
Preface 

Emerging from the Flood in Which We Are Sinking, or, Reading with Darko Suvin 

(Again) 

Phillip E. Wegner 

Eine brechtsche Maxime: Nicht an das Gute Alte 

anknüpfen, sondern an das schlechte Neue. 

[A Brechtian Maxim: take your cue not from the 

good old things, but from the bad new ones.] 

Walter Benjamin 

They are coming out of the trenches of rock toward 

the brick shadows. They are always coming. 

China Miéville 

I believe we can survive in utopia... 

Ejigayehu “Gigi” Shibabaw 

Just wait, 2048 is still to be. 

Darko Suvin 

For a work so deeply concerned with defining particular genres and practices  of utopia, 

dystopia, anti-utopia, science fiction, fantasy, and so forth  Darko Suvin’s Defined by a 

Hollow is itself difficult to classify, challenging as it does the disciplinary boundaries and 

protocols of traditional academic studies. It is, to be sure, what its title declares itself to 

be, an invaluable collection of more than three decades of writings from one of the 

twentieth century’s most significant Marxist students of Utopia (alongside his predecessor 

Ernst Bloch and his contemporary Fredric Jameson, figures invoked again and again in 
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these pages). But it is much else besides: an engaged intellectual’s memoir of the last 

decades of the turbulent and tragic twentieth century, what he names in Chapter 12, “a 

time of betrayals” (see page 000); an experiment in cultural criticism; a temperature 

taking of the present; a philosophical notebook in the spirit of Marx’s Grundrisse, Lenin’s 

Philosophical Notebooks, Gramsci’s Quaderni, and Benjamin’s Passagenwerk (all of 

which are recalled in these pages as well); a declaration of fundamental principles; a 

trenchant call to action; and a letter to those Bertolt Brecht names Die Nachgeborenen, 

those who come after: Gedenkt unsrer/ Mit Nachsicht [Think upon us/with leniency]. 

Perhaps then we should draw upon one of Suvin’s dominant figures throughout this book, 

and say that it is a toolkit, a collection of resources that we might use in our continuing 

struggles both to imagine and to act in a way to bring into being a considerably better 

world than that of the violent global neo-liberalism we currently inhabit. My hope in this 

Preface is thus to offer something of a user’s manual for this toolbox, helping to orient the 

reader, much like the figure of the utopian guide from More’s Hythlodaeus to Bellamy’s 

Dr. Leete, by providing some context for the wonders they will encounter herein. 

In his Introduction to this volume, Suvin notes “a certain break in time, and 

perhaps even more in tone” between the traditional academic studies of the book’s first 

six chapters and the more experimental nature of those that follow the interlude of 

Chapter 7, “The Doldrums: Eight Nasty Poems 198999” (see page 000). While Suvin 

maintains that this shift is in a large part the consequence of a significant change of 

political climate (something I will return to momentarily), I would also suggest that the 

more experimental style of the later chapters is itself a sign of the lasting achievement of 

the earlier essays. For Suvin’s own efforts  as a scholar, teacher, anthologist, and a 

founding editor of the journal Science-Fiction Studies  played a significant role in 

establishing utopia and science fiction as legitimate fields of academic inquiry. 
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For readers perhaps less familiar with Suvin’s intellectual trajectory, a bit of 

biographical information would be pertinent here. Suvin was born on 19 July 1930 in 

Zagreb, Croatia, which in 1918 had become part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia (its name 

until 3 October 1929 being the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes), and which 

during his adolescence would become, under the leadership of Josip Broz Tito, first the 

People's and then later the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. He earned his 

doctorate from Zagreb University, the oldest and among the most prestigious of the 

universities in southeastern Europe, where he also began his teaching career. It was in 

these earliest studies that Suvin combined his interests in Marxism and science fiction in 

ways that would enable him to contribute in original and imaginative ways to the 

scholarship in both fields. After running afoul of some of the political currents at the 

university, Suvin immigrated to North America, and ultimately settled at McGill 

University in Montreal in the banner year of 1968, where he would serve as Professor of 

English and Comparative Literature until his retirement in 1999. He then relocated to 

Italy where he resides today. Suvin’s first published scholarly essays on science fiction, 

utopia, and dystopia appeared in the mid-1950s, and in English at the end of the 1960s, 

including his groundbreaking “On the Poetics of the Science Fiction Genre” printed in the 

important 1972 issue of College English edited by Richard Ohmann.1 Many of Suvin’s 

early essays on science fiction and utopia were brought together in his landmark book, 

Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre 

(1979). In the same year, he was named the tenth recipient of the Science Fiction 

Research Association’s Pilgrim Award to honor his lifetime contributions to science 

fiction and fantasy scholarship. 

                                                 

1 For further discussion of this essay, see Moylan, Scraps 425. And for an extensive bibliography of 

Suvin’s writings from the 1950s through the late 1990s, see Parrinder 27290. 
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In the years that he was producing these field-defining essays, Suvin along with 

R.D. Mullen founded Science-Fiction Studies in 1973. This was a moment when 

academic literary studies were becoming increasingly receptive  in response, in part to 

the student militancy of the New Left, and in part to the innovations of a burgeoning 

critical theory (movements that also both deeply influenced Suvin’s thought)  to 

scholarly work in the area of what was then referred to as “paraliterature,” popular and 

genre fiction, including science fiction, fantasy, mystery, horror, romance, and comics. 

Suvin refused the marginalization of science fiction implied by this characterization, not 

only locating the genre within a long literary tradition of transgressive popular fictions 

that stretched back to the work of Lucian of Samosata, Thomas More, and François 

Rabelais, but also consistently maintaining that the finest contemporary science fiction is 

among the best of all literature produced in the present. “The stakes,” Suvin would later 

argue in an essay on paraliterature, “thus, are the highest imaginable […]: the education 

of Homo sapiens for earthly salvation” (Positions 20). Here we see the fusion of artistic, 

philosophical, and political commitment characteristic of all of Suvin’s writing, and 

deeply evident throughout this collection. 

Of course, as Suvin famously argues in “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia” 

(reprinted from Metamorphoses as the first chapter here), science fiction and utopia are 

inseparable: “utopia is not a genre but the sociopolitical subgenre of science fiction” (see 

page 000). This is not to advance the idealist claim that science fiction represents some 

ahistorical eternal practice  indeed, Suvin has recently written about the potential end of 

the genre  nor does it mean, as George Slusser has recently suggested (“The Origins” 

40), that Suvin finds in More’s Utopia the beginnings of science fiction.2 (This, he makes 

                                                 
2 For Suvin’s discussions of the end of SF, see “The Final Chapter of SF?” and “The Final Chapter? Part 

Two.” 
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clear, occurs with H.G. Wells: “He endowed later SF with a basically materialist look 

back at human life and a rebelliousness against its entropic closure. For such reasons, all 

subsequent significant science fiction can be said to have sprung from Wells’s Time 

Machine” [Metamorphoses 221]). Rather, as he puts it in Chapter 13, “utopian fiction is, 

today and retrospectively, both an independent aunt and dependent daughter of SF” (see 

page 000). With this, Suvin demonstrates the deeply dialectical nature of his thought  

and he invokes in Chapter 15 the dialectic as “an inalienable part of valid cognition 

today” (see page 000)  advancing the claim that only after the establishment of the full 

range of possible science fictional imaginaries is utopia recognized, as an older genre, as 

one of its the most important roots of modern SF, and simultaneously repositioned within 

the newly established generic system as “social-science-fiction or SF restricted to the 

field of socio-political relationships or to socio-political constructs understood as crucial 

for the destiny of people” (Positions 38). 

On this basis, Suvin illustrates the important features shared by utopia and science 

fictions. First, both are a form of what Suvin describes as the “literature of cognitive 

estrangement” (Metamorphoses 12). The force of this influential definition is two-fold. 

On the one hand, Suvin’s emphasis on the element of “cognition”  the outlook that “sees 

the norms of any age, including emphatically its own, as unique, changeable, and 

therefore subject to a cognitive view […] not only a reflecting of but also on reality” 

(Metamorphoses 7 and 10)  suggests the connection of utopian and science fictions to 

nineteenth century literary realism, and hence their common distance from other 

traditional and modern estranging forms such as myth, folk (fairy) tales, and fantasy. 

Even more significant is Suvin’s application of the concept of “estrangement” to these 

practices. Suvin takes the notion of “ostranenie” first from the literary critics of the early 

twentieth-century Russian Formalist School, most prominently Viktor Shklovsky, and 
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second, from the further elaborations on the concept offered by the great German Marxist 

playwright and thinker, Brecht. The latter writer, as the essays in this volume make 

abundantly clear, has been a deep and abiding influence upon Suvin; and Suvin in turn 

has been one of the last half century’s most preeminent scholarly champions of Brecht’s 

work. By stressing these estranging labors  the ability to view the present moment 

through a critical, distancing eye  Suvin undercuts the assumption that utopia or science 

fiction are forms of futurology, narrow prognostications of technical or social 

developments to come.3 

This then leads Suvin to argue for a second essential trait of science fiction and its 

subgenre of utopia. In Chapter 3, “SF and the Novum” (also taken from Metamorphoses), 

he maintains that utopias in particular and science fiction more generally are 

“distinguished by the narrative dominance or hegemony of a fictional ‘novum’ (novelty, 

innovation) validated by cognitive logic” (see page 000). The concept of the novum  

which Suvin defines here as other than the merely new and rather “a totalizing 

phenomenon or relationship deviating from the author’s and implied reader’s norm of 

reality”  is borrowed from Suvin’s most important predecessor in the study of utopia, 

Ernst Bloch (see page 000).4 Tom Moylan argues of this crucial insight, “By not only 

tracking what was at hand in the tendencies of the historical moment as portrayed in the 

alternative world but also pointing, through the textual novum, toward the potential for 

radically new directions in the latencies of the moment, Suvin’s claim for SF brought it to 

a level of sociopolitical value that many sensed but never fully theorized” (Scraps 45). 

In Chapter 5, “Locus, Horizon, and Orientation,” Suvin introduces the further 

axiom that “any utopian novel is in principle an ongoing feedback dialogue with the 

                                                 
3 Also see the discussions of Suvin’s concept cognitive estrangement in Moylan, Scraps 415, and 

Jameson, Archaeologies 410. 

4 See Bloch, The Principle of Hope 198205. 
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reader.” This leads him to postulate the important concept of utopian “possible worlds,” 

induced in the reader’s imagination by “the interaction between the fictional elements 

presented in a text and the presuppositions of the implied reader” (see page 000). To 

dispense with the lingering commonplace that utopian fictions necessarily represent 

closed static worlds  something in fact challenged from the very origins of the genre by 

works in what Suvin calls, again following Bloch’s lead, its “warm current” (Rabelais, 

William Morris, Le Guin, etc.)  Suvin introduces the twinned concepts of “locus” and 

“horizon,” and on this basis generates a fourfold schema of possible worlds: “open-ended 

or dynamic utopia,” “closed or static utopia,” “heterotopia,” and “abstract or non-

narrative utopia(nism)” (see page 000). An even fuller system of these possible worlds, 

expanded now to include dystopias, is then developed in Chapter 13. 

On a personal note, “Locus, Horizon, and Orientation” was a special influence for 

one of my own earliest forays into the field, an essay published in Utopian Studies on 

Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We. This essay then became part of my doctoral dissertation  for 

which Suvin served as an immensely generous, invaluable, and even utopian outside 

reader. In the revised book chapter, I further explore the concept of possible worlds in 

drawing a link between Zamyatin’s project in We and that in a work it clearly influenced, 

Ursula K. Le Guin’s great “ambiguous utopia,” The Dispossessed. (Suvin discusses the 

contemporary significance of Zamyatin and Le Guin’s masterpieces in the face of “the 

change of Leviathans”  from the state to the Post-Fordist free market  in Chapters 11 

and 18 respectively.)5  

All of this points toward an underappreciated dimension of Suvin’s original 

theorization of science fiction. His works helps us grasp the genre itself as a crucial 

                                                 
5 Readers should also consult Suvin’s earlier discussion of Zamyatin in Metamorphoses 25459; and of Le 

Guin in Positions 13450. 
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dimension of the great efflorescence of cultural, political, and social experimentation 

known as modernism. Emerging in the late nineteenth century, the genre of science 

fiction appears in the midst of the first wave of modernisms; and as an original narrative 

technology (techné), science fiction is as deeply modernist as film, the two developments 

converging early on in Georges Méliès’s Le Voyage dans la lune (1902), a film derived in 

part from Wells’s The First Men in the Moon (1901). Moreover, drawing upon Fredric 

Jameson’s periodizing narrative of film presented in Signatures of the Visible, I argue that 

there are two distinct modernist periods within the genre itself, the first culminating in the 

late 1920s, and the second arising in the late 1950s and extending into the mid-1970s  

the moments, respectively, of Zamyatin and Le Guin, and both central foci of much of 

Suvin’s work on SF.6 The latter modernist period also witnesses a great outpouring of 

utopian SF, the most important text of which is Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, a work that 

Suvin describes in this book’s final chapter as “the qualitative culmination of the great SF 

age or wave of 196175” (see page 000).  

One of the most significant indicators of the waning of the energies of this second 

moment of SF modernism is the rise of cyberpunk, exploding on both the science fiction 

and more general reading publics with the publication of William Gibson’s Neuromancer 

in 1984  a year that also saw the appearance of such other classics of postmodernism as 

Don DeLillo’s White Noise, James Cameron’s The Terminator, Martin Amis’s Money, the 

Macintosh Superbowl commercial (these last two both explicitly arguing for the 

obsolescence of George Orwell’s statist dystopian vision), the English translation of Jean-

François Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition, and Jameson’s essay, “Postmodernism, 

Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism.” Suvin first analyzed cyberpunk with a high 

degree of critical acumen and skepticism in his essay from the late 1980s reprinted here 

                                                 
6 See Wegner, “Ken MacLeod’s Permanent Revolution” and “Jameson’s Modernisms.” 
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as Chapter 6. While sympathetic to certain formal innovations of cyberpunk, especially in 

its widening of the genre to include “the new vocabulary of lyricized information 

interfaces,” Suvin argues that the practice has retreated from the utopianism of a previous 

generation of SF writers by too readily conceding to the central Thatcher/Reagan-era 

doctrine dubbed TINA (“There is no alternative”) (see page 000). In such a view, Suvin 

argues, the global neo-liberal free market order is presented as “inevitable and 

unchangeable,” and the primary concern becomes how one might survive within it (see 

page 000). This essay then already looks forward to the darker vision that we see in the 

later contributions in this book. 

This postmodern moment also witnessed a new prominence for a more nostalgic 

and conservative fantasy. Elsewhere, Suvin extends this analysis, and argues that if 

science fiction “appeals to social groups with confidence that something at present can be 

done about a collective, historical future  if only as dire warnings,” fantasy on the 

contrary, appeals “to uncertain social classes or fractions who have been cast adrift and 

lost that confidence” (“Considering the Sense” 238; “The Final Chapter?” 4). The story of 

how we arrived at this situation is also of great interest in the later chapters of this book. 

At the same time, the late 1980s and early 1990s saw a shift within the academic 

field of science fiction studies. Accompanying its increasing institutional respectability 

was a certain waning of the radical political energies of its earlier formative stage. One 

indicator of this change was a displacement in Science-Fiction Studies of the Marxism of 

its early years by post-structuralist and postmodern theories and a new emphasis on 

formalism, a development that contributed to Suvin’s break with the journal he helped 

found. (This is alluded to in a number of the later essays reprinted here, most pointedly in 

Chapter 8.) This development helps us further understand the shift in focus, tone, and 

style of some of these more recent essays. If at an earlier moment, simply to do academic 
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work on science fiction was an experimental and even transgressive gesture, later, new 

cognitive strategies became necessary to challenge what was fast becoming a discipline in 

its own right, a form of what Jacques Rancière calls an institutional “distribution of the 

sensible,” “the system of self-evident facts of sense perception that simultaneously 

discloses the existence of something in common [le commun, what makes or produces a 

community] and the delimitations that define the respective parts and positions within it” 

(Politics 12). In this regard, the following description of Rancière’s project is applicable 

to the one Suvin undertakes here as well: “The essence of politics consists in interrupting 

the distribution of the sensible by supplementing it with those who have no part in the 

perceptual coordinates of the community, thereby modifying the very aesthetico-political 

field of possibility” (Rancière, Politics 3). 

However, while these generic and institutional changes played a role in the more 

general reconsideration of intellectual strategies that we witness in the essays composing 

the second part of this book, the Event  in Alain Badiou’s sense of being utterly 

unexpected and unplanned for  that looms most largely over them takes place on 11 

November 1989: more precisely, at 10:30 p.m. C.E.T., with the opening of the border 

crossing between East and West Germany at Bornholmer Strasse in Berlin. Although 

significant challenges had occurred throughout Eastern Europe earlier that year, and 

equally dramatic ones would quickly follow, it was the unexpected “fall of the Berlin 

Wall” that signaled for the world the real beginning of the end of both the Soviet Union 

and its sphere of influence and a nearly half-century of East and West Cold War.7 One of 

the most dramatic early consequences of this geopolitical Event would be the dissolution 

of the federative enterprise of Yugoslavia  under which Suvin had been formed 

                                                 
7 For a brief discussion of the context and events of the “1989 revolutions,” see Eley, Forging Democracy 

42956. 
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intellectually and politically and to which he had regularly returned since his departure in 

the late 1960s  and the ultimate disintegration of its former territories into violence, civil 

war, and chaos. It is these latter developments in particular that will dramatically shape 

the concerns of Suvin’s work throughout the 1990s and beyond. 

Suvin is in no way nostalgic for bureaucratized state communism, whose effects 

he had experienced directly in the mild Titoist version and from which he had in the mid-

1960s concluded he could be an alienated intellectual just as well outside its borders. 

Rather, for Suvin the events of the early 1990s alluded to above signaled the final 

collapse of the modernist utopian promise of the Bolshevik revolution and the apparent 

evaporation of any organized leftwing challenge to the predatory violence of global 

capitalism (the rightwing challenges to this reputed “end of history” would become clear 

soon enough). For similar reasons, Badiou also marks the long wave of modernism he 

names “The Century” as extending from 1917 to 1989. It was this full unleashing on a 

global scale of an unchecked neo-liberal capitalism that led Suvin to shift his intellectual 

focus to a careful study of the economic realities of “Post-Fordism”  including what he 

pointedly describes in Chapter 9 and elsewhere as the “Disneyfication” of our political 

and cultural lives  and the lessons that the traditions of dystopia have for our 

understanding of the present. 

Moreover, Suvin was quick to recognize that this Event made possible new forms 

of state violence, evident first in the United States’ war of “liberation” in Kuwait, and 

then in the carnage in Suvin’s one-time homeland of Yugoslavia and Croatia. The deep 

personal pain of this latter event in particular is registered in the moving poems collected 

in Chapter 7  “They are bombing Beograd & Novi Sad/ No more festivals in springtime/ 

Blood silting up all rivers” (see page 000)  and echoes in all that follow. Here too it 

might be useful to note the significant role poetry plays in this volume. Collected together 
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in Chapters 4, 7, 14, and 17, and also resurfacing in a number of the other chapters, these 

lyrical documents disrupt the conventional argumentative structure, offering a deeply 

affective self-reflective counterpoint to the essay’s more analytic turns, while 

underscoring the emotional shifts and swerves that are a crucial part of the essays’ 

context. This takes the form of a migration that Suvin also alludes to in his Introduction 

from an earlier guarded optimism (“After Eric, after us, der Nachgeborenen: not 1848, 

not 1948/ Just wait, 2048 is still to be.” [see page 000] “The Great Creativity will not 

find this behavior/ Entirely useless. & that this is enough/ For one life, on one leg” [see 

page 000]); to a sense of immanent catastrophe (“Punished by gazing hungrily at Finland 

Station/ In the whorehouse that once was Leningrad” [see page 000]); to a recommitment 

in a situation of dystopia to the struggle for Utopia (“If you, O masters, will not let us/ Be 

saved, entirely we must/ Remove you” [see page 000] “This is the hidden hour of our 

ignoble oblivion./ You can live toward a good death or a bad death” [see page 000]). 

The diverse experimental texts from the 1990s and the first decade of the new 

millennium that Suvin presents us with here are thus invaluable both in their strident 

refusal of the triumphalism of the period’s victors (and this enemy has not ceased to be 

victorious), and in the rare glimpse they offer into the moment’s dark underbelly from the 

perspective of what we might characterize as the utopian horizon of the now vanished 

Second World. In preserving this horizon  a labor also undertaken in Wolfgang Becker’s 

film Good Bye Lenin! (2003), and which in this case as well is something very different 

than nostalgia  Suvin fulfills the task of Benjamin’s historical materialist, who “acts in 

accord with the following truth: nothing that has ever happened should be regarded as lost 

to history” (Selected Writings, Volume 4 390). 

 And yet, as one reads these essays, Suvin’s deeply dialectical sensibility comes to 

the fore again, and another sense of this historical moment emerges: not only as one of 
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endings and conclusions, of catastrophe and dystopian realities, all of which are very 

much the case, but also of new possibilities. Suvin first asks “where are we to look for 

liberating currents in this needy paltry, poor age (dürftige Zeit) of ours?” and then begins 

the arduous work of forging an answer (see page 000). I argue in Life Between Two 

Deaths: U.S. Culture, 1989−2001 that the unexpected end of the Cold War unhinged a 

good many things, in the First and Third worlds as much as the Second: as Suvin too 

notes, 1989 “also marked the end of US hegemony over the world, the paradoxical Pax 

Americana et Atomica of the Cold War” (see page 000). This made the 1990s one of 

those fleeting moments  akin to Benjamin’s “nineteenth century,” the modernist 1920s, 

and the 1960s  in which history felt as if it might move in any number of radically 

different directions. Unquestionably, there were dark forces marshalling their efforts to 

define the future in a very specific way, and they seemed to have triumphed on 11 

September 2001 with the inauguration of the global war on terror and a new frontal 

assault on personal liberties. It is for this reason, I argue, that the 1990s comes to an end 

on that terrible “Tuesday in September,” already figured in so many of the other cultural 

documents of the period.8 However, in the context of its historical situation, the neo-

conservative project represented only one position in what in fact became a highly 

contested struggle for hegemonyand acknowledging these struggles has immense value 

for us today. 

Three developments in particular help establish a context for an understanding of 

this second dimension of Suvin’s project. First and most significantly, the late 1990s 

witness the explosive emergence of a counter-globalization “movement of movements,” 

whose moments of crystallization bear the names, among others, of Chiapas, Seattle, 

                                                 
8 The phrase “Tuesday in September” comes from a never filmed prologue to Terminator 2: Judgment Day 

(1991), a film I discuss in some detail in Life Between Two Deaths, Chapter 3. 
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Genoa, Quebec City, and Porto Allegre.9 An early collection of discussions from the 

World Social Forum held at the last site bears the title Another World is Possible, bearing 

witness to the deep and thoroughgoing Utopian aspirations of the movement(s): its aim 

was not only to reinvent Left politics in the aftermath of Cold War, but to transform the 

world itself. Giving full expression to these ambitions, Arundhati Roy declares, “Another 

world is not only possible, she’s on her way. Maybe many of us won’t be here to greet 

her, but on a quiet day, if I listen very carefully, I can hear her breathing” (War Talk 75). 

Second, the 1990s sees the flourishing of a new generation of engaged political and 

utopian science fiction visionaries  whose tasks include wresting fantasy from its more 

conservative practitioners − a group that encompasses, among others, Ian Banks, Octavia 

Butler, Nalo Hopkinson, Gwyneth Jones, Ken MacLeod, China Miéville, Alan Moore, 

Philip Pullman, Kim Stanley Robinson, and Joss Whedon. 

Finally, the 1990s gives rise to a series of original and influential “universalizing” 

theoretical projects. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s efforts in Empire (2000) and 

Multitude (2004) are perhaps the most celebrated, but this is also the case in the 

intellectual work of a truly global group of scholars, including, but by no means limited 

to, Giorgio Agamben, Badiou, Judith Butler, Jacques Derrida, David Harvey, Jameson, 

Kojin Karatani, Gayatri Spivak, Roberto Unger, and Slavoj Žižek. All of these projects 

mark an authentic “negation of the negation,” a post-postmodernism or movement beyond 

the paralyses of the postmodern, in the theoretical domain at least, and a resurgence of the 

radical transformative energies of a new modernism.10 It is to just such a reconsideration 

and resurgence that these later essays by Suvin contribute as well. 

                                                 
9 Also now see the discussion of these sites and movements, in Negri, Goodbye Mr. Socialism. 

10 For a related discussion of the importance of Utopian strong thought in this moment, see Moylan, 

“Realizing Better Futures.” 
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 Such a labor is linked to another major concern of all of these ambitious and wide-

ranging essays, one made explicit in the title of Chapter 9: “Utopianism from Orientation 

to Agency: What Are We Intellectuals Under Post-Fordism To Do?” Throughout this 

collection, Suvin works to teach us a fundamental materialist lesson: to think about 

Utopia is in fact always already to think about intellectuals and intellectual labor. Suvin 

reminds us that intellectual labor has been a prominent concern throughout his career by 

republishing as the second chapter of this volume his important 1977 essay on the 

contemporary value of Friedrich Engels’ Socialism: Utopian and Scientific (1880). 

However, these issues become even more pressing in the new situation in which he is 

composing the book’s later essays. 

Suvin is deeply aware of the precarious place of intellectuals in our global 

information economy, something that is also of central concern in recent work of one of 

Suvin’s great contemporaries (they were in fact born within six months of one another) 

and fellow student of Brecht: Jean-Luc Godard in his Notre musique (2004). Godard’s 

film unfolds in three parts, modeled on the canticles of Dante’s Divina Commedia. The 

first section, “Hell,” takes the form of an unblinking montage of images of war’s 

violence, drawn from documentary and fictional film history; the third, “Heaven,” 

conversely, presents a fenced-in waterfront paradise, a pocket utopia, access to which is 

carefully controlled by the U.S. military (shades of Baghdad’s Green Zone). The longest 

segment and the one nestled between these two extremes, “Purgatory,” focuses on 

intellectuals  journalists, Native American activists, students, the recently deceased 

Palestine poet Mahmoud Darwish, and even a filmmaker, Godard himself  whose paths 

cross and re-cross in the wreckage and reconstruction of contemporary post-war Sarajevo. 

In this way, the film brilliantly figures the contemporary condition of radical intellectuals: 

like the spaces of Sarajevo, the film suggests, intellectuals occupy an intermediate place, 
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bearing the scars of the violence suffered by the majority of the world’s peoples while 

also having access to the privileges of a few. The question of the intellectual’s 

responsibilities, and what they might do to address this situation, remains with the film’s 

conclusion an open one.  

 In a formula strikingly resonate with the vision of Godard’s film, Suvin also 

describes the intellectual’s position as an in-between one: “we can say that fortunately all 

intellectuals are partly exiles from the Disneyland and/or starvation dystopia, but we are 

an ‘inner emigration’ for whom resistance was always possible and is now growing 

mandatory” (see page 000). Suvin acknowledges the deep challenges faced by radical 

intellectuals, especially those who work in the university, in the face of contemporary 

global neo-liberalism. As he already noted in 1998, “Our immediate interests are 

oppositional because capitalism without a human face is obviously engaged in large scale 

‘structural declassing’ of intellectual work, of our ‘cultural capital.’ There is nothing more 

humiliating, short of physical injury, than the experience of being pushed to the periphery 

of social values  measured by the only yardstick capitalism knows, our financing  

which all of us have undergone in the last quarter century. Our graduate students are by 

now predominantly denied Keynesian employment, condemned to part-time piecework 

without security” (see page 000). This is a situation that has only become increasingly 

dire in the last decade, as Marc Bousquet, Christopher Newfield, and others have amply 

documented. However, Suvin also suggests that our position offers us an immensely 

important opportunity to challenge this situation, and to work to reinvent utopia for a new 

world: “The choice is […] between oligarchic or direct-democracy collectivities and 

subject-positions. And it is the intelligentsia that will formulate (is already formulating) 

the tools for thinking either. Intellectuals are the name givers of categories and 

alternatives” (see page 000).  
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To do so, however, requires a radical reconsideration of both the form and the 

content of our labors as intellectuals. To this end, Suvin marshals an immense range of 

resources, past and present, in order to offer a Brechtian refunctioning of the domains of 

classical philosophy, science, art, politics, and religion, emphasizing in each case what he 

calls their “salvational” dimensions. What Suvin also demonstrates throughout these 

essays is the essential place of Utopian thought and literature in these efforts  “only 

mobilizing Paradise or Utopia can Hell or Fascism be defeated” (see page 000).  

All of these labors, and indeed many of the argumentative strands of the book as a 

whole, come together in the crescendo suite formed by Chapters 15-18, all originally 

published in the first decade of the new millennium and in the global “moment of danger” 

(Augenblick der Gefahr) inaugurated on 11 September 2001. Chapter 15 functions as a 

dialectical counterpart to the “Tractate on Dystopia” of Chapter 13, and offers a detailed 

rereading of the political epistemology of Marx  “indispensable to any looking forward 

that attempts to avoid catastrophe for humanity” (page 000)  in terms of the interlocking 

domains of “cognition, liberty, and pleasure.” To this end, Suvin invokes a variety of 

earlier traditions of thought, including those of Lucretius (“The parenklisis or swerve 

(clinamen in Lucrece’s Latin) […] breaks the chains of Fate” [see page 000]) Epicure 

(“Epicure’s breakthrough was to conjoin being wise, honourable, and friendly” [see page 

000]), Hegel, and Fourier (“an ‘absolute swerve’ [écart absolu) based on the pleasure 

principle” [see page 000]). The main body of the chapter concludes with a detailed 

engagement with Marx’s Grundrisse, of which Suvin argues, “Marx’s main innovation 

was to alter the people’s body into labour’s living body, which makes out of the cosmic 

presupposition of ever-living fire a concrete, everyday matter of living labour’s formative 

fire” (see page 000).  
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In Chapter 16, Suvin unabashedly affirms the utopian dimensions of communism 

as a “fully worldly, fleshly and material” belief system, which “if it openly assumes the 

strengths of salvationalism, nobody can, as Benjamin remarked, win against it” (see page 

000). This is followed by a brief group of poems, entitled “Farewell Fantasies,” in which 

Suvin again thematizes the aim of sifting through the cultural and intellectual legacies of 

the past and then reworking them to best serve our present purposes (this work is 

especially evident in the longest poem of the group, “Pillaging the Gnostics”). Finally, 

Suvin brings both this movement and the book as a whole to a close with a new tribute to 

the continued vitality of The Dispossessed as “that actually rather rare thing, a real 

science fiction novel: a work of fiction seriously exploring science for systematic 

cognition  both a human way of knowing and as human social activity” (see page 000). 

Even this essay is not without critical interrogations  Suvin especially challenges the 

novel’s “failure of interest” in the question of political revolt, and the fact that “the 

properly economico-political critique […] is missing in the Urras story” (see pages 000-

000). Crucially, however, Suvin concludes, “With warts and all, TD establishes a horizon 

of thisworldly justice centered on people and their knowledge” (see page 000).  

Finally, Suvin not only discusses the necessity of another way of being and doing 

in the world, he enacts one in the very form of these essays. “No toolkit is viable unless 

fusing the lessons of political & artistic practice,” he writes in Chapter 12, a fundamental 

lesson reinforced throughout these pages (see page 000). The frequent shift of tone, from 

the analytic to the personal to the messianic, the use of poetry, the formal strategies of the 

wedges and the braids  “Indeed, perhaps the compositional principle of all fictional 

utopias (including dystopias) is necessarily the braiding of showing and telling, lecture 

and action” (see page 000)  all work, like the toolkits of the earlier generations of 

modernists from which Suvin draws so much, to develop another way of engaging in our 
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intellectual labors. This makes Suvin’s text a challenging one; but it also exponentially 

increases its rewards. 

Moreover, drawing upon a rich array of voices and traditions, listening carefully 

to what they have to teach us, and then placing them in startlingly new juxtapositions and 

contexts, Suvin creates a truly dialogic and collective text. As with the modernist tradition 

of the notebook form that I invoked in the opening of this Preface, these essays express 

“the passion for totality” that Negri sees as a fundamental aspect of Marx’s Grundrisse, 

while also remaining open to the possibility of the unexpected, the truly new, the 

redemptive novum (Marx Beyond Marx 13). In these ways, Suvin’s work becomes a 

bridge, resonant of Benjamin’s lightning arc, linking the legacies of a past utopian 

radicalism with what still remains the world “always coming,” much like the figure of the 

train of history glimpsed at the conclusion of Miéville’s recent monumental utopian 

fiction, Iron Council (2005). Suvin’s work demonstrates an unwavering fidelity to the 

project of putting this train back upon its track so that it might begin again its tiger leap 

forward. 

For all of these challenges and pleasures, and many others besides, it has been a 

great privilege to have had the opportunity to read these works once againor more 

precisely, to have read with Suvin one more time  and I invite you now to do the same.  
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