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Envisioning Real Utopias 

 

 

1. Wendy Y. Li 

In reading Envisioning Real Utopias and considering the practice of crafting policy proposals, I often 
return to two central problems: unintended consequences and contingency. It is a problem that is well-
discussed in Chapter 8 of the book. My question is: should we go about the project of creating real 
utopias, despite the fact that we cannot anticipate the trajectory of social change? Would incremental 
policy change be a more socially responsible way of practicing social change?  

I personally think the project of envisioning real utopias is a noble and necessary one, despite our 
imperfect foresight. Sensitive to the concerns of those who are risk averse, I imagine that many will 
critique (and have critiqued) the project for being too deterministic or prescriptive. Say that one has an 
environmental real utopian idea for a community which is energy-neutral and produces zero waste. It 
requires an overhaul of infrastructure, economic relations, and labor in the community. It may be 
desirable, viable, and achievable in 2018. But what if in the process of implementing the idea, over the 
course of many years, the state of knowledge in environmental science changes, a weather event or 
natural disaster occurs, or popular opinion shifts, rendering the real utopia undesirable, unviable, or 
unachievable? And what if the new status quo results in a society with deeper problems than the one 
from which our project emerged? Would more incremental and reversible policies be a more ethical 
way of approaching such change? Can real utopian projects be realized with incremental and reversible 
policies?  

EOW: These are really crucial issues. I agree that real utopias must contend squarely with the problem of 
unintended consequences and risk. I think the concerns you raise mainly apply to ruptural 
transformations that have the character of institutional/structural discontinuities that create 
irreversibilities. Real Utopias are generally transformation projects that have a less ruptural character. 
Still, sometimes they do confront “big bang” problems – where they need to be introduced at a 
significant scale because incremental change could block their realization. Basic Income might be like 
that: a low basic income doesn’t produce the real utopia virtues, but could discredit the idea and block a 
fuller basic income. In any case, a pivotal aspect of the broad perspective of real utopias is democratic 
experimentalism, where the process of learning and modifying as you go is essential. 

 

2. Annaliese Grant  

 The reading for the week as well as a large basis of the course in general seems to be based on 
an attempt to understand and explore the possibility of “real utopias” as they should and could exist in 
the real world. These utopias do sound great to anyone who has done real thinking about the harms 
done by the capitalist and globalized state as it exists today and within the United States. However, one 
part of these imaginations that I feel might be missing is a consideration of emotions and feelings. While 
I can find nothing problematic about a definition of “justice” in which “A family can be criticized as 
unjust when members have unequal access to the means to live flourishing lives available within the 
family,” I also start to really wonder about what emotions can add to the way we think about justice and 
utopia. Much of my background in justice conversations comes from a feminist perspective, in which I 
became accustomed to talking and thinking very seriously about feelings when talking and thinking 
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about injustice. Injustice, to me, was not just a logical lack of something, but a feeling of anger, languish, 
sadness, indignation, violation, etc. Injustice was tied deeply to mental health and empathy and when 
we talked about injustice in a course, we got fired up according to our own personal connections to the 
topics at hand. There was no way, for example, to talk about sexual violence, racism, queer narratives, 
etc. without acknowledging the emotions in the room. While I think both ways of thinking about 
injustice are valid and the search for transformation useful, I also want to question the role feeling might 
have in our thinking of utopia.  

 One place in the book where I found emotions particularly useful was in Chapter 5, when 
discussing the possibility of a “multitude of heterogeneous associations, networks, and communities” 
and the ways in which this structure would complicate movements toward utopia. In particular, the 
question of what to do when some associations do not have an emancipatory goal. The question in this 
thought-process becomes, “how to devise institutional rules for the game of democratic deepening and 
associational empowerment which would foster the radical democratic egalitarian conception of 
emancipation.” My thought is that perhaps we don’t need rules, but a new politics of feeling, one in 
which empathy becomes a central tenant of society as a whole and people approach their own feelings 
of injustice with a knowledge and focus on the injustices of those around them as well. This is not to say 
that all injustice is equal or that empathy would solve everything, but it is to ask what might happen if 
we start to think about emotions as a part of this utopian transformation? To me, the heterogeneous 
mix of social-activist groups is in many ways a utopia in that it never clearly lands on a perfect world 
(because such world may never exist), while still allows for a continual never-ending negotiation of a 
wide variety of power dynamics and experiences of injustice from a wide variety of people.  

EOW: I agree totally that emotions (and the closely linked issues of identity and culture) must figure in 
any analysis of real utopias – both in theorizing the problem of institutional designs as well as the 
process of moving from here to there. Emotions are also central to the driving normative issue of 
creating the conditions for human flourishing. I’d be interested in what precisely you are pointing to 
when you contrast “institutional rules for democratic deepening” with a “politics of feeling”. Maybe one 
way of framing what is in play here is the question: what procedures can we adopt in our practices of 
working for a better world that would foster empathy. I refer to rules that foster “democratic egalitarian 
conception of emancipation”. Are there institutional processes that foster empathy?  

 

 

3. Jesse Benn 

One of the more interesting parts of Real Utopias to me was its shifting notion of what socialism 
is from one focused primarily on transforming the economic mode of production to one that shifts 
control over economic resources to civil society. Or in the terms laid out in the book, a shift from 
economic power being the dominant force in society to social power. 

My initial reaction is that such a shift might do more to transfer power from a form that’s 
perceived as less legitimate (e.g. raw economic power) to one that is perceived as wholly legitimate 
(social power) without doing enough to shift who’s actually primarily influencing/controlling that power. 
In other words, I worry that this shift could do more to mask and legitimize and extend current power 
structures than to actually dismantle them.  
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Today civil society (theoretically/ideally) offers a space for the unwashed masses to contest the 
current flow/control of resources in ways that expand/democratize them via collective action. But it also 
offers that space to powerful individuals who, at least to some extent, are acting in their own self-
interest and exerting a disproportionate level of social power based on their ability to bribe, not their 
ability to convince (see p. 113 for the italicized terms). The Koch Brothers are an obvious example, but 
Bill Gates and Jeff Bezos are as well. Even for those who view the latter two’s efforts as progressive, in 
terms of raw control over social power billionaires have a distinct advantage/disproportionate influence.  

So my question, or dilemma, is how can we move society away from its current structure to a more 
egalitarian one via civil society without somehow leveling the playing field of those 
struggling/cooperating within it?  

If this is a legitimate problem we face in considering any transition from our current structure of society 
to something better, are there any real utopias that might offer models for what that could look like? 
(E.g. Projects/institutions designed explicitly to help balance the exertion of power in civil society 
between powerful individuals and the rest of us.) 

Another way to put all this… If civil society is going to be the new primary site of power in a hybrid 
socialist model, then utopian changes to the institutions of civil society itself seem necessary for the 
emancipatory potential of this process to be realized. What might those look like and do any current 
examples exist?  

EOW: You are of course absolutely correct that there are big inequalities of power within civil society so 
that the power to persuade is not itself equally distributed. The example you gave would be one in 
which economic power subordinates social power – the power to convince it itself subordinated to the 
economic power to control messages. And, of course, this is a huge problem for any project of 
democratization of the economy and the state. One way of thinking about this is that we must also 
democratize civil society. This is a good problem to think about: what are the institutional changes that 
might contribute to a more democratic civil society. 

 

4. Maryam Ahmadi  

To me as a student studying rhetoric, the ways in which you link the discussions in Envisioning Real 
Utopias with discursive commonplaces sounds really interesting. One of the examples is on page 90, 
where you describe Marx’s theory of socialism as a “kind of pragmatist faith in the principle ‘where 
there is a will there is a way,’” or when you discuss Marx’s analysis of Paris Commune and refer to the 
discursive commonplaces underlying the theory as “’where there is a will there is a way,’ and ‘necessity 
is the parent of invention’” (98). It reminds me of Robert Craig’s notion of communication theory as a 
theory “constructed inductively through critical studies of everyday practice, in part by transcribing and 
theoretically reconstructing the ‘situated ideals’ articulated by people themselves in their everyday 
meta-discourse” (130). Real utopias, likewise, could be defined as social practices through which a 
theoretical meta-discourse emerges from, extends, and informs practical discourses. 

EOW: There is a long tradition in discussion of the idea of utopia to see the longing for utopia as 
embedded in everyday life, and thus for some of the discourses connected to utopia as also anchored in 
discourses of everyday communication. But I am not sure that this means that the theoretical ideas 
around real utopias should also be treated as somehow inductively constructed from everyday practice. 
They may have connections to everyday practice without being derived from everyday practice.  
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5. Masoud Movahed 

As an undergraduate, Marxism won my mind because it had given clarity to precisely this intuition: 
societies everywhere are rent by class divisions, and these divisions structure production and 
appropriation of surplus in any capitalist society in favor of one class (i.e. the capitalist class)—and, of 
course, the same divisions breed antagonism and class struggle. Today, capitalist societies everywhere 
demonstrate similarly revolting forms of structural dominance and exploitation. Our task, it seems 
obvious, is to make sure that tomorrow they all look different, for the same reasons. 

It is only in light of this challenging task that Erik Wright’s Envisioning Real Utopias comes to rescue by 
clearing away the detritus that years of academic exile have heaped on the flag of socialist tradition. For 
Wright, Socialism “is an economic structure within which the means of production are socially owned 
and the allocation and use of resources for different social purposes is accomplished through the 
exercise of what can be termed “social power” (2010, p. 121).  

Wright’s Real Utopias exhibits numerous merits and strengths. First, he provides a clear and compelling 
account of what political and economic demands should radicals in the advanced world put forward and 
fight for. The key demand is a universal basic income substantially above poverty line that everyone 
should receive by virtue of citizenship. This would eliminate poverty, and of course, increase the 
bargaining power of the working class.  

Another extraordinary merit of Real Utopias, among others, is its realistic presentation of the “theory of 
transformation.” For Wright, just like how capitalism emerged from the nooks and cracks of the ancien 
régime (namely, feudalism), capitalism can also be transformed into socialism—or a democratic 
egalitarian alternative—through interstitial strategies of transformation as opposed to a ruptural break 
with it. But while Wright’s interstitial strategy recommendations are cogent and compelling, they seem 
to be less specific. For example, he highlights the significance of establishing universal basic income to 
bolster the power organized labor, but it is hard to see how that  would that be possible without 
containing and diluting the political and economic power of the “top 1 percent,” so to speak? After all, 
in the course of the interstitial stage for possible transformation of capitalism, the capitalist state has to 
establish and implement a generous universal basic income program (presumably financed by raising 
taxes of large business corporations), and without subordinating the state and weakening the power of 
capital, it is not clear to me how the program can be established in the first place? (A recent example of 
this is Trump administration’s corporate tax cut policies). So how specifically, the exercise of state power 
and the power of the capitalist class can be subordinated to “social power” in the interstitial strategy of 
transformation? 

As Wright suggests, ruptural strategies of transformation may not be plausible and indeed, may not 
yield the desired outcomes—a proposition that I have a lot of sympathy for, because radical 
transformations can be achieved with ‘less cost’ through reform as opposed to rupture, but our 
interstitial strategy of transformation ought to be more specific. If anything, the existing symbiotic 
strategies of transformation and the current experiments of ‘social democracy’ as attempts to build 
democratic egalitarian alternatives are indicative of relative failure, given their ever-enfeebled ability in 
encroaching on the prerogatives of capital.  

EOW: Interstitial strategies can only be sustained as a long term strategy when they are combined with 
symbiotic strategies which center on the state. Basic Income, in these terms, is a symbiotic strategy (it 
solve s certain real problems for capitalism) which has the effect of expanding the possibiklities for 
interstitial strategies. None of this is possible, of course, without struggles. The current decline of social 
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democracy reflects an unraveling of an earlier wave of successful struggle, but this does not imply 
forever-into-the-future failure of symbiotic reforms to expand spaces for interstitial transformations. 

 

6. Sara Trongone 

Perhaps I hold too much stock in this opaque thing called ‘culture’ (or, opaquer still, ‘radical 
political subjectivities’ or ‘collective solidarities’) but I cannot help but wonder: If we do manage to 
construct a patchwork of Real Utopian institutions that subordinate economic activity to social power, 
what is the social glue that makes these projects stick, and, once bound together, parades them, arm in 
arm, evermore towards the True North of our socialist compass? In other words, how do we ensure that 
anti-capitalist designs (re)create and iteratively deepen anti-oppressive cultures? (And here I am using 
‘cultures’ as a rather lazy catchall for consciousness, norms, and modes of being/relating.)  

Your book is certainly not suggesting that cleverly engineered institutions can birth solidaristic, 
egalitarian cultures in some unidirectional, static sense. These cultures—our anti-capitalist ‘social 
glue’—are developed in the struggle for these institutions (and, subsequently, the struggle to keep them 
afloat and perform them day-to-day in the most mundane sense). While your book offers a wonderfully 
robust theory of institutional change, the nuances of the relationship between emancipatory institutions 
and emancipatory cultures remain a bit fuzzy, as does the character of the cultural, educative, and 
political work necessary to activate and sustain this social glue. It seems important to theorize both of 
these pieces—which are, after all, inseparable—in earnest so that we may get to work on building them 
simultaneously.  

EOW: Your theme here overlaps with Annaliese’s query about cultivating empathy and emotion both 
within real utopias and in the process of building real utopias. This is indeed a fundamental issue. I 
suppose one general “lesson” from history is how hard it is to sustain “solidaristic, egalitarian culture” 
over time. Every activist experiences intense moments of such cultural formation, especially within the 
more face-to-face contexts of collective struggle. Everyone involved in the occupation of the state 
capitol building here in 2011 had that sense collective effervescence (Durkheim’s term) that gave 
emotional power to equality and solidarity. But while these values may remain cognitively important to 
people, the cultural intensity of those ideals seems pretty fragile. So, one question is exactly what sort of 
cultural “glue” do we need – the emotionally rich forms of such glue, or can the more cognitive forms – 
the ways we think about things – be sufficient?  

 

7. Siyung Fu 

Question: Using Bourdieusian concepts of “field” “domination” and “power struggle” to understand 
capitalism, statism and socialism? Is the shift from capitalism to socialism an irreversible process (Can 
capitalism “make a comeback” in a predominantly socialist society)? 

In Chapter 5, Erik proposes us to see capitalism, statism, and socialism as “variations in the ways 
power rooted in the economy, the state, and civil society shapes the way economic resources are 
allocated, controlled and used.” (P120) It reminds me of Bourdieu’s core idea of “field.” For Bourdieu, a 
field emerges when various social actors contend for the dominant position around a certain subject 
matter. Actors possess different types of power and engage in struggles to make the type of power they 
own the dominant one within the field. I see some resemblance of these ideas with how Erik describes 
his typology. If we look at capitalism, statism, and socialism from the Bourdieusian lens, we could see a 
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“field of economic structure,” in which owners of economic power, political power, and social power 
engage in a struggle about which power should dominate the others in determining the use of economic 
resources for production. When the capitalists – holders of economic power – “win” the struggle, a 
capitalist order prevails; when the state – holder of political power – “wins,” we have a statism society; 
and when holders of social power win the struggle, we have socialism.  

So, I guess my question is, how does Erik’s typology differ from Bourdieu’s “field”? And, more 
importantly, according to Bourdieu, a field is a site of constant, dynamic contention in which at any 
time, any one type of power can prevail, if the condition is right. However, classical Marxism has it that 
socialism is the next stage after capitalism in the development of society. The self-destruction of 
capitalism gives condition for socialism to take over, and this implies an irreversible process. Then, if we 
can indeed see capitalism, statism, and socialism as different relations of domination resulted from the 
struggle for the decision-making power for the use of economic resources, then we cannot make the 
assumption that there is an order in terms of time, or developmental stage, for capitalism and socialism. 
We can have a society that frequently shifts between capitalism, statism, and socialism, depending on 
what power wins the struggle for domination at the time. Is this contradictory to the core ideas of 
Marxism? 

EOW: This is an interesting issue of conceptual framework. Bourdieu’s fields tend to be much narrower 
or more specific than what I am talking about – not something as broad as an “economic system”, but 
rather things like art or the university or medicine. Still, the concept of field might be appropriate for 
this much broader category of social relations and power. I also see economic structures as ecosystems 
that combine capitalist, statist, and socialist (and perhaps other) economic relations in complex 
articulations and hybrids. I’m not sure how that fits into Bourdieu’s fields of struggles.  

 

8. Youbin Kang 

John Restakis emphasizes the importance of civil society in his alternative vision towards a cooperative 
community. Civil society is the locus of cooperation that exerts social control (p.6), has a stake in 
pluralistic markets (p.7), and is also a driving force behind the democratization of the “Partner State”. 
Similarly, Michael Lewis also emphasizes the solidarity economy that is populated with creative actors 
that share “the values of social justice, inclusiveness, ecological sustainability, and deeper, democratic 
forms of participation.” (p.9). Erik Olin Wright also emphasizes direct democracy in empowered 
participatory governance, through the participation of ordinary people that concentrate on problem 
solving, deliberations and local decision making powers. However, this is accompanied by accountable 
and communicative local power to state governance while being a countervailing power (p.160-165). 

I have two questions concerning civil society, given the importance of this group. How do we define civil 
society and what are some possible ideal sources for their organization? Secondly, given the importance 
of the division of labor in modern capitalistic societies, how could we envision the division of labor of 
civil society, and how would this organizational characteristic interact with the Habermasian deliberative 
democracy that is so crucial to the success of all the systems described by the authors? (how could we 
make the division of labor facilitative of democratic processes at the societal level?) 

EOW: I was not quite sure what you mean by the question “what are some of the ideal sources for their 
organization?” when you are referring to civil society. And I’m also not entirely clear what you are 
referring to when you refer to the “division of labor of civil society”. Civil society refers to the broad 
arena of society within which voluntary associations of all sorts are formed. By division of labor do you 



Interrogations, Soc929 week 2  7 

 
 
 
mean divisions of labor within voluntary associations? Or are you talking about the role of different 
kinds of voluntary association in some division-of-labor of responsibilities within civil society?  

 

9. Maryanne Schiffman 

I would like us to discuss role of ideology and (active) hegemonic social reproduction through the media 
in transitions to alternative economic systems. What kind of strategies would we use to take advantage 
of  the “limits, gaps and contradictions” of the current system so that we can shift ideology and 
transform culture to achieve “consent” for implementation of new systems? Also, what would a 
“broadly democratically controlled” media look like? And if the media would still be located, through 
regulation and funding, in the state, then as a “machinery of ideology,” who would decide what are the 
“correct thoughts to think” and what democratic processes would they use to do that?   

*PS: I am still only at Ch. 8 so I may be missing something upcoming that would inform these questions. 
Even if so however, there is still a lot to hash out in regard to this subject. 

EOW: Bob McChesney and John Nicols have an interesting proposal for a democratic media system that 
does not involve state control: Every citizens gets an annual voucher worth (say) $250 to spend on news 
media (or perhaps some broader category), which can be given to a media organization that satisfies 
certain criteria. These could be strict or loose, depending on how one thought such a system should 
function. One set of criteria would be: (1) nonprofit, (2) no commercial advertisements – the funding has 
to come exclusively from vouchers and other donations, (3) at least 50% of the content has to be news 
defined in some way. The idea was to create a financial basis for journalism that would not be 
dependent on capitalist corporations. This general sort of mechanism – tax-financed vouchers but 
citizen-selected targets of its use – is like voucher-supported education, but for the media. 

 

 

10. Nicole Lehr 

I found chapter 6 of the book helpful in understanding the many ways that civil society can influence the 

economy to provide greater social empowerment. I was surprised that what I had thought was socialism 

was actual closer to statism, although I understand why the distinction was made. While many 

republicans and neoliberals generally disapprove of what is traditionally thought of as socialism (statism 

in the book), I would imagine that they would be much more amenable to the books definition of 

socialism, since their objection to it seems to be rooted in the state’s control of the market, rather than 

being in favor of control by capitalists elites. If we want to create a world where the means of 

production are owned by society, I wonder if we need to redefine the commonly understood definition 

of socialism or come up with a different word that isn’t associated with state control of the production 

of goods/services.  

I thought the Next System articles did a good job of conveying the reality of what is to come, how 

technology will influence our future economy, and the urgency of systems change. Lately, I have been 

torn between bottom-up and top-down approaches. Overall, I believe bottom-up approaches are most 

sustainable because they reflect widespread changes in culture and values, which are generally much 

harder to change than laws (after all, all you need is someone with power and capital). The problem 
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with top-down approaches is the feeling of subjugation that is often associated with it, which creates 

backlash and hostility among those with differing views. But I wonder if we have time for a bottom-up 

approach, or if it’s too late and we should be pushing for top-down legislative approaches to systems 

change in order to prevent a collapse. With such uncertain political and economic futures, the only 

logical approach seems to be to do both.  

EOW: I am not quite sure what the question is that you are posing here. One issue would be the 

alternatives posed at the end of your comment – top-down versus bottom-up approaches. I think we 

need both – interstitial changes by themselves are unlikely to generate a cumulative emancipatory 

transformation. Top-down strategies – symbiotic strategies in my terms – are needed to expand and 

reinforce the spaces filed by interstitial strategies. But this is inherently a process beset with 

contradictions – there is no smooth path.  

 


