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The classical utopian ideal has been a focal point of mankind since as far back as the Greeks. A society in which happiness was the norm, and injustice, poverty, and war were naught but foul memories naturally appeals to many a human. Due to this fascination, the idea of the utopia has survived into the modern era, and indeed the technological advancement of the industrial revolution and the information age have revitalized the notion of a perfect society waiting for us in the future. However, with any great progress comes the trials of the skeptic; questions that must have answers before any great achievements can be realized. As the utopian ideal moves from the realm of fancy towards the realm of fact, we are forced to deal with two primary challenges. The first, “how can we achieve this society, and how will it function?” will not be discussed in great depth in this presentation. Instead, I will focus almost exclusively on the more important question, “should we attempt a utopian society at all?”


First, it is important to define the type of utopian society that we will be debating the merits of. The concept of a utopia resonates deeply with both the aesthetic theory of philosophy and the harm principle, and as such any utopian society is intended to bring as much good as possible into the lives of its members and humanity at large. Therefore, attractive utopian proposals almost by definition must provide all of the basic necessities to its members, as well as the means to better themselves. This will be the starting point for our hypothetical utopia. This proposed society would have a heavy focus on decentralization. By this I mean that ideally, every member of this society would have the means to grow most of their own food, generate most if not all of their own energy, and produce almost all of their own goods within the confines of their home. Such a system would free up the governing organization to function as a sort of public library, distributing resources that individuals could not obtain on their own. This trend of decentralization would hold at the higher levels as well, and would result in a union of independent city-states. As is typical of most utopian plans, this type of civilization would have no need for currency, as there would be nothing that an individual could not acquire or at the very least utilize. Even if the inhabitants found some form of currency to be necessary, a Local Exchange Trading System (LETSystem) could be implemented on a city-by-city basis. Such systems are already in place all over the world and have proven to be quite effective at their intended purpose of community building. The general principle here is that this utopian society would provide food, water, and shelter to all of its members as a right, as well as the means for all of the members to better themselves in whatever way they think fit. With that in mind, it is essential to realize that no system is absolutely perfect, and though much utopian rhetoric is saturated with words like perfection and ideal, the best we can hope for is a system that far surpasses any we have in place right now.


With a general overview of our utopian society given, I will now move into the major criticisms of utopian societies. In order to be a successful society, the utopian society must show that the following criticisms do not affect the societies moral status. To begin we start with one of the lesser criticisms; the argument from stagnation. Critics of utopia often claim that we cannot just give people everything they want, as such good living conditions would cause a collective spoiling of the human race, and all creativity and progress would cease. They claim that we need some degree of suffering and difficulty in our lives, because if we were given everything we desired, then we would quickly become spoiled, unmotivated, and generally unequipped to deal with change or adversity. For these reasons, they purpose that creating a utopian society would be damaging to humanity in the long run, and therefore a moral wrong according to the harm principle. The Major thrust of this argument is that without adversity to constantly strive against, humanity will become ‘soft’, and destined for a slow decay into obsolescence. Such a view wrongly assumes that humanity has completely mastered its environment, something which is impossible for any length of time due to the nature of change itself. Since it is the case that humanity will never achieve total dominance over their environment, I propose that mankind will always struggle and surmount adversity as a matter of the human condition. Boredom is a state that most if not all humans find intolerable. Faced with all of the possibilities in the face of such stagnation, humans become relentless in their pursuit of growth. Some individuals may decide to focus their energy on physical challenges and adversity, such as wilderness survival or mountain climbing, while others focus inward on the great questions and paradoxes of the day, but always humanity will find ways to grow. Our innate curiosity and tendency to create challenges for their own sake will see to this. 


The next major hurdle all utopian theories have to overcome is the labor conundrum. In the real world, the gap between rich and poor is one of the greatest dividers of society, and does quite a bit to prevent progress in some situations. As a consequence of this, many utopian systems decide to use a currency-less system, in an attempt to avoid this injustice. Critics pounce on this aspect, with the argument that no one would work or have any reason to be productive if there was no compensation or personal benefit to be had. They claim that if an entire society were to be based on this system without money, it would destroy individual power, and cause a slow society wide death, via the triple poisons of corruption, neglect, and chaos. Such an explosive collapse would cause untold amounts of pain and suffering, and therefore a utopian society should not be considered. At first glance, this seems like a bulletproof argument. It appeals to common sense and the earth has been organized around currency for a long time. However, interesting studies in the behavioral sciences has said otherwise. In this clip narrated by Daniel Pink, the Puzzling results of a study on motivation is discussed (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u6XAPnuFjJc&feature=player_embedded#t=05m05s ) The point the video makes is that people DO NOT WORK the way the argument assumes they do. The very existence of not just Wikipedia, Linux, and the other organizations mentioned in the clip, but every single charity in existence, flies in the face of this theory of human behavior. Research shows that people tend to be most motivated by “challenge and mastery, as well as making a difference”(Daniel Pink). In light of this assessment, I would say that the argument fails quite spectacularly to hinder the utopian society, as if anything, the utopian economic system (if we can even call it that) would encourage creativity and good works to a degree not seen by any society to date.


Now we come to the last major criticism of the utopian ideal, the argument from greed. The argument states that a utopian society is impossible, because obviously not everyone in the world could live on a 5000-acre estate with attached beachfront. If such a utopian society could be built, then it would quickly fail due to the inherent impossibility of equally distributing goods, and would thus fall victim to the exact same moral failings as the very societies we decry in the present. Given the current state of the world, it is easy to see why critics would take this position. With corporations destroying the environment and the people who live there in the name of profit, and corruption almost expected as a rule, it is easy to see how the problem of greed appears insurmountable. This is indeed the greatest challenge that can be hurled at the idea of utopia. To respond to this attack, one must examine the value of material objects to their owners. Most objects have some form of either instrumental or aesthetic value, else they would not have been create in the first place. However, in modern society there is a third value that is often attached to objects; the social value. Some objects convey a certain status in our society, and in some cases the number of objects hold social value as well. For example, a millionaire might own 3 or 4 luxury cars, each of which on its own is enough to convey a status, but by being together the effect is multiplied. My argument is that in many cases people acquire objects because of their social value, more than their instrumental value. This is an important point to make because in our hypothetical utopian society, there would by definition be no such things as ‘luxury goods’. The result of our method of distributing resources causes the destruction of the social value altogether. Take the example of the millionaire. Each of his cars are still well built and luxurious, but their ability to convey status is gone, as anyone who so desires could have a car exactly as good as his or even better. And now that there is no status associated with owning more of something, people would not be motivated to acquire an abundant amount of material goods. In fact, in the millionaire example, the millionaire would viewed in a negative way precisely because he has 3 unnecessary vehicles, and is thus putting an unwarranted strain on the environment. I would also argue that in many cases, greed is a function of availability. In modern times in the U.S, we do not hoard food, because as a general rule food is always available. Because there is an abundance of food, we no longer stockpile enough of it in our homes to last us through an entire winter. Instead we simply take what we need at the time. This is the effect that the abundance of all things will have on us. Instead of greedily stockpiling resources because such resources are relatively difficult to come by, we would take only what we needed at any given time, because we would be safe in the assumption that there is plenty of it to go around. Thus the argument that humanity would be overcome by greed and therefore destroy themselves and the environment is unsound, and its consequences unfounded. 


As we have seen, the idea of a utopian society has successfully survived the greatest slings and arrows that its critics have had to offer, and maintained its status as an alternative path for humanity to take in the future. So should we attempt such a feat? I believe that I have shown that more good than harm would come from such a society, and if we are bound by the harm principle and aesthetic values, then we are obligated to at least consider the utopia as one of humanities options. Thank you.
