior; for centuries, all the authority and power in 
their country were in the hands of  whites. . . . Can you blame her [your room-
mate]? It’s her way of  saying: ‘Forgive me. I am sorry I’m black; I’m ashamed 
that my hair is not like yours.’”26 Wright goes on: “‘Every day that woman com-
mits psychological suicide,’ I tried to explain. ‘That is why twenty-nine nations 
are meeting here in Bandung to discuss racialism and colonialism.’”27

However, Wright’s story is not entirely accurate. The black journalist in 
the story was Ethel Payne, who did not have a roommate but who had run 
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out of  Sterno and had approached Wright for help in finding a solution to 
heat her hot comb to straighten her hair. He had obliged and had used the 
incident to make his argument.28 With his story Wright had connected racism 
in the United States to colonialism and capitalism. He was to assert later that 
black Americans were an internal colony in the United States.29

U.S Congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr. represented Harlem, 
New York, and was an outspoken and unpredictable political maverick. As 
noted earlier, Powell had supported the Defiance Campaign. He believed 
that the U.S. government should send observers to Bandung, and he offered 
his services to that end but was rebuffed. He decided to attend and did so 
as a newspaperman for the New York Age.30 Powell, although a long-standing 
critic of  racism in the United States, saw his role at Bandung as countering 
Communism. He held a press conference in Bandung to defend the state of  
U.S. race relations, much to the consternation of  the black press there and to 
the disappointment of  the reporters in Bandung.31 Upon his return he was 
given a standing ovation in the U.S. Congress for his actions in Bandung.

Notwithstanding his Cold War maneuvering,32 Powell left the conference 
with a more comprehensive view of  racial discrimination, which he now 
understood as existing in countries outside the United States, including Asian 
countries. Furthermore, he came away with a different and broader definition 
of  the freedom struggle in the United States, stating:

Bandung had completely changed my thinking. It made me over 
into an entirely new man. . . . Whereas previously I had thought of  
civil rights in terms of  rights for Negroes only, I now thought of  civil 
rights as the sole method by which we could save the entire United 
States of  America. Throughout the land, I began to speak on the 
subject . . . [and] I called on Negro people to take the leadership in 
this fight and urged them to get out of  the rut of  thinking that I had 
once been in: that the fight for civil rights was their fight alone; they 
must realize that it was also America’s fight.33

Both Powell and Wright perceived race as a fact in global politics. They had 
interpreted race from their personal experiences as black Americans, and 
their encounters in Bandung propelled them to reinterpret U.S. race relations 
from a new and global perspective. They drew new lines of  kinship and com-
munity. Black Americans were not alone in the world.
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A fourth U.S. citizen to write a report on Bandung was Homer A. Jack, who 
attended as a representative of  the International League for the Rights of  Man, 
a U.S. peace organization. A Unitarian Universalist clergyman, Jack was a radi-
cal pacifist who fought against segregation. He helped to found the Congress 
of  Racial Equality (CORE), and was active in the Council on African Affairs 
and the National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy. He wrote extensively 
on pacifism, and his works include two edited collections of  Gandhi’s works 
and an autobiography.34 Jack went to Bandung a committed Gandhian. He had 
edited and published a volume of  Gandhi’s writings in 1951, where he introduced 
Gandhi’s ideas on nonviolence as the “greatest social invention.”35 In a second 
volume of  Gandhi’s works, published one year after Bandung, Jack states his 
admiration for Gandhi’s philosophy for creating a new method to fight evil that 
could be used by individuals, groups, or nations. This method, satyagraha, was 
a “truly epochal social invention . . . meant for the common people, not merely 
for saints. It is war without violence. It is based on love, not on hate: on loving 
one’s opponents and suffering to convert them. It differentiates between the sin 
and the sinner, between the evil and the evil-doer. It is the weapon of  the brave 
not the weak. It demands discipline and may entail self-sacrifice, suffering, fast-
ing, imprisonment, and death, yet it has the supreme virtue of  providing means 
consonant with the highest ends.”36 This method was a social force because it 
involved many. It was “group nonviolent direct action.”37

For Jack, Bandung’s importance was its focus on peace and the reduction 
of  nuclear armaments. His report highlights Bandung as being the birthplace 
of  a “third camp,” a new bloc of  enormous size and population. He is disap-
pointed that Bandung’s final communiqué does not call for the establishment 
of  institutionalized mechanisms for peacemaking or a push to utilize Gandhi’s 
ideas in Asia and Africa.38 Notwithstanding these deficiencies, Jack’s report on 
Bandung focuses on the utopian elements of  the conference: “Bandung made 
world peace possible. It gained time. It formed a moral if  not a military wedge 
between the two great giants—the U.S. and the USSR. . . . Bandung was at least 
five hundred years in the making. Not by arms, but by moral persuasion nour-
ished by the world’s great religions will this third force help keep the peace the 
world so desperately desires. . . . Bandung may just be the hinge of  history.”39 Jack 
captures how the desire for world peace and the attempt to create new forms 
of  kinship and solidarity were generated in a new political space. Many referred 
to this as the “Spirit of  Bandung” or the “Bandung Spirit,” and it was utilized 
by Third World leaders such as Nehru and Nasser for a generation after the 
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conference.40 This spirit was to die and with it, the utopian idea of  a Third World 
that was capable of  enunciating the desires of  peoples in three continents. While 
it existed, one commentator states, “The Third World project (the ideology and 
institutions) enabled the powerless to hold a dialogue with the powerful, and to 
try to hold them accountable.”41

Bayard Rustin: Nonviolence, Pacifism, and the U.S. Civil Rights 
Movement of  the 1950s

Jack’s ideas about nonviolent resistance were developed with his associates, 
one of  whom was Bayard Rustin. Rustin represents the most direct source of  
the idea and practice of  nonviolent resistance to influence the freedom strug-
gle in the United States. Born in 1912, Rustin was brought up by his Quaker 
grandmother in Pennsylvania. As a young man he joined the Young Commu-
nist League, but he left in 1941 when the party changed its position on the war. 
He was a pacifist, a militant conscientious objector, a civil rights activist, and 
a labor organizer. Over the course of  his life Rustin promoted three causes: 
global peace, human rights and anticolonialism, and civil rights in the United 
States. At times, these causes were to contradict one another.42

In 1941 Rustin was recruited to the FOR by A. J. Muste, its head and a leading 
spokesman for pacifism in the United States. Muste also recruited James Farmer 
and George Houser, who were to play enormously important roles in the civil 
rights movement. At the time, the FOR promoted a Gandhian perspective, and 
Muste was committed to total pacifism and the black struggle for equality.43

Rustin believed in total nonviolence and wrote and spoke extensively on 
its principles. He developed techniques of  nonviolent resistance for use when 
confronted with racial discrimination.44 For example, he advocated the “Why?” 
method, which he described in a manual for the FOR: “Here the  victim of  
discrimination proceeds as though equality existed. Upon being told to move 
into a Jim Crow [railroad] car, for example, he simply asks, ‘Why?’ Although 
finally he may be forced to accept the consequences of  his position—such 
as being arrested or being moved to a segregated area—he has raised a vital 
issue.”45 Rustin used the technique at a restaurant in Indianapolis when he 
was refused service. He asked why and was told that whites would not eat 
if  they saw him being served. He asked the proprietor if  she had ever served 
Negroes, and when she answered in the negative, Rustin proposed that they 
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engage in an experiment: He would sit by the door with a hamburger on his 
plate for a quarter of  an hour, and if  any whites left the restaurant as a result, 
he would depart. The owner agreed, and Rustin sat for some time in front of  
an uneaten hamburger. No white customers left the restaurant, and his cold 
hamburger was replaced with a hot one, and the proprietor asked him what 
he wanted to drink.46 For Rustin, Gandhian  principles required courage, self-
discipline, and a calculated analysis. There was no room for emotionalism.47

Rustin was a charismatic speaker who was utilized by the FOR to recruit 
members, and he converted many to pacifism. Rustin, said one of  his associ-
ates at the FOR, “brought to the Gandhian principle a dialectic which said that 
one ought to absorb suffering in order to resolve conflict; that conflict was 
inevitable; that the role of  pacifists was to confront it creatively.”48 At a speech 
he gave in 1960 in Bombay, Rustin impressed Indian pacifist Devi Prasad with 
the clarity of  his thinking when Rustin asserted that conflict could not be 
avoided but could be “transformed into a creative force for moral reconcilia-
tion and political reconstruction.”49

Rustin was to organize ways to crack segregation’s laws. One project was 
the 1947 Journey of  Reconciliation to the South to test the implementation 
of  a U.S. Supreme Court decision banning segregation in interstate travel. 
The FOR wanted to test the implementation of  the law nonviolently, and 
Rustin coordinated with the National Association for the Advancement of  
Colored People and its lawyers to work on behalf  of  the sixteen volunteers 
who formed interracial teams to travel on buses. Jack was one of  the par-
ticipants, as was Rustin, who was jailed for his participation and sentenced to 
serve thirty days on a chain gang as a result.50

Rustin was among the most influential individuals to convince 
Martin Luther King Jr. to adopt Gandhi’s methods of  nonviolent resistance and 
to apply them to mass action. He began to advise King in 1955 at the start of  
the Montgomery Bus Boycott, a highly successful boycott in which thousands 
boycotted the public system of  bus transportation for over a year. It had been 
initiated by the arrest of  Rosa Parks, a respected seamstress who was active in 
working on behalf  of  civil rights. She had attended workshops at Highlander 
Folk School, an interracial labor and civil rights organization. Initially King was 
unsure of  these tactical recommendations, which had been used by CORE 
and FOR.51 King was familiar with Gandhi’s ideas but was not totally commit-
ted to these principles.52 For example, King believed in the right to self-defense 
and had a permit to carry a gun in his car. He had guns in his house as well.53 
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This alarmed Rustin, and he convinced King to relinquish his arms, as he feared 
it would encourage others to utilize guns.54 Rustin assessed King’s commitment 
to Gandhian principles as academic and Christian but believed that King was 
capable of  change: “I believe he soon came to see what I had recognized while 
working with Gandhi’s movement in India—that you ought not to separate the 
secular from the religious. So King’s Christian-based nonviolence began drawing 
increasingly upon the practical strategies and tactics Gandhism had adopted.”55

King describes his growing adherence to nonviolence in general and to 
Gandhi’s ideas in his account of  the Montgomery Bus Boycott.56 He had first 
encountered the philosophy of  nonviolence in Henry David Thoreau’s Essay 
on Civil Disobedience and in Reinhold Niebuhr’s works.57 King found compel-
ling Gandhi’s ideas on the centrality of  love in the struggle for justice: “Love 
for Gandhi was a potent instrument for social and collective transformation. 
It was in this Gandhian emphasis on love and nonviolence that I discovered 
the method for social reform that I had been seeking for so many months. . . . 
[T]his was the only morally and practically sound method open to oppressed 
people in their struggle for freedom.”58 King distinguishes among three 
types of  love: eros, philia, and agape. Agape stems from the recognition of  the 
necessity of  mutuality and the need for healing the community. King states: 
“Agape . . . is love in action. . . . It is insistence of  community even when one 
seeks to break it . . . a willingness to go to any length to restore community.”59 
Segregation has “distorted” the white man’s soul, who as a result “needs the 
love of  the Negro. The Negro must love the white man, because the white 
man needs his love to remove his tensions, insecurities, and fears.”60 King’s 
belief  in mutuality means that both oppressor and oppressed were marked by 
inequality and needed each other to overcome injustice.

King’s appreciation of  nonviolent resistance deepened with the boy-
cott’s successes, and he became convinced that it was the best method to 
confront injustice. He notes: “I came to see the power of  nonviolence more 
and more.   . . . Nonviolence became more than a method to which I gave 
intellectual assent; it became a commitment to a way of  life. Many of  the 
things that I had not cleared up intellectually concerning nonviolence were 
now solved in the sphere of  practical action.”61 Theologian James H. Cone 
maintains that King’s commitment to nonviolence was through, and by way 
of, his Christian beliefs, which included a commitment to use moral means to 
achieve moral ends and the understanding that the beloved community could 
not be achieved through violence.62
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The Global Reach of  Nonviolent Resistance

The FOR promoted direct, mass action and nonviolence in creative ways. It 
published a comic book, “Martin Luther King and the Montgomery Story: 
How 50,000 Negroes Found a New Way to End Racial Discrimination,”63 sell-
ing copies for ten cents. The comic book describes the boycott through the 
figure of  an attractive young black laborer, Jones, who keeps a gun in the 
house. He is shown thinking, “I’m a peaceful man—but I have a gun. For a 
long time I thought I might have to use it someday. Now I don’t know.” He is 
upset at Rosa Parks’s arrest and joins the boycott. The protesters are shown 
preparing for the day when the buses will be desegregated. Volunteers act in 
roles and receive training to respond nonviolently to a variety of  stressful situ-
ations. The escalation of  violence and tension that took place in Montgomery 
is depicted, and at the end, with victory secured, Jones is shown saying that he 
has thrown his gun away: “We respect ourselves more and we know that the 
idea of  love and non-violence is spreading. I’ve thrown my gun away . . . it had 
gotten much too heavy for me ever to lift again!”

The comic book’s final six pages are devoted to describing “the Montgomery 
Method.” The first two pages picture Mahatma Gandhi’s struggle against British 
colonialism, in which three hundred million Indians achieved independence by 
using the same tactics used in Montgomery. Gandhi is shown as reaching out to 
the “Untouchables,” participating in the Salt March, and filling the jails with dis-
sidents. Finally, independence was granted. King is shown as saying: “They won 
their freedom—and something else too. They won the friendship and respect 
of  the British. This is the unusual thing about nonviolence—nobody is defeated; 
everybody shared in the victory.” The method has universal applicability.

The Montgomery Method is summarized in seven Christian principles 
that can be useful anywhere. The principles include the importance of  indi-
viduals to create social change—“God says you are important. He needs you 
to change things”—and the necessity of  loving one’s enemies, seeing them 
as human, and separating the sin from the sinner: “Hardest of  all, you have 
to help your enemy to see you as a human being. He has to see you as a 
person who wants the same kind of  things he wants: love, a family, a job, 
the respect of  his neighbors.” With the Christian principles explained, the 
comic book proceeds to describe explicitly the five steps individuals can take 
separately and collectively to confront injustice: from deciding on the proj-
ect and analyzing the facts to joining others who share the same perspective. 
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Here the importance of  practice is stressed to “make sure you can face any 
 opposition without hitting back, or running away, or hating.” When these steps 
are  accomplished, then one should proceed without fear and with the knowl-
edge that God will be there to support one. These principles and directives 
in the comic book are identical to those found in Jack’s introduction to his 
 volume on Gandhi and to King’s description of  the six principles of  nonvio-
lent resistance he writes in Stride Toward Freedom,64 but they were made acces-
sible to a larger audience in the comic book format. The FOR printed more 
than a quarter of  a million copies of  the comic book in the 1950s.

A testament to the enduring ability of  the comic book to inspire others 
can be seen in the actions of  a young Egyptian woman, Dalia Ziada, who 
encountered the comic book in 2006, fifty years after its publication. She 
found the principles of  nonviolent resistance universal and inspirational and 
translated the comic book into Arabic. In 2008, she and her organization, the 
American Islamic Congress, published the Arabic version of  the comic book 
and distributed thousands of  copies in the Middle East, including in Tahrir 
Square, Cairo, where it was used by protesters in 2011.65 The nonviolent pro-
test in Tahrir Square has spawned a multitude of  protests around the world, 
including the Occupy Wall Street movement in the United States and protest 
movements in Madrid, Spain, and Kazakhstan.

Rustin’s advisory role to King went beyond the Montgomery Bus Boycott. 
He advised King on the formation of  the Southern Christian Leadership 
Council, a ministerial alliance whose mission was suggested by Rustin to pro-
mote mass protests in the South.66 This beneficial collaboration ended when 
Rustin and King were blackmailed by Adam Clayton Powell with an allegation 
that they were involved in a sexual relationship. The accusation was a fabrica-
tion; Rustin was openly gay, and King was not, but Rustin’s  sexual orienta-
tion was used against him and the movement. King asked Rustin to distance 
himself  from the movement.67 It was not the first time Rustin was forced to 
relinquish his responsibilities because of  negative publicity surrounding his 
sexual orientation. He had been let go by Muste for his arrest in California for 
engaging in sexual acts in a car with two men. Rustin pleaded guilty to the 
charges.68 In both instances, Rustin’s departure served to weaken the move-
ments for peace and freedom.

By 1964 Rustin had come to the conclusion that protest tactics had run 
their course. He was convinced that new techniques had to be adopted to 
deal with economic and social inequality. Blacks needed allies, such as the 
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unions and other religious groups.69 Rustin also had reconsidered his  earlier 
 commitment to total pacifism. In an interview in 1983 he described his 
 evolution on pacifism:

I believe that pacifism is a personal witness to the truth as one sees 
it. I do not believe that pacifism can be politically organized. I do not 
believe you can organize a society in which men will refuse to fight, 
until they have a proven alternative to war. Therefore I am a pacifist 
to this extent: I believe the first and most important thing we can do 
is to discover the means of  defining freedom that men can use. It is 
ridiculous, in my view, to talk only about peace. There is something 
which is more valuable to people than peace. And that is freedom. 
So we have to find a peaceful way to defend democratic freedom.70

In 1967 King delivered his historic condemnation of  the Vietnam War at 
Riverside Church, New York, where he linked the black struggle in the United 
States to his antiwar sentiments. King had begun to see the connections among 
racism, poverty, and militarism as fundamental to understanding domestic prob-
lems.71 Rustin, who had schooled King on pacifism, now argued along with other 
black leaders that King needed to separate the two causes.72 King, however, was 
alert to the inconsistency of  the argument, which encouraged him to use non-
violence to address the issues of  domestic racism but attacked him for preaching 
the use of  nonviolence in Vietnam.73 King, the student, had overtaken Rustin, the 
teacher.74 King had been disappointed in what he saw to be the turn to violence 
by urban, northern black youth and was trying to counter the seduction of  Black 
Power’s ideas.75 One year after delivering the Riverside sermon, King was assas-
sinated, and nonviolence lost its most articulate defender.

Conclusion

Within the confines of  the Cold War, activists created new, global political 
spaces for resistance and new vocabularies that connected the freedom strug-
gle in the United States to other struggles at home and abroad, enlarged upon 
definitions of  solidarity, and expressed desires for a more egalitarian world. 
Some of  the 1950s activists’ visions of  utopia embedded in then-new notions 
of  kinship continue to have resonance in contemporary struggles. Situating 
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the U.S. civil rights movement in a global context allows us to appreciate the 
creation of  tactics of  resistance on the part of  individuals and organizations 
from a variety of  continents and religious and political traditions.
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Ancient discourses on utopia range from nostalgic evocations of  a peaceful Golden 
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remedy connect to a certain underlying conception of  man. Not unlike Platonic uto-
pia, conceived as an artificial remedy to natural inner conflicts, some Hellenistic and 
Greco-Roman philosophies of  peace share in the vision of  an ever-expanding “circle” 
of  the city. However, their understanding of  human nature is different, and despite 
some complicity between cosmopolitanism and imperialism, they are more optimistic 
in considering the perfectible community not as an imposed artificial structure of  jus-
tice but as a structure whose germ is naturally present in our individual constitution.
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Let me start with a caveat: the title of  my contribution looks like a variation 
on a very old contrast between two cities, depicted throughout the centuries 
as the peaceful city full of  harmonious cooperation and the war-torn city 
destroyed by furious strife. I assume that you are familiar with at least some 
version of  this image, whose first blueprint is part of  the famous Homeric 
ekphrasis of  the shield of  Achilles and whose reincarnations range from Saint 
Augustine’s City of  God to Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s often reproduced frescoes 
of  The Good and the Bad Government in the city hall of  Siena.

It is, however, not this image that my title is meant to evoke. Instead, 
I wish to focus on an ancient philosophical discussion that blurs this iconog-
raphy by superposing the two cities and merging them into one, with a hope 
that some new quality will arise and violent conflict will be made absent from 
the city, either by being held beyond its walls or by being properly tamed, 
within these walls, by the forces of  reason. In both these different cases, the 
proposed solution takes on the face of  a properly utopian hope.

I will deal with a small number of  texts that give some flesh to the con-
ceptual polarity between violent conflict and peaceful harmony. They do so 
in virtue of  dealing with rather sophisticated theories of  human nature and 
the human soul, but also because they operate in a wider cultural and histori-
cal context or, rather, a series of  contexts. A detailed analysis of  these contexts 
being impossible in a simple essay, suffice it to say that the ancient city where 
these issues started to be discussed in remarkable theoretical detail was pre-
cisely the most ruthless and compulsively imperialistic city of  its time. This 
city is of  course Athens, a city named after the goddess whom Plato charac-
terizes as philopolemos kai philosophos, “lover of  fight and lover of  wisdom,” an 
expression that offers some uncanny intimations of  to what degree the two 
above-mentioned cities are, or may easily be, one and the same.

Now in order to understand what is at stake in Plato’s dealing with 
both personal and political violence, I wish to establish a slightly broader 
context by discussing Plato together with Thucydides, whose History of  the 
Peloponnesian War is not exactly, or at least not only, a history in the modern 
sense of  the term. What preoccupies Thucydides—and it is this preoccu-
pation that he shares with philosophers such as Plato—are certain tenden-
cies and impulses (passions, in one word) that he finds deeply embedded in 
human nature whose most prominent feature is constant motion, which can-
not but be translated onto the political level of  dealing with others. First and 
originally, human being is the being that cannot stand still.
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To this insight connects an assumption that will be theorized on the 
 metaphysical level by Aristotle but which is clearly present in Thucydides’s 
and Plato’s understanding of  man, namely, that to be in motion is to be endowed 
with some powers and that no power is without its exercise. Human beings 
are powerful in this original or primitive way, and even to renounce to exercise 
this power toward others presupposes the exercise of  power toward oneself. 
This is a point of  an uttermost importance, since it confirms the belief  that 
the decisive battles happen in the soul and that the external political violence 
is their expression, no matter what the historical and economic circumstances 
may be.

The issue that preoccupies historians and philosophers alike is the one of  
finding ways of  channeling the power unavoidably present in the human heart 
and soul. The option of  turning this power on the outside and of  directing it 
against an external enemy, be it a personal or a political one (usually it is both), 
is given some serious thought by Thucydides and Plato in the context of  the 
Greek polis and also by later authors in the context of  the Roman Empire. 
There is, however, a danger of  which Thucydides and Plato are keenly aware: 
they both realize that there is only a very thin line separating destruction from 
self-destruction. In fact, for these authors, there is a sort of  unbreakable moral 
continuum between the political and the personal conflict. It is thus entirely 
natural or normal that every victory contains the seeds of  future corruption, 
and it is up to historians and philosophers alike to explain this fact by means 
of  a certain “hermeneutics of  self-suspicion,” of  which Plato especially is 
the grand master and which he translates into a very interesting if  somehow 
 military-like conception of  self-knowledge as victory over oneself, a victory 
that presupposes an original disunity of  human nature and its division into 
various parts with their own different goals and sets of  values. The victory of  
the allegedly best of  these parts is then considered a precondition for a domi-
nation of  any kind, including a successful exercise of  political power.

The idea that in order to achieve any kind of  domination, the first vic-
tory must be over oneself  is discussed in considerable detail in the first book 
of  Plato’s Laws and also in his dialogue Alcibiades, where self-knowledge is 
explicitly presented as the only proper weapon that the weak can use against 
the rich and the powerful: without knowing himself, more exactly without 
discerning which of  his many physical and psychological parts is the most 
important and designated so as to use the other parts and rule over them, 
Alcibiades, who receives this Socratic lesson, will never stand the slightest 
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chance against the rich Persians and the physically superior Spartans. The 
hegemony at stake is thus originally double, and the important thing is first 
to achieve inner dominion over oneself  and then to learn how to translate it 
into ruling others. What Socrates both describes and prescribes here is the 
program where theoretical analysis verges quite directly on practical philoso-
phy. And since it really is a program, something to be realized but clearly absent 
in the present, we also deal with the merging of  two utopian horizons: the 
inner one and the external one.

It is obviously tempting to describe such a merging as Plato’s ideal, 
 especially in view of  the most famous and most often misread Platonic 
utopia, which consists in the project of  the best and beautiful city painted 
in the Republic. Plato, however, seems to pay equal attention to the neces-
sity and yet practical impossibility of  making the two utopian horizons over-
lap. What I have just called an “unbreakable moral continuum between the 
political and the personal conflict” does not mean that personal morals 
translate easily into political behaviors. Here the case in point is Socrates, 
whom Plato presents as repeatedly insisting that, in all circumstances, it is 
better to suffer injustice than to commit it. This has become such a bor-
ing textbook phrase that we forget its general premise, namely, that no 
action is without consequences for those who act, which is a fundamental 
moral principle but also one whose implications seem almost impossible 
to reconcile with political calculation, which is necessary even in view of  
arguably legitimate and good ends.

I will not pursue this line of  inquiry in any detail, but it must be stressed 
that Socrates’s claim is probably the oldest claim of  nonviolence under any 
personal—although not political—circumstances (it is also worth noticing that 
this claim was well known to Mahatma Gandhi, who translated the Apology of  
Socrates in Gujarati). Here it is easy to understand that a breach starts to open 
between personal morals and political actions, but this does not mean, at least 
for Plato, that we may abandon the basic foundational analogy between these 
two spheres. If  every personally committed injustice (which I take to include 
moral as well as physical violence) results in self-damage, an analogical prin-
ciple should hold in the political sphere where only just actions would be sus-
ceptible to benefiting the state. These actions may extend to physical violence, 
but the latter must not be unfair and unprovoked: in all, the state can exercise 
two kinds of  violence, one punitive of  its own citizens, the other defensive 
and directed toward other states or cities. Here we have a germ of  the “just 
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war” theory, which will not be developed before Cicero, but it should be added 
that this development, and its extension throughout the next centuries and 
until today, will progressively take away the edge present in Plato: this edge 
follows from the repeated reorientation of  the whole issue of  the war among 
cities back to the issue of  war among citizens and even to the image of  the 
war within ourselves as not exactly individuals but, rather, natural multitudes.

On the textual level, this recursive structure is the determining feature of  
the Republic, including the whole utopian project of  the “best” or ideal city, 
with its correlative ideal of  dialectical wisdom that would be fully virtuous 
and immune to destruction by its own inner evil (the Stoics will soon elabo-
rate upon this ideal of  virtue). On a more general level, the  above-summarized 
recursive structure means that the inner conflict or civil war becomes a 
 paradigm—or, more prudently, one of  the central paradigms—that is explan-
atory of  all violent conflict or war.

Seen in this light, the “core project” of  Plato’s Republic consists in ask-
ing how far we can go in translating inner peace and justice into political 
peace and justice. Plato’s own answer is clearly skeptical since it describes 
even the hypothetically best political regime, the very utopia at the heart of  
this dialogue, as inherently corruptible. It is only the Stoics and then some 
Roman authors who will try to offer a more optimistic alternative, but in 
order to do so, they will have to reinterpret and thus emphasize the properly 
“ imperialistic” streak of  Plato’s best city. Now in order to see which streak it is 
and how it will be used during Roman times, we have to turn to the Republic 
in conjunction with at least two Thucydidean texts (there are many more that 
would be relevant, but we must simplify and accelerate a bit).

Time and again, Thucydides shows how the Athenians justify their ambi-
tion to dominate others (this is what the word imperialism originally meant—it 
translates the Greek archê in the sense of  “rule”) by presenting it as an unavoid-
able consequence of  human nature in the realm of  international politics.1 This 
“We simply do what anyone in our position would do” argument is famously 
expressed in the so-called Melian dialogue, where the Athenian envoys arrive on 
the small island of  Melos and explain in no equivocal terms to its inhabitants that 
their city cannot stay neutral in the ongoing Peloponnesian War because it is too 
small and, as such, forced to pick up its side. Here is the gist of  the argument as 
we find it in Thucydides’s History of  the Peloponnesian War V.89–93:

Athenians: “Well then, we for our part will not resort to fine phrases 
and embark on long and unconvincing arguments—that we have the 
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right to rule just because we overthrew the Persians or that we are 
now seeking redress as an injured party. And we don’t expect you to 
think you can win us over by saying that although you are colonists 
of  the Spartans you did not join them in the war or that in your rela-
tions with us you have done us no wrong. Our concern must rather 
be with the practical possibilities, based on what we each actually 
know. You understand as well as we do that in the human sphere 
judgements about justice are relevant only between those with an 
equal power to enforce it, and that the possibilities are defined by 
what the strong do and the weak accept.”

Melians: “In our view, at any rate, there is real advantage—and 
we are forced to speak in terms of  advantage since you have just 
established that expediency as opposed to justice is the basis for 
 discussion—in your not quashing considerations of  the general good: 
a person placed at risk should always be entitled to fairness and jus-
tice and should have the benefit of  the doubt, even if  their case is not 
quite fully demonstrated. And that is just as relevant to your interests 
too, for in the event of  your downfall your retribution will be pro-
portionately severe just because of  the example you have set others.”

Athenians: “Well, as for this empire of  ours, if  that came to an 
end we would not be too daunted by its passing. The threat to the 
defeated comes not from other ruling powers like the Spartans (though our 
dispute here is not with them) but from their subjects—should they be the 
ones to take on their former masters and get the upper hand. And that is a 
risk you must leave us to deal with. What we will demonstrate is that 
we are here for the benefit of  our own empire and that what we 
have to say is also for the safety of  your state. We want to rule you 
without any trouble to ourselves and we want your safety to benefit 
both of  us.”

Melians: “And how could we benefit from being slaves as you 
would from being masters?”

Athenians: “Because submission would save you from  suffering a 
most terrible fate, while we would profit from not destroying you.”2

This may be the most commented-upon passage in Thucydides, but 
 commentators usually focus on the issue of  international right, might, 
and justice while paying less attention to what the Athenians identify as 
the real danger to their own city, the danger that would resurface if  their 
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hegemony is put in jeopardy. The threat consists in the outbreak of  civil 
war as  correlative with the loosening of  their grip on the external empire. 
Of  course the main issue is one of  power and its relation to justice, but 
what  underlies the whole quoted passage is the dialectics of  imperialism 
and civil war and thus the recognition that the two are intimately con-
nected at the most basic level, where the very possibility of  peaceful politi-
cal unity is at stake.

I take it that the same recognition governs Thucydides’s equally noto-
rious analysis of  war, or polemos, in terms of  civil war, or stasis. In book 
III of  his History, he starts by giving an account of  the particular internal 
conflict in the city of  Corcyra but then shifts his focus to the general condi-
tion revealed by this conflict. I will quote in full since the passage is itself  a 
 summary (III.82.8–83.4):

(82.8) The cause of  this entire condition [sc., the stasis or civil war 
tearing apart various cities] was the hunger for power inspired by 
greed and personal ambition, and from these resulted the zeal for vic-
tory once they were engaged in the conflict. For the faction leaders 
in the various cities used specious names on each side—professions 
of  “political equality for all under the law” and “wise and temperate 
government by the best”—and while paying lip service to the public 
interest in fact made it their prize, and using every available means 
in their competition to get the better of  each other they ventured to 
perpetrate the worst atrocities and went to even further extremes 
in executing revenge: they did not restrain themselves at the bound-
ary of  justice or the city’s true interests, but limited their actions 
only by what their own immediate gratification required, and they 
were ready to satisfy their lust to dominate by seizing power either 
through an unjust vote of  condemnation or through brute force. 
As a result, both sides abandoned all religious scruple but admired 
rather those who managed to accomplish some invidious act under 
the cover of  a specious phrase. Citizens who maintained neutrality 
were destroyed by both sides, either for their refusal to join in the 
fight or out of  envy of  their survival.

(83.1) Thus every form of  wickedness arose in the Hellenic 
world because of  the staseis, and that simple goodness which is a 
major part of  nobility was derisively mocked out of  existence, while 
the ranging-up of  opposing camps on the basis of  mutual distrust 
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prevailed far and wide. (2) For no word was reliable enough, nor 
any oath formidable enough, to bring about reconciliation, and all 
who found themselves in a superior position, figuring that security 
could not even be hoped for, made provisions to avoid injury rather 
than allow themselves to trust anyone. (3) Those with a weaker intel-
lect for the most part survived since they rushed precipitously into 
action, fearing that both their own deficiencies and their opponents’ 
intelligence would cause them to be worsted in an argument of  
words and, as a consequence of  their opponents’ versatility of  intel-
lect, be outstripped in plotting. (4) On the other hand, the others 
contemptuously presumed that they would foresee any danger and 
had no need of  practical steps when they could use their intellect to 
deal with all contingencies, and so with their defenses down they 
were more frequently the ones destroyed.3

Here we are finally at the very threshold of  Plato’s Republic and its  notorious 
utopian project, whose very raison d’être is not to paint some totalitarian 
utopia but to inquire into the notion of  justice, not as a  retribution but 
as balance and the absence of  conflict. The main question of  the whole 
 dialogue is thus how to achieve peace among the  naturally  different 
 factions of  the city, the latter being itself  conceived of  as the  visible image 
of  the  invisible soul. Unless the heart is properly tamed, politics will 
always be  synonymous with ongoing war with no chance of  permanent 
peace.

Before quoting the Republic itself, it should be added that it presents 
us with only one facet of  Plato’s theorizing on the wider issue of  society 
and its peaceful prospects. If  it offers to the reader a detailed projection of  
the untimely structure of  the soul into the temporal structure of  the state, 
there are other models under scrutiny in other dialogues where we find the 
myths of  the original plenty and the subsequent fall from grace; the oppo-
site scheme of  original poverty and subsequent progress; and the pastoral 
guidance of  a benevolent ruler or several versions of  theocracy, where divine 
beings rule the humans and do not hesitate to use them as, basically, their toy 
soldiers. Taken together, these texts appear as a thorough series of  thought 
experiments in dealing with oneself  and others (after all, this is what uto-
pia, generically speaking, is: a thought experiment). It can also be added that 
this Platonic series comprises and elaborates upon the two great competing 
visions of  harmonious human existence, namely, the stateless and naturally 
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peaceful community, on the one hand (Homeric lotus-eaters and various 
depictions of  the golden age are cases in point), and the perfectly organized 
state, an artifice that sublimates direct violence, on the other hand. To this 
addition it must be further added that the peaceful age of  plenty with no fight 
for survival is usually depicted not as a “peace” in the current sense of  the 
term but, rather, as the absence of  conflict that is one day to come. Paradises 
tend to be lost.4

With this caveat in mind, we can briefly focus on the Republic itself  
and its revision of  the issue of  war and peace. We know that the whole 
issue of  political structures starts, in this dialogue, with a simple model of  
basic economical exchanges among a very small number of  persons, these 
exchanges being driven by elementary and clearly nonpolitical needs. The 
need for politics arises only with successful survival, and every political 
structure is a tool in service of  the latter. Here I can only remark in passing 
that in Plato, by contrast to Aristotle or the Stoics, man is never presented 
as a naturally political animal: we always witness how the city or the state is 
generated. The very birth of  the city is thus not something entirely  natural, 
since naturally conceived cities are simply born or  coextensive with man-
kind. However, once the city comes into existence, it takes on a sort of  life 
of  its own, and, as every mortal life, this life too is characterized by growth: 
in normal circumstances, the city cannot just be born and then stay the 
same—it either perishes or expands. And because no city exists in some 
original splendid isolation, politics is originally  geopolitics: growing cities 
will clash over territory and the riches it contains. Here I summarize quite 
abruptly the development of  Republic III where Socrates describes this pro-
cess—all this is of  course a theoretical model—by means of  a  progressive 
enlargement of  both the city’s inner structure and its territory.

Step by step, the logic of  this progress leads away from the original sim-
plicity of  economical exchanges until we need—I quote—“to seize some of  
our neighbors’ land if  we’re to have enough pasture and ploughland. And 
won’t our neighbors want to seize part of  ours as well, if  they too have surren-
dered themselves to the endless acquisition of  money and have overstepped 
the limit of  their necessities?”5 War follows, which could only be precluded 
by cutting down on the number of  citizens while curtailing their desire for 
wealth. Also, to make peace durable, every other city would have to do the 
same. The latter would mean not just a utopia but an international utopia 
agreed upon by all cities. Socrates, however, seems to assume not only that 
such a utopia is naturally unrealistic but that there are certain cultural factors 
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at play that make its prospect even more implausible. Instead, the more 
 realistic option consists in promoting a sort of  moderate imperialism where 
war can still be described as self-defense and serve to fortify the  internal unity 
of  the best regime.

How far is this moderate imperialism willing to reach? In books III–IV, 
we simply do not know since Socrates only speaks about the city “growing 
in circles”—an important image that we should retain for a later use. In 
book V, on the other hand, Socrates proceeds to an innovative yet imme-
diately problematic distinction that seems to imply some answer to this 
question, namely, a new distinction between war, or polemos, and internal 
conflict, or stasis. At 470b, he says: “It seems to me that, just as there are 
two different words, polemos and stasis, so in fact there are two different 
things which are distinguished by two different criteria. The two things 
are the domestic and blood-related, on the one hand, and the foreign and 
external, on the other. Stasis is applied to the enmity of  the domestic, pol-
emos to the enmity of  the foreign.”6

Now the question is of  course to know how far we can extend the defi-
nition of  “the domestic and blood-related.” Socrates himself  includes in its 
scope “all Hellenes,” that is, Greek-speaking people, as opposed to “barbar-
ians.”7 These, however, are cultural rather than ethnic categories, which 
seems to allow for a remarkable flexibility in the treatment of  “the foreign” 
in various future authors who develop some issues that Plato does not com-
ment upon. Still, even the Republic is clearly faced with a dilemma of  elimi-
nating the foreign enemy without being torn apart from the inside once this 
goal is reached. Until such a hypothetical end point, war serves not only as a 
means of  enlarging the dominion but also, and no less importantly, as a rem-
edy against the inner split of  the city into political factions. War is a special 
kind of  violence that finds its legitimacy in the fact that it unifies the forces 
at work in the city—because in each individual soul—by giving these forces a 
shared direction.

Importantly, and this is where Plato differs from those who will be more 
optimistic about the possibility of  a peaceful cosmopolitanism, namely, the 
Stoics, there seems to be no natural equivalent of  this unifying motion. In the 
Republic, Plato’s Socrates spends a lot of  time describing a thorough and 
systematic education as a central preoccupation of  the best city and a true 
 cultural substitute for all natural unity, but books VIII and IX are quite explicit 
about the limited power of  even the best education to master the natural 
plurality of  human desires. And it is especially because these books, while 
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describing at length various political regimes, pay attention first and  foremost 
to the corresponding states of  the human soul that the main  political prob-
lem finds no solution. To the question of  how far the “domestic” or the 
“Hellenic” circles can reach in their victorious growth, no ultimate answer 
is given. Other passages in Plato show a clear awareness of  the alternative 
strategies of  assimilation versus destruction, but this alternative—and thus 
the whole imperial problem—is left unresolved, perhaps simply because it has 
no  correlative issue within the soul, whose inner peace is what the Republic 
means to discuss in the first place.

Other authors, however, will be forced to confront the imperial 
problem head on—not only by its internal logic but also by historical 
circumstances. Within a very short time span after its careful theoretical 
elaboration, the Platonic model of  the best city is simply outdated insofar 
as it reenacts some assumption proper to the relatively small-scale city-
state. It is especially the frontier between the “domestic” and the “alien” 
that dissolves with remarkable rapidity on both the theoretical and the 
practical levels. Paradoxically, however, it is the originally Platonic image 
of  a “growing circle” that will be instrumental in this dissolution, as it will 
be co-opted by the predominantly Stoic naturalization of  the human soul 
and, by the same token, of  politics.

I cannot analyze here the particular Stoic reactions to Plato’s Republic, 
in particular the “other” Republic written by Zeno, the founder of  Stoicism.8 
But it must be emphasized that the basic shift consists in a new belief  that 
internal conflict, be it in a soul or in a city, is not a fundamental given. On 
the contrary, it results from some error that goes against our natural con-
stitution and thus can, in principle, be repaired. In this new context, the 
image of  the growing circle comes to an entirely new use on both the per-
sonal and the political levels. The most obvious expression of  this use is the 
well-known doctrine of  the so-called oikeiôsis, whose influence will extend 
far beyond the narrowly speaking Stoic tradition and its decline in later 
antiquity (the echoes of  this doctrine are obvious in authors as different 
as, say, Adam Smith and Immanuel Kant).9 What the doctrine of   oikeiôsis 
states—in a nutshell—is not only that we are all naturally equipped to 
survive and even to live a good life but that—precisely as rational human 
beings—we are naturally equipped to live well together, and that regard-
less of  the external circumstances of  our birth. There are many contro-
versial points regarding the evolution of  this doctrine. For instance, we do 
not know whether the first Stoics still pondered some ideal but somewhat 
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isolated community of  wise men or whether they were already closer to 
the full-blown and universal community as summarized by Seneca in his 
essay On Leisure 4.1: “Let us take hold of  the fact that there are two com-
munities (duas res publicas)—the one, which is great and truly common 
(magnam et vere publicam), embracing gods and men, in which we look nei-
ther to this corner nor to that, but measure the boundaries of  our citizen-
ship by the sun; the other, the one to which we have been assigned by the 
accident of  our birth.”10

Here we should not forget that the Stoics themselves had an extremely 
intellectualist view of  the conditions we have to fulfill to become true and 
necessarily wise members of  the great cosmic community. But the equally 
important thing was the readiness of  their imagery to fit well with various 
historical developments, starting with the end of  the classical period and the 
ascension to power of  Alexander the Great and continuing to the formation 
of  the Roman Empire. During this time, “Greekness,” still relied on by Plato 
but also Aristotle, may well have retained its role as a cultural standard but not 
as a political paradigm.

To give you a neat picture of  how this shift was read already in ancient 
times, I would like to turn to my last quotation, which sums up the natu-
ralization of  utopia on not only the intellectual but also the physical plane. 
It is probably the first text that uses the image of  a “melting pot,” and its 
author, Plutarch, employs this image while looking back on Alexander’s 
conquest. Plutarch’s true intent, however, is to promote, for his own 
time, a compatibility between imperial politics and Stoic ideas, especially 
those concerning peace and universal concord.11 In other words, this text 
is both a well-meant description of  an ethical ideal and a cunning piece of  
politico-philosophical propaganda, but it is telling precisely because of  its 
fundamental ambiguity.12 Here is On the Fortune or the Virtue of  Alexander 
I, 6.1 (329A–D):

Moreover, the much-admired Republic of  Zeno, the founder of  the 
Stoic sect, may be summed up in this one main principle: that all 
the inhabitants of  this world of  ours should not live differentiated 
by their respective rules of  justice into separate cities and com-
munities, but that we should consider all men to be of  one com-
munity and one polity, and that we should have a common life and 
an order common to us all, even as a herd that feeds together and 
shares the pasturage of  a common field. This Zeno wrote, giving 
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shape to a dream or, as it were, shadowy picture of  a  well-ordered 
and philosophic commonwealth; but it was Alexander who gave 
effect to the idea. For Alexander did not follow Aristotle’s advice 
to treat the Greeks as if  he were their leader, and other peoples 
as if  he were their master; to have regard for the Greeks as for 
friends and kindred, but to conduct himself  toward other peo-
ples as though they were plants or animals; for to do so would 
have been to cumber his leadership with numerous battles and 
banishments and festering seditions. But, as he believed that he 
came as a heaven-sent governor to all, and as a mediator for the 
whole world, those whom he could not persuade to unite with 
him, he conquered by force of  arms, and he brought together into 
one body all men everywhere, uniting and mixing in one great 
 loving-cup, as it were, men’s lives, their characters, their mar-
riages, their very habits of  life. He bade them all consider as their 
fatherland the whole inhabited earth, as their stronghold and pro-
tection his camp, as akin to them all good men, and as foreigners 
only the wicked; they should not distinguish between Grecian and 
foreigner by Grecian cloak and targe, or scimitar and jacket; but 
the distinguishing mark of  the Grecian should be seen in virtue, 
and that of  the foreigner in iniquity; clothing and food, marriage 
and manner of  life they should regard as common to all, being 
blended into one by ties of  blood and children.13

On the whole, this Stoic-like approach to the ideal community as some-
thing not imposed on us as a sort of  artificial structure of  justice but, rather, 
naturally present in our constitution would be more influential than Plato’s 
more often quoted and apparently outrageous claims. This conclusion is 
not necessarily contradicted by the fact that Stoic texts would  disappear 
from the front stage whereas the Republic is one of  the few Plato texts (with 
the Phaedo and the Timaeus) that would exercise some direct influence on 
medieval philosophical learning. By contrast, Stoic ideas passed, without 
much ado, into the cultural mainstream, including our current ideas on 
education in the so-called globalized civilization. In this context, Plato’s 
utopia ceased to play the role of  an alien but still valid inspiration and 
became the rejected background against which the Stoic-like ideas can be 
sustained. That, contrariwise to what Plato says, there is not a conflict but 
harmony at the core of  things is an optimistic view that, I suspect, few of  
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us would openly endorse but whose modern fruits we nevertheless savor 
more often than we probably realize.

Notes

This article was delivered as the keynote lecture at the Fifteenth International 
Conference of  the Utopian Studies Society, “Utopia and Nonviolence,” July 2–5, 
2014, at Charles University in Prague. I wish to thank the organizers for the 
invitation and the colleagues who attended this lecture for their questions and 
suggestions.
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Norman Wirzba. Food and Faith: A Theology of  Eating

New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011. xix + 244 pp. Paperback, 
$25.99, ISBN 978-0521146241

Reviewed by David Grumett, University of Edinburgh

At the heart of  the Christian religion is an act of  eating: the Eucharist. 
 Otherwise known as the Lord’s Supper, Holy Communion, or the Mass, this 
is referred to in all four Gospels and described by Paul in his first letter to 
the Corinthians. From these facts, it might reasonably be assumed that food 
has a prominent place in Christian theology and spirituality.  Unfortunately, 
this is not true. Since Augustine, who was anxious to distance himself  from 
the  Manichean sect, of  which he had formerly been a member, mainstream 
Christians have been wary of  getting too concerned with food. After his 
 conversion, Augustine thought that Christians could eat whatever they 
wanted provided it had not been sacrificed to idols, and this is largely true 
of  his modern successors. In the West, Christian groups for whom food has 
been central have usually been marginal and have sometimes been viewed 
by the  established churches as heretical. Within these churches, the Eucha-
rist has typically been used theologically as a means of  transposing everyday 
material acts of  eating into an abstract realm far removed from the customs, 
traditions, restrictions, avoidances, and excesses of  everyday eating. For this 
reason, very little serious reflection exists in modern theology or mainstream 
Christian spirituality on the topic of  food.

Norman Wirzba makes an admirable contribution to filling this gap. 
He does not follow the utopian path trod by the Manicheans and later sects 
such as the Cathars, Seventh Day Baptists, Dorrellites, or Bible Christians, 
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for  whom a radically distinctive diet helped to shape a spiritual identity 
distinct from wider society and other churches. But neither does Wirzba 
offer a mere commentary on current food practices. On the contrary, he is 
appropriately scathing about the dystopian dietary economy that twenty-
first-century humans have spawned. The excessive use of  pesticides, herbi-
cides, fertilizers, deforestation, genetic modification, irrigation, industrial 
harvesting, and global transportation has, as Wirzba shows, massively 
increased land, water, and air pollution and rendered many plant and ani-
mal species extinct. As a result, many areas of  land are now less productive 
than thirty years ago, with artificial interventions increasingly required to 
maintain even existing productivity levels.

Nevertheless, what is here served up is not another diatribe against the 
modern food and agriculture industry that fails to address the basic question 
of  how the world should be fed. Rather, Wirzba’s account is positive in the 
sense of  comprising a constructive proposal for how Christians and others 
may eat in an ambiguous and complex world. Transcending the dialectic of  
utopia and dystopia, he seeks new ways of  living responsibility in a fragile 
world. As was seen during the course of  the twentieth century, such a world 
is at least as likely to be destroyed by ideology as by a failure of  intellectual 
capacity.

Indeed, a dietary utopianism is excluded from the first page, on which 
Wirzba acknowledges that eating, despite being a means of  life, depends on 
death. For creatures to live, others must die. Even the harvesting of  crops 
results in the killing of  rodents and other small animals at ground level, while 
beneath “countless bacteria, microorganisms, fungi, and insects are engaged 
in a feeding frenzy that absorbs life into death and death back into the condi-
tions for life” (53). In opening, Wirzba writes: “Life as we know it depends on 
death, needs death, which means that death is not simply the cessation of  life 
but its precondition” (1). His theology is Trinitarian, promoting the sharing 
and nurturing of  life, hospitality, and making room for others above straight-
forward annihilation through consumption.

Being eaters, we are all dependent on gardens even if  we are not 
 ourselves gardeners. Linking cultivation with culture, Wirzba powerfully 
describes the importance of  learning how to garden. This requires confront-
ing  personal ignorance and sloth, accepting contingency, compromise and 
failure, and waiting for growth on a timescale that is not one’s own. The 
first gardener, Wirzba reminds us, was God, who planted Eden and thereby 
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 created the space in which other forms of  life could flourish. Such flourishing 
is a slow process. Although the organic matter and microbial life that consti-
tute good soil develop gradually, they may be destroyed rapidly. Such destruc-
tion, Wirzba convincingly argues, is widespread, with human eaters having 
become ecological, economic, and physiological exiles on their own land, in 
thrall to an agriculture industry that has degraded the land and supported a 
food economy that does not distribute by social need and has left around two-
thirds of  Americans overweight or obese.

Wirzba promotes a sacrificial theology in which eating is recognized as 
being, in multiple dimensions, a matter of  life and death. Contesting Stephen 
Webb’s view of  sacrifice as an outlet for pointless violence, he focuses on the 
personal and social preparation that should precede an act of  killing. The acts 
of  slaughter that take place in small-scale farming are, Wirzba suggests, sacri-
ficial for both animal and stockperson, including a “death of  sorts in the one 
making the sacrifice” (118) that is reflected in the hours of  personal care also 
offered up. This is shown in the story of  Noah, who built an ark and cared for 
the animals that he sheltered within it but on emerging onto dry land built 
an altar to God and sacrificed some of  those animals, giving “expression to 
the new sacrificial sensibility and devotion he had learned while being on the 
ark” (121). Wirzba calls for dining tables to be turned into altars in the sense 
of  becoming sites of  sacrificial sharing. In view of  all this, vegetarianism is an 
ambiguous commitment. It may reflect a refusal to accept that death is a part 
of  life and to participate in relationships of  sacrificial care. At the very least, 
vegetarians need to be clear whether their opposition is to industrial livestock 
production or something else.

Sacrificial eating will necessarily be eucharistic, with bread providing a 
basic metaphor for food production and consumption. Wirzba is alive to the 
wonder of  this basic foodstuff, which requires the growing of  grain, its trans-
formation into flour, and social relations around its production and sharing. 
In observations that scarcely deserve relegation to a footnote, he observes 
how the ability to produce bread marks a key point in societal development, 
requiring a settled population able to grow crops and the transition beyond 
animism to an attitude to the material world as providing elements for 
human production (14). The bread that is offered at the altar is produced by 
a confluence of  technical, psychological, and social processes. By extension 
we are all called, Wirzba avows, to be priests of  the world, offering up with 
 thanksgiving on the altar of  the whole earth the results of  our labor.
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Wirzba’s main theological sources are biblical and doctrinal. Although 
these lay firm foundations for a coherent overall position, it would have been 
interesting for these to have been related to actual historic Christian dietary 
disciplines. This approach might have brought some diffuseness—there being 
no single historic Christian position on diet—but the seasonal and monastic 
patterns of  eating that, for example, structured dietary discipline in medieval 
Europe provide helpful concrete instances of  how some of  Wirzba’s  proposals 
might be lived out in reality. Nevertheless, this is a fabulous study that, from 
personal experience, excites an upper-level undergraduate class in religion. It 
is sufficiently theological to engage committed Christians but open enough 
to draw in questioners. However, its sound methodology and well-developed 
positions make it also very much a constructive work of  theology. Readers of  
this journal with interests in food might hope for greater radicalism, such as 
the advocacy of  vegetarianism or veganism. But such positions are unlikely 
to find wide acceptance, regardless of  their merits. Moreover, the arguments 
underlying them are sometimes simplistic. From an ecological standpoint, 
the food that is least costly to eat will vary according to regional and even 
local factors: for instance, in upland areas unsuited to crops, meat produc-
tion might well be the most sustainable land use. Furthermore, from a wel-
fare perspective, dairy cows or laying hens kept in poor conditions but not 
killed will suffer more than cattle or broiler hens who have enjoyed a good life 
and been killed humanely. Wirzba’s vision is more challenging than a radical 
minority view because it could become reality. As they are based on principles 
rather than prescriptions, there is no reason why his proposals for responsible, 
sustainable agriculture and food production should not find wide acceptance. 
Some readers and eaters might wish to return to a vegetarian Eden or alter-
natively, to anticipate in present life a future heavenly reconciliation in which 
dying and death will be no more. Such desires are praiseworthy. However, it 
is far from clear that protological or eschatological transformations can be 
effected by human effort alone. At the very least, they would require massive 
regulatory interventions in everyday life of  a kind not witnessed even in the 
medieval era. For this side of  the eschaton, Wirzba provides a rich offering 
that is both challenging and sane.
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Michael LaCombe. Political Gastronomy: Food and Authority in the English 
Atlantic World

Philadelphia: University of  Pennsylvania Press, 2012. 240 pp. Cloth, $39.95, 
ISBN 978-0-8122-4418-2

Reviewed by Patrick Erben, University of West Georgia

In his book Political Gastronomy, Michael LaCombe takes up an element of  
early American history and culture that is still poorly understood—the func-
tion of  food and its various ancillary activities such as the growing, eating, 
and exchanging of  victuals. LaCombe focuses on the early English settle-
ments around the Atlantic before 1660, which in his study means Roanoke, 
Jamestown, Bermuda, Plymouth, and Massachusetts Bay. Although LaCombe 
emphasizes the special status of  food as both dietary necessity and symbolic 
value, the book primarily studies the symbolic meanings that English settlers 
and native peoples located and negotiated in their political actions, especially 
their continuous “struggle for precedence” (8), authority, and leadership. In 
order to sidestep debates about the alleged dysfunctionality of  early English 
settlements, LaCombe asserts his interest in “what contemporaries envi-
sioned as an appropriate social order, how that order should be manifest in 
everyday life, and how to respond when experiences diverged from the nor-
mative vision” (22). From the perspective of  a literary scholar, it is refreshing 
to see a historian take seriously the efficacy of  symbolism, especially the per-
formative qualities of  authority through the enactment of  food and eating.

While LaCombe acknowledges a differential in the power relationships 
between Indians and English settlers, his focus on exchange and symbolic 
efficacies of  food leads him to certain euphemisms that obscure the ways 
in which English settlers destroyed Native American food sources during 
imperial warfare. While I laud LaCombe for not discussing the conquest as 
a foregone conclusion and for using the focus on food to replace the “famil-
iar story” of  dysfunction with “one of  experimentation, a process of  trial 
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and error that eventually resulted in a durable model for English settlement” 
(21–22), one cannot help but assume that this “durable model” is ultimately a 
euphemism for colonial expansionism and Indian removal. Also, the prepon-
derance of  English perspectives on the meaning of  food and the negotiation 
of  authority is troubling, especially given recent scholarly innovations in the 
interpretation of  Native American literacies and advances in ethnohistorical 
understandings of  cross-cultural contact.

As demonstrated by chapter 1 (“‘Commutative Goodnesse’: Food and 
Leadership”), LaCombe is most adept at situating colonial concepts of  food 
and leadership within contemporary English social and cultural constructs. 
He demonstrates early modern English understandings of  the close relation-
ship between effective leadership and the abundance of  food, relying in large 
part upon a reading of  Thomas Tusser’s Five Hundredth Points of  Good Husbandry 
(London, 1587). On the colonial side, he somewhat strays from the focus on 
food when discussing the ways in which Virginia leaders used the humanistic 
concept of  the via activa and the rejection of  idleness to ground their claims 
to authority. The illustrations included here and throughout the book—such 
as an engraving on the stages of  baking bread taken from John Penkethman’s 
Artachthos (London, 1638)—are carefully chosen, but they provide a separate sub-
text  without an explicit  connection to the discussions in the main text.

Chapter 2 delves into colonial deployments of  food and specifically the 
control of  the food supply to allow leaders to gain authority. LaCombe usefully 
distinguishes among sufficiency, qualitative consistency, and the proper control 
of  the food supply as equally significant concerns for leaders to establish and 
settlers to accept claims of  authority. Jamestown’s tenuous food supplies dur-
ing the early period and especially incidents of  cannibalism witnessed during 
the “starving time” under council president George Percy take a central place 
in the discussion, but some of  LaCombe’s analysis appears fairly  obvious. For 
example, he follows Percy’s characterization of  the famine via the inconceivable 
foods Jamestown residents ate— beginning with cats, dogs, and snakes and end-
ing with human beings: “Its larger importance to the story of  political culture 
in the early English Atlantic world lies in the fact that images of  food conveyed 
a range of  meanings that other aspects of  social life cannot. Percy could find 
no other way to describe famine than by reference to eating” (53). Nevertheless, 
LaCombe’s accounts of  the starving time at Jamestown and the scattering of  the 
Plymouth settlement through the lens of  the food supply provide an appealing 
alternative to the  great-moments-in-history approach that has dominated the 
popular  imagination of  early America.
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In chapter 3, LaCombe more explicitly considers food exchanges between 
English settlers and Indians. He locates a significant overlap in both sides’ 
understandings of  food exchanges: “By showing power through the items they 
offered and received and their conduct while doing so, they purchased author-
ity (or at least haggled over it)” (71). He usefully surveys the rationalist and 
idealist/Romantic interpretations of  Indian motivations for exchange with 
the English. Whereas the former assumes that European goods filled basic 
needs better than the tools and materials already available, the latter posits 
that Indians fitted European objects into traditional uses. LaCombe further-
more elaborates on the gendered meanings of  the labor behind specific foods, 
such as the binary between maize/meal/bread, associated with women’s 
agricultural labor, and venison, associated with hunting and thus male labor. 
LaCombe here uses illustrations from the famous sixteenth-century Drake 
Manuscript. Yet, while the main text refers to Jamestown and Plymouth, the 
Drake Manuscript points toward the native Caribbean cultures the manu-
script depicts. Absent also is a discussion of  the complicated history of  the 
Drake Manuscript, such as its production by French scribes and the unclear 
connection to Sir Francis Drake. The sparse index does not refer to the Drake 
Manuscript, and thus the reader is left wondering what status it has as evi-
dence among or separate from those examples that receive a more sustained 
discussion in the chapter.

In chapter 4, the book acknowledges more distinctly the disturbing 
elements of  English and Indian exchanges of  food, specifically the English 
obfuscation of  their theft of  Native American food sources through evasive 
nomenclature. Such theft, LaCombe emphasizes, underscored “the uncom-
fortable message . . . that English leaders could neither adequately feed nor 
effectively control their settlers” (91). In order to shore up their own author-
ity, English leaders ironically had to submit to Indian authority. From here, 
Political Gastronomy first moves back to considering the colonial leaders’ abil-
ity to control food, specifically their manipulation of  early modern English 
concepts of  hospitality. In chapter 5, therefore, the discrepant approaches to 
leadership and hospitality among three early Jamestown leaders—Edward 
Maria Wingfield, John Smith, and George Percy—dominate the discussion, 
especially Wingfield’s alleged abuse of  the common stores. For LaCombe, 
the Jamestown example illustrates that, “first, to accuse a leader of  misus-
ing the food supply was a potent charge, one that portrayed him as corrupt 
and tyrannical. . . . [I]t questioned a man’s fitness to govern at the most basic 
level. . . . Second, the example shows that the symbolic weight of  food—the 
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way social and political relationships were, as Percy noted, encapsulated in 
meals—was a feature of  everyday life” (133). Smith, LaCombe asserts, under-
stood better than anyone the role that ordinary men and women played in 
legitimizing authority (134). Anyone familiar with the now copious scholar-
ship on early Jamestown will recognize LaCombe’s emphasis on food as a 
tweaking of  a generally well-known story. Here and in the following chapter, 
readers would have hoped for more insight into the ways in which Powhatan 
Indians viewed food encounters with their English neighbors.

Chapter 6 is the most promising of  the book; here, LaCombe addresses 
more explicitly the ways in which both English settlers and Indians examined 
every feature of  shared meals. After discussing the common English colonial 
stereotype that Indian women did all the drudgery and ascribing it to misunder-
standings of  Indian women’s roles (143), the book recounts the fraught relation-
ship between Massachusetts governor John Winthrop, Mohegan chief  Uncas, 
and Narragansett chief  Miantonomi. The reader here witnesses the fascinating 
contours of  a shared meal that ultimately led to Miantonomi’s betrayal and 
execution.

In the book’s conclusion, LaCombe looks ahead beyond 1660 and into the 
eighteenth century, where he locates “a more confident English presence” (169), 
a greater emphasis on food serving social distinctions among English settlers, and 
descriptions of  Native Americans as more barbarous and savage as well as more 
“pitiable, helpless, hungry, and in need of  charity” (171). LaCombe concludes 
with a discussion of  two typical  eighteenth-century commentators on food and 
legitimacy, namely, Sarah Kemble Knight and Dr. Alexander Hamilton. For both 
travelers, distinctions in food cultures served their preexisting understanding of  
their own elite status. Here as in the earlier period, English writers interpreted 
food in essentially the same way, “each summing up an entire people, capturing 
an entire culture, in a single meal” (177).

Overall, LaCombe expertly accounts for the ways in which the various 
symbolical meanings of  food participated in the creation of  authority, the def-
inition of  leadership, and the negotiation of  order in the English settlements 
of  the early modern Atlantic. The selection of  places, authors, and texts, how-
ever, seems too restrictive and appears to shut the door on a more reciprocal 
and balanced understanding of  English as well as native meanings of  politics 
and food. Political Gastronomy makes a promising foray into the political and 
cultural meanings of  food in early America, but its limited and sometimes dis-
jointed consideration of  sources and its somehow unambitious handling of  
the Native American perspective leave the reader craving for some other fare.
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Helen Zoe Veit. Modern Food, Moral Food: Self-Control, Science, and the Rise 
of  Modern American Eating in the Early Twentieth Century

Chapel Hill: University of  North Carolina Press, 2013. 320 pp., 
10 halftones, notes, bibliography, index. $39.95

Reviewed by Trudy Eden, University of Northern Iowa

Modernity, morality, science, and the twentieth century are topics well  studied 
by utopian scholars. The protracted birth of  the modern era, with its newly 
available scientific and technological ideas and tools, involved countless large 
and small, and well- and not-so-well-conceived, ideas, plans, and projects that 
could improve or destroy society. The process took centuries. Although the 
author of  Modern Food, Moral Food does not frame it as a utopian study, it 
should interest scholars of  utopianism because it primarily covers two uto-
pia-tinged endeavors in the early twentieth century: Progressivism and the 
World War I voluntary rationing campaign of  the U.S. Food Administration 
led by Herbert Hoover. Both efforts pulsed with utopian goals to transform 
the United States and, indeed, the world into a better, more equable place. 
The overall thesis is that the Progressives revolutionized American food and 
American society by rationalizing American food habits with their science 
and infusing them with their moral beliefs about self-control. In doing so, 
these reformers believed that they would “strengthen the economy, enhance 
public health and racial fitness, clarify women’s roles, speed immigrants’ 
assimilation, and elevate America’s place in the world” (8). Six subtopics illus-
trate this thesis: the modern-scientific analysis of  food, the concomitant rise 
of  both home economics and women, personal self-government and the ideal 
body type, American dominance in the world through food, and the concern 
about the social makeup of  the United States.

The invention of  the calorie and the discoveries of  carbohydrates, pro-
teins, vitamins, and minerals in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
provided new lenses through which to look at and analyze foods. Those dis-
coveries, along with the professionalization of  scientific disciplines and the 
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increased higher education of  women, fueled the rapid growth of  nutritional 
science and the profession of  home economics. The increased availability 
of  industrially produced foods and the national availability of  fresh foods 
made possible by refrigerated railroad cars began the standardization of  the 
American diet. The combination of  these changes in American culture led to 
a frenzy of  scientific analysis and classification of  foods by home economists. 
They set standards for the requirements of  the human body for various ages 
and activity levels in this new scientific language. This “New Nutrition” (51) 
divorced pleasure from eating, leaving chemical components and heat-raising 
qualities as the dominant determinants of  what humans should eat. In the 
age of  the internal-combustion engine, it seemed logical to describe the body 
as one and, by analogy, as “a model of  rationalization, efficiency, and perfect-
ibility” (56). In a state of  war in which much hope was placed in machines, 
including engines, it was a metaphor quite useful to the Food Administration.

According to Veit, a large proportion of  Americans in the second decade 
of  the twentieth century ate and drank too much, particularly of  those foods 
that Europeans also ate—red meat and wheat. With so many European men 
at war and the European farms underproducing after 1914, the United States 
endeavored to feed people on both sides of  the Atlantic. The U.S. Congress 
passed the Lever Act in 1917, establishing the Food Administration with broad 
powers, including the ability “to requisition any food or fuel deemed nec-
essary from civilians” (16). Herbert Hoover, its chief  administrator, chose, 
instead, to make his food conservation plan voluntary, advising the use of  
meat and wheat substitutes at specific meals and on certain days and the 
conservation of  foods in general. After the United States entered the war, 
government propaganda relied heavily on morality and patriotism to move 
Americans to comply with the Food Administration’s guidelines by control-
ling their appetites. According to the author, the practice of  personal self-
government (which Veit erroneously equates with asceticism) was becoming 
an “increasingly central idea” (35) in American culture.

Modern Food associates the idealization of  thinness in the first half  of  
the twentieth century with these developments, in part because of  the new 
cultural emphasis on machinelike efficiency but largely because the inno-
vative Progressive rationalization of  the diet exhorted Americans to prac-
tice self-control and rein in their appetites. However, many changes in the 
1920s, including the increased use of  the automobile, advertising, movies, 
and significant changes in women’s clothing, made many more Americans 
body-conscious. The popular diet-advice industry increased, and along with 
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it the emphasis on self-control, which, Modern Food, Moral Food claims, was 
an “increasingly steadfast conviction that physical self-control indicated a 
capacity for moral and political self-government” (179). This endeavor spilled 
over into the complicated business of  reorganizing American society, which 
had become increasingly diverse in the beginning of  the century because of  
immigration from southern and eastern Europe and Asia. Progressives did 
not need to urge those immigrants to become thin but, rather, to become 
American, which they firmly believed the proper foods could help them do.

The author implies that the science of  nutrition did not come to be 
until the nineteenth-century beginnings of  modern science and that men 
and women practicing and preaching it did something that no one had done 
before—apply rationality to eating. Nothing could be further from accurate. 
The group of  writers known as Hippocrates recorded what are Western civi-
lization’s earliest rational ideas on human nutrition in the fifth century B.C.E. 
Other writers, particularly the Greek physician Galen in the second century 
C.E., added significantly to the early science. Known as humoral theory, it 
contains key fundamentals that scientists today still employ, such as that a 
diet should be balanced and that a person’s well-being is a result of  the care-
ful ordering of  food, exercise, and lifestyle, including a healthy environment. 
Western Europeans employed those ideas with minor changes in their food 
habits and medical practices in their efforts to prevent and cure mental and 
physical diseases into the early modern period. True, they did not rationalize 
their food and its effect on their bodies, minds, and souls with carbohydrates, 
vitamins, minerals, and proteins. Instead they used what they thought to be 
the four basic elements of  all of  nature—air, water, fire, and earth—a system 
surely devised through the rational practice of  observation. Organic humors 
were combinations of  the four elements. By the eighteenth century, scientists 
began to use new constructs, such as Brunonianism, to try to understand the 
human body, nutrition, and digestion from different perspectives, just as the 
Progressives used calories, carbohydrates, minerals, and vitamins. Ancient 
and early modern science was not the same as modern science, but, to put it 
in the terms of  this book, it was rational.

While the author makes large claims for the rationality of  Progressive 
nutritional theory and practice, she also devotes a great deal of  time to 
the irrationality of  their endeavors, particularly the infusion of  their own 
morality into their science. Again, this was not a Progressive innovation. 
After all, gluttony is one of  the seven deadly sins to which many bibli-
cal books refer. Ancient Greek nutritional philosophy, with its ignorance 
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of  the Cartesian mind/body split, tied mind, body, and soul tightly 
together, infusing diet with morality. Practitioners developed complex 
charts of  foods and lifestyle factors for individuals who wished—and could 
afford—to improve any or all aspects of  themselves. In addition to being a 
diet plan, it was also a sociological primer because the quality of  the food 
one ate had a direct impact on the quality of  person one was. A person 
who could only afford coarse foods would be coarse, in every sense of  
the word.

Renaissance European authors saw the Greek philosophy as the way 
to Christian perfection, and their health texts exhorted their readers who 
could to strive for it with the proper diet and lifestyle, which was known as 
personal self-government. Indeed, before the eighteenth century, the term 
self-government was predominantly used in the personal context and  limited 
to a relatively small fragment of  people in Western Europe. In order to 
properly self-govern, one had to have choices, freedoms, and wealth, 
 something most of  the population there did not have and could not afford. 
In England, those who did have it were also those who could participate in 
their political system.

The abundance of  American colonies, in the amount of   available, 
 fertile land and personal freedoms, gave many colonists, not just the wealthy 
or  entitled, the option to practice self-improvement and even strive for 
 perfection, suggesting a link between the ability to  practice personal self-
government and the establishment of  democratic  self-government in the 
creation of  the United States. As Americans worked out the actual  practice 
of  political self-government in the  antebellum  nineteenth century, the 
combination of  food, rationality, morals, and democracy appeared in the 
health reforms championed by numerous men and women. That well-
studied movement, which included numerous utopian endeavors, is 
another example of  the rich history of  the strong relationship between 
food, rational thinking, morality, and democracy in American culture. 
They used the science available to them at the time. Although much of  it 
was later replaced by modern science, their endeavors were rational.

Modern Food, Moral Food gives readers a close look at the actions of  
Progressives to shape American people and society through food  habits. 
It provides interesting anecdotes and images. However, its unwavering 
 determination to prove that rationality and morality in food habits are 
 hallmarks of  modernity not only is historically inaccurate but prevents a 
more nuanced approach that could move the field forward.
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Allison Carruth. Global Appetites: American Power and the Literature of  Food

New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013. 246 pp. Cloth, $95.00, 
ISBN 978-1-107-03282-8

Reviewed by Patricia Ventura, Spelman College

Looking at past reviews of  books of  literary criticism and food, I was struck 
by Choice’s comments on a text published a mere fifteen years ago: “Even a 
quick review of  contemporary volumes on food and literary criticism reveals 
a sort of  sheepish, amused treatment of  the subject, as if  it were too light 
a topic to explore in a really serious book.”1 From this perspective, the rel-
evance of  food in literary studies as well as most other fields is worth noting. 
This special issue on the intersection between utopian studies and food stud-
ies certainly provides a case in point. But as it is a relatively new field, there 
remain broad avenues open for exploration. Alison Carruth’s Global Appetites: 
 American Power and the Literature of  Food takes up just such an exploration.

Global Appetites analyzes the geopolitics of  food in American literature of  
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, analyzing texts in which farming and 
home cooking represent worlds quite apart from the pastoral images they 
connote. This is a timely analysis that connects the local grocery market to 
the global financial markets. Starting with the early twentieth-century novels 
of  Willa Cather, Carruth moves to the World War II and early postwar era 
with analyses of  texts such as cookbooks by M. F. K. Fisher (How to Cook a 
Wolf, 1942) and Elizabeth David (A Book of  Mediterranean Food, 1950). She turns 
next to Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby (1981) and on to muckraking exposés about 
food production, especially Ruth Ozeki’s turn-of-the-twenty-first-century 
novels, and finally a spate of  recent locavore memoirs. In all these analyses she 
argues that eating and farming are not a retreat from modernity but a pillar 
of  American superpower status—what she calls “US food power.” This collec-
tion’s historical trajectory may create an awkward periodization. (Were there 
no relevant representations of  U.S. food power between 1950 and 1980, a not-
insignificant period in U.S. geopolitical history?) However, Carruth’s archive 
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well illustrates the transnational framework in which American  agribusiness 
and the U.S. food system operate.

After introducing the argument that food and agriculture constitute a 
 central element of  industrialization and modernity in U.S. history, she proves 
this assertion in her analysis of  Cather’s O Pioneers! (1913) and My Antonia 
(1918)—novels that “yoke farming to the spheres of  engineering, finance, con-
sumer culture, and finally world war” (20). Carruth analyzes these connec-
tions into the twenty-first-century urban farming memoirs such as Novella 
Carpenter’s Farm City (2009). Taken together, the analyses show that major 
assumptions surrounding multi- and transnational agribusiness—most 
important, that it reifies the production process and disconnects it from the 
spaces of  consumption—do not account for all the ways that food-related 
globalization operates. Globalization is not only the force that localization 
activists rally against; the very technologies and logics that have enabled con-
temporary globalization in food have enabled the growth of  the resistance 
movement to it. If  globalization is a principal feature defining, enabling, and 
advancing neoliberal capitalism, it plays the same roles in the movement 
resisting neoliberalism.

Here, then, we see the mystification behind the belief  in globalization 
as an inevitable force promoting neoliberalism, what Margaret Thatcher 
discussed using the slogan “TINA”—There is no alternative. If  globalization 
happens, it does not have to happen according to contemporary capitalism’s 
dictates. Carruth resists the discourse of  inevitability surrounding globaliza-
tion not because she denies that globalization shapes all the contours of  the 
modern food system—from roadside farm stands to multinational supermar-
ket chains—but because she denies the inevitability of  the global capitalist 
agenda that attaches itself  to it.

Carruth examines texts illustrating the parameters of  this food system. 
She shows how the pastoral connotations of  farming and culinary pleasure 
contrast with a modern capitalist agricultural regime that operates among 
science, engineering, finance, and militarism. She finds that neither food pro-
duction nor consumption can separate itself  from the dominant modes of  
 production in the twentieth-century industrial era or the twenty-first  century’s 
information economy. Thus, for example, her study of  Tar Baby shows how 
Morrison offers “a long view of  US food power and global food trade” (92) 
to illustrate how small acts can have global significance, as when building a 
hothouse can be a microcosmic version of  empire-building or when foraging 
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can be part of  a “termite strategy” eating away at American agribusiness’s 
ubiquity.

Carruth explains that Global Appetites was motivated by the ques-
tion, “What forms does the writing of  food take in the age of  American 
agribusiness?” (6). She looks for answers in a wide array of  genres—from 
novels to experimental poetry, from paintings to cookbooks. Of  course, 
moving from discussions of  World War I propaganda posters to a read-
ing of  Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1954) to presenting Sue Coe’s paintings 
of  the brutal scenes of  meat production might make a reader a bit dizzy, 
but in my case, the variety left me wanting as close a reading of  the visual 
images as the lexical ones; the bulk of  the analysis is on the literature. 
Nevertheless, all these texts work together to reflect the larger capitalist 
foundation in which food is produced and consumed. Indeed, this broad 
generic range illustrates Carruth’s argument that food studies needs to stop 
treating gastronomic discourse as different from  agricultural-production 
discourse. Resisting this assumption opens up new possibilities for literary 
criticism, but it also lays out a lot of  ground to cover.

Just within the literature of  food written by American authors, we 
see the challenges around eating, procuring, growing, preparing, and 
“ otherwise assimilating the edible world” (168); these illustrate that U.S. 
food power is not a foregone conclusion. Thus, for example, Carruth’s 
analysis of  Ruth Ozeki’s My Year of  Meats (1998) centers on the book’s TV 
producer protagonist who creates a Japanese show meant to encourage 
Japanese wives to cook with U.S. beef  by showing American wives cook-
ing U.S. beef  for their families. Such programming evinces the fundamen-
tal vulnerability that requires corporations to promote whole ways of  life 
in order to create and maintain markets for their products. Food is often 
experienced as intimate and personal, but yet again, we understand the 
axiom that the personal is the political and thus by extension that the per-
sonal world cannot be separated from the social. What becomes clear from 
this and other chapters in Global Appetites is that we can better understand 
the imperialistic and environmentally destructive politics of  the contem-
porary world by examining food in a political way.

In making such points, the writing in Global Appetites is clear and well 
researched. For audiences looking less for very close analyses of  the spe-
cific novels and more for the larger food and cultural studies arguments (of  
which admittedly I am one), there is interesting material in the writing that 
frames the issues—discussions of  political power embedded in food, the 
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inextricability of  information technology for farming, and the centrality 
of  food to contemporary and historical globalization. These discussions 
show that literary critics have embraced the complexity of  food studies 
and certainly no longer see it as a topic requiring apology, as the Choice 
reviewer saw in texts from the not-too-distant past. Indeed, Global Appetites 
offers a needed perspective on one of  the most vital areas in contemporary 
social politics.

Note

1. The book is Food, Consumption, and the Body in Contemporary Women’s Fiction by 
Sarah Sceats.
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Benjamin E. Zeller, Marie W. Dallam, Reid L. Neilson, and Nora 
L. Rubel, eds. Religion, Food, and Eating in North America

New York: Columbia University Press, 2014. 336 pp. Paperback, 
$35.00/£24.00, ISBN 978-0-231-16031-5; cloth, $105.00/£72.50

Reviewed by Timothy Miller, University of Kansas

Food studies as an academic discipline has expanded tremendously in the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Study of  the intersection of  food 
and religion is not new, but as a field of  inquiry it is ripe for new work. This 
new compendium edited by Zeller, Dallam, Neilson, and Rubel does double 
duty in that regard: It provides several important chapter-length contributions 
to existing scholarship, and it points to the way to new possibilities for schol-
arship. Indeed, no reasonably imaginative scholar could read this  volume and 
fail to come away with several solid ideas for further study.

A standard critique of  edited volumes is that they are uneven and often 
short on overall coherence. That criticism could be applied here, but my 
response to it would be that the diversity of  the chapters, in both subject 
matter and approach, opens up plenty of  new vistas and therefore is more 
a strength than a weakness. Here we have chapters that are grounded both 
in mainstream religions and in new religious movements. Several of  them 
deal with food and ritual activities; others take up such diverse topics as ways 
of  teaching a faith to children through food, fasting, and the evolution of  
food-related practices over time.

A rundown through the essays is in order here. The book begins with an 
introduction by Marie Dallam, whose straightforward and clear prose gets 
the volume off  to a good start. She places the tome in the line of  scholarship 
today that examines lived religion rather than the religion of  official texts 
and prescribed (and proscribed) practices. The point of  the book, she tells 
the reader, is to examine ways in which food and religion are connected and 
to make sense of  that intersection. And from that framework the rest of  the 
book proceeds.
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The first section of  the book is called “Theological Foodways,” and its 
first chapter, by David Grumett, could actually be characterized as an anti-
food piece: it examines food abstinence in various Christian traditions. He 
explores fasting, as it occurs during certain holiday periods, but goes on to 
look at less comprehensive food avoidance, as in vegetarianism and other reli-
giously based foodways that involve avoiding some, but not all, foods. Jeremy 
Rapport appears next, analyzing the vegetarian diets espoused by the Unity 
movement and the Seventh-day Adventists, focusing on their formative years; 
he finds those diets part of  larger lifeway patterns in those two movements, 
with Seventh-day Adventist founder Ellen White opposing all kinds of  intem-
perance and Unity founder Myrtle Fillmore seeing diet as part of  a more com-
prehensive mental and physical wholeness. Leonard Primiano provides a look 
back at the extravagant banquets that were for decades a central fixture of  
Father Divine’s Peace Mission movement and then follows the evolution of  
Peace Mission eating into Mother Divine’s emphasis on good nutrition within 
a creative theology of  food. Annie Blazer concludes the section by taking 
us to Hallelujah Acres, a Christian enclave in North Carolina that combines 
Bible study with a raw-food diet and dietary supplements.

The second section examines food and religion within three American 
religious subcultures plus one that represents the great growth of  “blended 
families” in which the spouses come from different religious backgrounds. 
The first essay here, by Rachel Gross, provides a retrospective look at the 
ways food helped Jews retain their roots as large numbers of  them were 
moving from Orthodoxy to less observant forms of  the faith in the mid–
twentieth century. In “Salmon as Sacrament,” Suzanne Crawford O’Brien’s 
contribution, the deep interdependence of  salmon and people among the 
tribes of  the Northwest, and the contribution of  salmon to the renewal of  
traditional culture, is limned with excellent empathetic sensitivity. From the 
other side of  the continent comes a reflective essay on the interplay of  food 
and faith in African American culture, anchored by gumbo, a food whose 
subtleties and complexities mirror those of  black American religion. Finally, 
Samira K. Mehta looks at the struggles and triumphs that come to religiously 
blended families trying to keep alive elements of  very different religious back-
grounds and thus impart their inherited traditions to the next generation.

The third section is called “Negotiated Foodways,” and it looks at ways in 
which food and eaters have changed over time in still other American religious 
subcultures. Elizabeth Pérez writes of  the role of  the orishas for the practi-
tioners of  Lucumí in Cuba, focusing on sugar, which can play an important 
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role in feeding the deities. Rather ambitiously, but nevertheless successfully, 
Kate Holbrook dissects the foodways of  two seemingly different groups, the 
Nation of  Islam and the Mormons, two historically marginalized American 
religious groups. Each of  them does a balancing act, fitting into the larger cul-
ture and intentionally not fitting into it, and food is intricately involved in the 
process. Mindful eating as promulgated by American Buddhists comes next 
in Jeff  Wilson’s insightful chapter, which concludes that eating practices advo-
cated by various American Buddhist teachers (most of  them non-Asian) are 
helping Buddhism move from the fringes of  society into the mainstream. He 
concludes that “mindfulness has become the Buddhist equivalent of  Hindu-
derived yoga in modern American culture: a religious technique that has been 
largely stripped of  its original religious context, then repackaged as a univer-
sal panacea” (230). Nora Rubel concludes the section with an essay tracking 
the evolution of  a new American Jewish cultural phenomenon, the feast that 
comes after a day of  religious fasting. Jewish fasting goes back to antiquity, 
but breaking the fast with a feast is a rather newer concept, as Rubel explains.

The book’s last section, “Activist Foodways,” looks at three cases in which 
food is a tool for social change. Todd Levasseur guides us through Koinonia 
Farm in Georgia, that remarkable experiment in interracial cooperation, 
founded in 1942, that, carrying out founder Clarence Jordan’s broad vision 
of  community, pursues environmental stewardship, permaculture, and sus-
tainable food production while working for positive social change, through 
such programs as Habitat for Humanity, which started at Koinonia. Next, 
Sarah  E. Robinson zooms in on a food cooperative in Chicago that is expand-
ing the concept of  halal, which usually means meat that is  slaughtered in 
ritually appropriate ways but, say the activists in the Taqwa Eco-Food 
Cooperative, should also involve fair treatment of  farmers and of  the animals 
themselves. Finally, the book’s last chapter, by Benjamin E. Zeller, presents 
two food options making themselves felt in American culture, vegetarianism 
and  locavorism. His conclusion might well be a conclusion for the book as 
well: in prefacing his analysis of  conversions to new foodways, he observes, 
“If food and eating look like religion, then we can study them using the tools 
of   [religious studies]” (302). None of  his fellow authors would disagree.

Now, given that this review is appearing in Utopian Studies, what is 
 utopian about all of  this? The utopian elements of  the various chapters vary 
a good deal in both nature and intensity. Some chapters are not very uto-
pian in their concern, except, perhaps, for the fact that religion, which always 
envisions something better out there, or at least some kind of  benefit to the 
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individual practitioner, inherently has utopian elements. But others convey 
clear and strong utopian visions, none more so than Robinson’s work on a 
cooperative that, by expanding the concept of  halal meat for Muslims, really 
seeks  nothing less than an overhaul of  the industrial American food system 
in favor of  food that is ethically produced, equitably marketed, and healthful 
for eaters. Food can surely be a strong vector for the improvement of  society. 
A utopian vision is not hard to find here.

As a footnote, this volume seems designed as a textbook, with  discussion 
questions following each chapter. It should not, however, be dismissed 
as anything less than serious scholarship. The various chapters are by and 
large engaging and thought-provoking for anyone with a serious interest in 
 religious studies, food studies, or utopian studies.

UTS 26.1_13_Reviews.indd   255 16/03/15   4:52 PM



Utopian Studies 26.1

256

Jeremy Rif kin. The Zero Marginal Cost Society: The Internet of  Things, the 
Collaborative Commons, and the Eclipse of  Capitalism

Hampshire, U.K.: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. 356 pp. Cloth, $28.00, 
ISBN 978-1-137-27846-3

Reviewed by Raphael Sassower, University of Colorado, Colorado Springs

In an age that has seen the emergence of  the “knockoff economy”—where 
no copyright protection of  certain industries has had no negative impact on 
innovation and creativity—and the “shared economy”—where the millennia 
generation prefers access to the ownership of  goods and services—it seems 
that indeed we have entered a new economic phase or paradigm. Some have 
understood them in terms of  a “hybrid” or “postcapitalist” economy, where 
strands of  capitalist and socialist theories coexist without rancor or where the 
best of  both come to fruition.

Jeremy Rif kin is not a newcomer to this conversation, having written 
Biosphere Politics in 1991 and The Age of  Access in 2000. After a quarter of  a 
century his voice should be heard, regardless of  any disagreement about the 
details of  his analysis. For him, the Third Industrial Revolution in the twenty-
first century is characterized in these terms: “The Internet is becoming the 
communication medium for managing distributed renewable energies and 
automated logistics and transport in an increasingly interconnected global 
Commons” (22). Coming on the heels of  the Free Software movement (1980s), 
“whose aim was to create a global Collaborative Commons” (100), Rif kin 
moves to the more contemporary Free Culture movement and the environ-
mental movement. Along the way he introduces us to the more recent Maker 
movement: “the open-source sharing of  new inventions, the promotion of  a 
collaborative learning culture, a belief  in community self-sufficiency, and a 
commitment to sustainable production practices” (99).

The Third Industrial Revolution depends to a large extent on an apprecia-
tion of  the Internet of  Things, which Rif kin defines in terms of  the connectiv-
ity of  people and things via sensors that are processed automatically, feeding 
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Big Data (11); this is a “disruptive technology” (in Schumpeter’s terms) that 
will lead us to a “new era” in which “we each become a node in the nervous 
system of  the biosphere” (14). Given that Rif kin’s notion of  the “infrastruc-
ture” requires three elements—“a communication medium, a power source, 
and a logistic mechanism” (14)—it makes sense to suggest the demise of  capi-
talist production as we have known it in the past two centuries (for him, the 
First and Second Industrial Revolutions). His overall vision is based on the 
fact that “as more and more of  the goods and services that make up the eco-
nomic life of  society edge toward near zero marginal cost and become almost 
free, the capitalist market will continue to shrink into more narrow niches 
where profit-making enterprises survive only at the edges of  the economy, 
relying on a diminishing consumer base for very specialized products and 
services” (5).

Just like David Harvey (2014), Rif kin contends that “capitalism’s operat-
ing logic is designed to fail by succeeding” (2), because increased productivity 
leads to “the zero marginal cost revolution” (4), admittedly one that sets aside 
(or ignores) initial or fixed costs (6–7). But while Harvey focuses on numer-
ous internal inconsistencies or contradictions of  market capitalism (already 
outlined by Marx), Rif kin is exclusively preoccupied with the reduction of  
marginal costs as productivity increases. If  the marginal cost of  X comes close 
to zero, he suggests, X is actually “free.” And free goods and services bring 
about “a new economic paradigm—the Collaborative Commons” (1). Using 
Thomas Kuhn’s famous (and for his critics infamous) notion of  “paradigm” 
and its revolutionary shifts, Rif kin insists on seeing the Internet of  Things 
as part of  the Third Industrial Revolution, which ushers in the Collaborative 
Commons. Is this a futuristic dream? Is it a utopian ideal, the realization of  
which we can only imagine? Not at all, as far as Rif kin is concerned.

To begin with, “the young collaboratists,” as he calls them, “are bor-
rowing the principle virtues of  both the capitalists and socialists, while elimi-
nating the centralizing nature of  both the free market and the bureaucratic 
state” (19). As such, their actions speak louder than any ideology or imagined 
blueprint. Second, given that the commons is one of  “the oldest form[s] of  
institutionalized, self-managed activity in the world” (16), it can hardly be 
seen as fantastic or unrealizable. Third, given the current impact of  the Third 
Industrial Revolution, there is already an infrastructure in place that accom-
modates a “Collaborative Commons.” And finally, since an infrastructure 
already exists and the mind-set of  its users is both collaborative and infused 
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with an “empathic consciousness” (298), there is a certain inevitability to its 
eventual success.

Though Rif kin concedes that there is a power struggle among those par-
ticipating in the Third Industrial Revolution, be they government agencies, 
corporate interests, or Internet producers and consumers (195), he focuses on 
the cooperative renaissance (211ff.) that already engulfs more than 20 percent 
of  the global economy. He talks of  “benefit corporations” with new legal 
status that protects them from the potential greed of  their investors; “social 
entrepreneurialism,” which combines the ideas of  for-profit and nonprofit 
companies (263); and the ongoing shift to the triple bottom line of  “people 
and planet before profit” (264). Along the way, notions of  scarcity give way 
to those of  abundance (273), hybrid partnership (297), and overall happiness 
(276–86). Rif kin reassures his readers that his “hope rests not with technology 
alone, but with the history of  the human narrative” (298), one that sees the 
shift of  consciousness from mythological, theological, ideological, and psy-
chological to an empathic one (298–302).

Rif kin is quick to remind us of  the Appropriate Technology movement, 
which includes, for him, the insights of  Gandhi, Schumacher, and Ivan Illich 
(100), all of  whom believed in the use of  less rather than more technology, in 
localized “small” steps of  economic development rather than revolutionary 
(paradigm) shifts. Suggesting that his idealized utopian vision bears the like-
ness of  Gandhi’s dictum “Earth provides enough to satisfy every man’s need 
but not every man’s greed,” Rif kin pushes for his own (107, 274).

Does this not sound utopian through and through? Are we not led 
down the fanciful path of  the demise of  capitalism to the promised land 
of  Collaborative Commons? Rif kin answers in the negative: “Often people 
mistake empathic consciousness with utopianism when in fact, it is the very 
opposite. . . . There is no need of  empathy in heaven and no place for it in 
utopia because in these otherworldly realms there is no pain and suffering, 
no frailties and flaws, but only perfection and immortality” (301). Here at last 
we have his view of  utopia, one that may not resonate with all of  us. Utopian 
thinking is indeed inspirational and at times in “no place.” Yet this does not 
mean that it necessarily ignores the realities—frailties and flaws—built into 
our forms of  organization and governance.

As much as we would like to imagine only the benefits afforded to us 
through the Internet, initial costs must be borne by some central agency, as 
Yochai Benkler (2009) readily admits. However such arrangements for the gover-
nance of  these centralized resources are eventually set in place—democratically 
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and dispersed—power relations are bound to  dominate the conversation. How 
will decisions be made? Will the capitalist “invisible hand” still be the standard 
against which exploitation is measured? Will collaboration necessarily benefit us 
all or just those among us who are experts? Will income and wealth inequality 
vanish in the digital age or remain a thorn in our collective thigh? What about 
the delicate balance between accessibility and privacy (which Rif kin mentions 
briefly [75–77])? As empathic as we may all become over time, can we imagine 
excising jealousy and rivalry if  not outright competition among humans? Can 
sadness and suffering be fully eradicated (without resort to the Prozac of  the 
future)?

As market capitalism becomes less dominant, we should all welcome 
ideas and books by the likes of  Rif kin that promote alternative models of  
organization. But accepting too rosy a picture of  these models without 
proper critical engagement will be at our peril.
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Douwe Fokkema’s Perfect Worlds begins with four hypotheses about utopian 
fiction. The first is that moments of  crisis, “when dominant ideologies can no 
longer answer the needs of  the day” (16), create favorable cultural conditions 
for the production and reception of  utopian genres; the second, that “we will 
see an upsurge of  utopian narratives among writers who have emancipated 
themselves from revealed religion” (19); the third, that the closer we are to the 
realization of  “eutopian” principles, “the greater the chance that we will see 
an increase of  dystopian writing that aims to expose the adverse results of  any 
good intention” (21). The final of  the four hypotheses, the one that represents 
the most illuminating and original aspect of  this big book, is that “Chinese 
and European utopian fictions have gone through opposite historical devel-
opments” (26). These hypotheses come at the heels of  a yet earlier declara-
tion in the book’s preface, namely, that Fokkema intends to limit himself  to 
a discussion of  utopia as a fictional and literary genre, and not as a genre 
of  politics (or, one might add, philosophy, sociology, or ecology). A literary 
scholar’s attention, he explains, falls on narration rather than exposition, with 
narration having “cognitive and emotive effects . . . on the reader’s mind [that] 
differ from those of  predominantly rational expositions” (5).

As it turns out, the book is much less thesis-driven than its opening pages 
suggest. We really only hear of  those hypotheses again in the concluding 
 chapter, where their formulation is a bit sheepishly admitted to have been 
“vague to an extent that almost prevented their refutation” (399). “Refutation” 
(the term a salute to Karl Popper, whose search for black swans Fokkema in 
much of  his distinguished career tried to apply to literary studies but whom 
he, in this book, finds wanting for his lack of  “affinity with literature” [47]) 
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never really seemed in the cards, the hopeful almost notwithstanding. The 
book is, rather, an extensive survey of  utopian themes, concerns, and plots 
that, in the concluding chapter, is shown to have put flesh on the bones of  the 
hypothetical framework. The emphasis on utopia as a literary genre remains 
strong throughout the book, to the extent even that Fokkema’s occasional 
excursions into politics and authors’ biographies, as well as his personal asides, 
form welcome relief, especially where he deals with the Chinese literary con-
text: Fokkema, after all, was a member of  the Netherlands diplomatic mis-
sion in China during the beginning of  the Cultural Revolution and has kept 
in touch with Chinese contacts and sources ever since. In the present book 
(which he was able to finish just before his death in 2011) Fokkema masterly 
unfolds the literary and nonliterary shapes that the utopian imagination took 
on in China before, during, and after Mao’s revolution. In its emphasis on uto-
pia as literary fiction, the book is also an elegy for it, even though Fokkema 
says not to mourn: The republic of  letters is shrinking even quicker than the 
ice caps, and utopian planning and dystopian worries find their outlets more 
readily in scientific reports, environmental warnings, political initiatives, and 
nongovernmental action groups now than in belles lettres.

For a genre that can be as relentlessly descriptive as utopia, the cognitive 
and emotive effects of  narration are never going to be paramount in it, as 
Fokkema points out himself. Thomas More, he writes, “should have added 
some introspective views or stories of  the interaction between various char-
acters, such as Wells, Huxley, Houellebecq, and others have done in modern 
times” (26). One feels for Thomas More, so blithely updated by his progeny, his 
Renaissance complexities and ambiguities so cursorily ignored. But strangely 
and fortunately, Fokkema’s actual praxis in this book has little to do with his 
methodological throat-clearing: the book, once it gets under way, forgets its 
intentions and turns out much better than one fears. In the fifteen often long 
central chapters Fokkema draws on his staggering breadth of  reading and ref-
erence related to European, North American, and Chinese utopias and dys-
topias. It is here that he gradually becomes impressive in the way he weaves 
the diachronic developments of  utopian topoi into a tapestry of  which belief  
and skepticism make up the woof  and warp. In the back-and-forth between 
believers and skeptics, Fokkema’s sympathies are generally with the skeptics: 
Voltaire over Rousseau, Dostoevsky over Chernyshevsky, Bernard Mandeville 
over Joseph Hall, Wang Shuo over Lin Yutang. He makes his choices persua-
sive too and has a skeptic’s delight in pointing out utopian contradictions. In 
Lin Yutang’s The Unexpected Island (1955; written in English: Lin was an émigré 

UTS 26.1_13_Reviews.indd   261 16/03/15   4:52 PM



Utopian Studies 26.1

262

to the United States), for instance, a peaceful society is based on colonization, 
cunning, and guile, while the society’s cultural relativism must somehow 
fit in with its ideal of  universal morality. These sorts of  contradictions are, 
indeed, characteristic of  utopias: a future that is completely different has to 
be launched with the help of  current concepts and ideas that then come to 
embarrass the utopian future. They may be a strength of  the genre: Fredric 
Jameson calls failure utopia’s “vocation” and defines the “epistemological 
value” of  that failure as lying “in the walls it allows us to feel around our 
minds, the invisible limits it gives us to detect by sheerest induction.”1

Fokkema’s chapters typically consist of  generous plot summaries that, 
in the aggregate, enable him to trace and compare typical utopian themes 
and developments over time and in oscillation between East and West. When 
Fokkema deals with individual books with which a reader is already famil-
iar, such a reader is not likely to be surprised. But the quality of  Fokkema’s 
research guarantees that current scholarship will be fairly reflected in his 
remarks and observations. Given the huge scope of  Fokkema’s book this is a 
real achievement, and one that instills trust in his accounts of  the many works 
that even a reader relatively well versed in the genre will still hear about for 
the first time in this book. Many of  Fokkema’s summaries—with their capsule 
accounts of  authors’ lives, links to earlier and later utopian works, and schol-
arly opinions, as well as occasional references to his own experiences with 
literature and politics—feel like skillful headnotes to anthology entries that 
whet a reader’s appetite to read the works discussed. Still, extensive summa-
ries of  what a reader already knows or thinks to know may tax that  reader’s 
patience. In discussing William Morris’s The Earthly Paradise, Fokkema writes 
at one point: “I cannot summarize the plot of  all poems here” (235). Few read-
ers will demur.

Such longueurs are offset, though, by chunks of  inspired writing and 
great interest. The same chapter that makes Morris sound drearier than he 
is bristles with interest where it concerns the Dutch poet and communist 
pamphleteer Herman Gorter. If  Dutch high school students were given 
Fokkema’s pages on Gorter to read, their hearts would swell (or should, at 
least) to see how here is a Dutch poet who met Lenin and impressed him with 
his designs for a new world, the 140-page pamphlet Imperialism, the World War, 
and Social Democracy (1914) and the 100-page The World Revolution (1920). The 
power of  Gorter’s belief  pulses through Fokkema’s pages, as does the disap-
pointment when Gorter’s utopian ardor inevitably breaks on the boulders of  
the Comintern’s practical political maneuvering. It is passages like this that 
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make one grateful for Fokkema’s scholarly patience and persistence: he read 
it all and gives us the best bits in a fluent account that manages to put a uto-
pian’s project into the perspectives of  genre, time, and circumstance.

The greatest interest in Perfect Worlds lies in its inclusion of  Chinese 
utopian literature. Based on Confucian ideals of  virtue, Chinese utopias, 
compared with Western ones, start at the opposite end of  human longing: 
a longing for an idealized past rather than an impatience to inhabit a per-
fectly designed future. Where the West has Thomas More’s utopian proto-
type, building on Plato, China has Tao Yuangming’s “Story of  Peach Blossom 
Spring,” written around 400 and building on Confucius. This assumption of  
mirror-image beginnings for Western and Chinese utopias would force one 
to accept nostalgia as a utopian mood—a mood that in the Western utopian 
tradition belongs exclusively to protagonists of  dystopian novels, victims of  
someone else’s utopia that does not feel like home. But the main point of  
Fokkema’s comparative treatment—the one that may have forced him into 
too schematic an assumption of  their beginnings as matched opposites—is 
to show how Chinese and Western cultures became aware of  each other in a 
crosswise development and appropriated attitudes from each other.

This mutual influence is a very complex process that started in earnest in 
the seventeenth century and is still ongoing. Fokkema is well placed to ana-
lyze it and does so admirably, especially where it concerns Western influences 
on China in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Kang Youwei’s Book of  
Great Unity (final text 1902) is one of  Fokkema’s main examples of  nineteenth-
century Chinese Occidentalism, and he gives his treatment of  this author 
and text all the necessary specificity to make Kang’s mix of  Confucianism, 
Buddhism, Darwinism, Marxism, Platonism, and borrowings from Bellamy’s 
Looking Backward utterly engrossing. Nineteenth-century movements and 
rebellions—Taiping, May Fourth, Reform—are all illuminatingly linked to 
utopian stirrings and the Chinese tilt toward looking forward and looking 
West. The Chinese nineteenth century derives much of  its pathos from the 
perspective of  its twentieth-century future, and there too Fokkema is an 
engaging guide to Mao’s brand of  forward looking, the party-sanctioned 
utopias of  model soldiers and model workers, and the rediscovered utopian 
imagination after Mao, in all its dystopian, sarcastic, pessimistic, and cyni-
cal ways, flavored by Western postmodernism. And all this was at the point 
where, conversely, Western dystopian fierceness gives way, here and there, to 
a holistic brand of  thought and writing inspired by Daoist mysticism, Zen, 
and ecological nostalgia.
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The strength of  Perfect Worlds is its breadth of  reference and the  sureness 
of  hand with which Fokkema steers his reader through the expanse it 
bestrides. The book can also bore at times, when long stretches of  summary 
fail to pay off  in new insights or irritate when theoretical sophistication is 
asserted but not achieved. There is a Casaubon ambition at work in the book 
that jars in places, but whereas nothing ever came of  the Key to All Mythologies, 
Fokkema actually gives us something quite close to a Key to All Utopias.
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