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PinS PROPOSAL


My project is a senior honors thesis in English, which will focus on the utopian genre as manifested in the writings of William Morris and George Orwell.  I plan to share the results in an oral presentation with some visual aids at the Spring Research Symposium.  I began work on it this summer, and have continued to conduct my research in a more systematic manner through the Bibliography and Research Methods course in the Fall.  The project will be finished by the end of Winter quarter.  Its significance extends beyond my undergraduate requirements: I intend to use it as the basis of my Master’s thesis next year, and possibly eventually transform it into my area of specialization.


The utopian genre is part of a tradition with roots stretching back to ancient Greece, yet only in the twentieth century has a systematic study been undertaken of its formal and thematic characteristics.  In fact, most of the important works in the field have been published within the last several decades.  Theories of generic structure, specific author analysis, and historical surveys are the main scholarly categories.  My thesis will be a combination of the first two, since time constraints render an exhaustive exploration of all available primary sources implausible (though I will certainly endeavor to situate my subject in its literary and historical context).  My purpose, therefore, is to develop a rudimentary schema of the functions and features of the utopian genre based on a thorough examination of the relevant works of William Morris and George Orwell.  Although in-depth consideration will be limited to my two chosen authors, the result should be generalizable beyond them.  It will provide a foundation for further exploration of the topic, and should yield valuable insights into the interrelations of political ideology and its imaginative expression.  Although I will inevitably incorporate portions of already existing theoretical concepts into my thesis, and will strive throughout to make apparent the links to previous scholarship, I expect to draw most of my observations from my own study of the primary texts.  


Both Morris and Orwell were declared socialists, and both engaged in a critique of existing society through polemical (e.g. essays, articles, lectures) and fictional media.  Yet they are rarely considered together.  I hope to remedy the situation by examining Morris’s News from Nowhere in conjunction with Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, and supplementing this with their expressly political writings.  The examination will proceed in light of what I maintain to be the political nature of the eutopia/dystopia dichotomy.  In other words, the schism that occurred within the utopian genre in the twentieth century, and the emergence of dystopian literature
 to counterbalance its mostly eutopian (positive) predecessors, were not only products of historical-political circumstances, but also embodied a very specific political orientation.  This is evident both in the sandwich-like structure of the utopias, which have their didactic filling in the middle, and their relationship to related genres such as satire and political treatise.  

By focusing on the two authors, I will establish my classification of eutopia as subjunctive (i.e. hypothetical) and dystopia as indicative (inherent in the present) narrative.  Both create alternate societies, but dystopias are critiques, hyperbolic versions of what already exists, while eutopias are solutions: what could (and according to the author also should) be, regardless of actual current tendencies.  This principle is expressed in the contrast between the experiential, static nature of Nineteen Eighty-Four, whose nightmare world is a given for the protagonist, and the theoretical, forward-looking structure of News from Nowhere, whose narrator-reader journeys to an ideally possible no-place.  It makes little difference here that ostensibly both are placed in the future, in accordance with the later diachronic development in utopian literature of societies removed in time rather than in space.  My final thesis, therefore, will be less a straightforward proof of a proposition, than a multifaceted exploration of several related aspects of Morris’s and Orwell’s use of literary utopia.

� exemplified by Evgeny Zamyatin’s We and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World





