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Overview

A “utopia” is an imaginary world, a fantastical “no-place” that claims to 
convey important truths about the real world.  This course surveys the 
literary genre of utopia from the 16th to the 21st century, focusing on 
attempts to invent new worlds through fiction.  Beginning with Thomas 
More’s Utopia, we will explore utopia’s emergence in the sixteenth century 
in response to European political upheaval and colonial exploitation.  We 
will then examine how Anglophone writers transform utopian visions in the 
18th and 19th centuries.  Finally, we’ll consider how utopia is re-worked in 
20th-century science fiction, particularly in its seemingly paradoxical 
emphasis on both fantasy and realism.  Topics will include the politics of 
gender, sexuality, and race; the relationship between animal and machine; 
the predicament of an alien in a strange land; the purpose of technology in a
perfect society; and the textual forms characteristic of utopian fiction by 
Shakespeare, Bacon, Cavendish, Swift, Griggs, Wells, Huxley, Dick, Le Guin,
Atwood, Park Hong, Wright, and Jemisin.

Goals

Your primary goal in this course is to analyze the development of utopian 
fiction from the 16th century to the present and to apply that knowledge to 
the construction of your own utopia.  All of the components of the course—
including readings, lectures, discussions, and assignments—have been 
designed to help you accomplish this primary goal.  In addition, you will also
have the opportunity to:

● become familiar with diverse examples of utopias written in 
English;

● wrestle with the difficulty of defining utopia;
● engage with the major critical arguments about utopian fiction 

from the early modern to the postmodern eras;
● consider the social and political issues engaged by utopian 

fiction in different historical eras.

Expectations

Your learning in this class will depend upon your preparation and 
participation.  It is through group collaboration, as well as your own 
writing, that you will most thoroughly engage with the course material and 
the problems it poses.  For that reason, you will want to keep up with the 
reading as listed on the syllabus, think about its relationship to the themes 
of the course, and generate questions and responses to that reading that 
you can bring to the larger group.  The success of this course rests on our 



collective ability to create a community in which everyone feels comfortable
to share and explore ideas.  We must also be willing to take risks and ask 
critical questions.  We welcome disagreements in the spirit of critical 
academic exchange, but please remember to be respectful of others’ 
viewpoints, whether you agree with them or not.   

Communication

The best way to contact the course instructors is via email.  We will respond
to all student emails within 24 hours during the week, though not as quickly
on weekends.  We will periodically communicate course information to 
students over emails sent via NYU Brightspace so be sure you check your 
NYU email regularly.

Accessibility and Wellness

We are committed to ensuring access to learning opportunities for all 
students.   Students requesting academic accommodations are advised to 
reach out to the Moses Center for Student Accessibility as early as possible 
in the semester for assistance.

NYU’s Henry and Lucy Moses Center for Student Accessibility.
726 Broadway, 2nd Floor New York, NY 10003-6675
Telephone: 212-998-4980
Web site: http://www.nyu.edu/csd
Email:  mosescsd@nyu.edu

For students who would benefit from assistive technology but don’t wish to 
register with Moses CSD, please use: Info and links on CSD website.

In a large, complex community like NYU, it's vital to reach out to others, 
particularly those who are isolated or engaged in self-destructive activities. 
Student wellness (https://cas.nyu.edu/content/nyu-as/cas/academic-
programs/student-wellness.html) is the responsibility of all of us.

The NYU Wellness Exchange is the constellation of NYU’s programs and 
services designed to address the overall health and mental health needs of 
its students. Students can access this service 24 hours a day, seven days a 
week. wellness.exchange@nyu.edu; (212) 443-9999. Students can call the 
Wellness Exchange hotline (212-443-9999) or the NYU Counseling Service 
(212-998-4780) to make an appointment for Single Session, Short-term, or 
Group counseling sessions.  



Evaluation

20%, Attendance, Reading, and Participation:  The participation credit 
includes regular attendance and thoughtful engagement with your fellow 
students (see attendance policies below).  Be sure to have a copy of the text 
under discussion close at hand during every class meeting.  Periodically 
there will be unannounced writing exercises during lectures and recitations.
These exercises count towards the participation credit.

45%, Writing Exercises:  At the end of the semester, you will write a 
utopia of your own design.  In preparation for this final project, you will 
complete four short (1-3-page) writing exercises due throughout the 
semester via NYU Brightspace.  These exercises will give you the 
opportunity to adopt the forms and themes of utopia in your own writing.  
For example, one writing exercise will prompt you to design an educational 
system for a separatist society, while another exercise will require that you 
adopt the perspective of an alien visitor who encounters a new technology 
for the very first time.  These assignments will be due electronically by 
12PM   on Fridays  , and all of the prompts will be available on NYU 
Brightspace at the beginning of the semester.  The grading rubric for these 
assignments can be found at the end of this syllabus.

35%, Final Writing Project:  You will compose one 8-page essay, due 
electronically via NYU Brightspace on Friday, May 13th.  In this essay you 
will craft a literary utopia of your own devising.  Though this project is due 
at the end of the semester, you will be developing the components of this 
utopia throughout the course in the form of the short writing assignments, 
which build into this final project. 

Course Policies

Attendance:  Attendance and participation is expected at all classes, 
including lectures and recitations.  No student with 3 or more recitation 
absences will normally pass the course.  This policy takes effect on Monday,
February 7th, regardless of when you personally begin attending the course. 

Paper Requirements:  All essays must be submitted electronically via 
NYU Brightspace on (or before) the day and time they are due. Papers 
should be double-spaced, with one-inch margins and numbered pages.  

Religious holidays: NYU accommodates observances of religious holidays.
Notify the instructors of any necessary accommodation during the first two 
weeks of the semester.  



Remote Learning Procedures

In the event that a student needs to be out of class for reasons of quarantine
or other Covid-related disruptions, students can follow the lectures live via 
the course Zoom link, available on NYU Brightspace.  Please contact your 
recitation instructor if you will be out of class.  In lieu of recitation 
attendance, instructors will provide you with a reading response question 
related to the week’s materials.  Absent students can submit 2 pages of 
writing to secure credit for recitation attendance and participation for up to
two recitations and with permission of the recitation instructor.  These are 
temporary measures: please attend class in person if you are able to do so 
safely.

In the event that the course needs to be offered entirely online for a 
particular class meeting, we will meet synchronously at the standard class 
time using Zoom. Additional instructions about particular details of class 
meetings or work will be emailed to you in the event of a shift to online 
instruction.

Academic Integrity

If you rely upon the words, work, or ideas of someone else to help you make
a point or develop an argument, be sure to give them credit in a note.  Any 
student who presents the words or ideas of somebody else as their own will 
receive a zero for the assignment, and will be in jeopardy of failing the 
course.  If you have any doubts or questions about documentation 
requirements, just ask the instructors.  

Texts
(available at online booksellers and at the NYU Bookstore)

Susan Bruce, ed., Three Early Modern Utopias (Oxford World’s Classics)
William Shakespeare, The Tempest (Folger)
Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels (Oxford World’s Classics)
Samuel Butler, Erewhon (Penguin Classics)
Sutton E. Griggs, Imperium in Imperio (Modern Library)
H.G. Wells, The Island of Dr. Moreau (Bantam Classics)
Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (Harper Perennial Modern Classics)
Ursula Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness (Ace Trade)
Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (Random House)



Cathy Park Hong, Dance Dance Revolution (Norton)

& additional readings posted to NYU Brightspace Course Website 

Weekly Schedule

WEEK 1 M, 1/24 Introductions

W, 1/26 Le Guin, “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” 
(NYU Brighspace)

Le Guin, Preface, The Left Hand of Darkness (NYU 
Brightspace)

Jemisin, “The Ones Who Stay and Fight” (NYU 
Brightspace)

WEEK 2 M, 1/31 More, Utopia (Three Early Modern Utopias), Book 1,
pp. 1-24, 33-48, 

124-126, 136-138

W, 2/2 More, Utopia, Book 2, pp. 49-52, 67-72, 88-94, 
106-110, 119-123

WEEK 3 M, 2/7  Shakespeare, The Tempest, Acts 1-2
Montaigne, “Of Cannibals” (NYU Brightspace)

W, 2/9 Shakespeare, The Tempest, Acts 3-5
Césaire, “Discourse on Colonialism,” pp.172-173 

(NYU Brightspace)

F, 2/11 EXERCISE 1 DUE

WEEK 4 M, 2/14 Bacon, New Atlantis (Three Early Modern Utopias) 
Cavendish, The Blazing World, selections (NYU 

Brightspace)

W, 2/16 Swift, Gulliver’s Travels, pp.7-12, Part 4, Ch. 1-7

WEEK 5 M, 2/21 PRESIDENT’S DAY

W, 2/23 Swift, Gulliver’s Travels, Part 4, Ch. 8-12



F, 2/25 EXERCISE 2 DUE

WEEK 6 M, 2/28 Butler, Erewhon, Ch. 1, “Waste Lands”; Ch. 6, “Into 
Erewhon”; 

Ch. 7, “First Impressions”; Ch. 19, “The World of the
Unborn”; 

Ch. 21, “The Colleges of Unreason”; Ch. 22, “The 
Colleges of 

Unreason—continued”

W, 3/2 Butler, Erewhon, Ch. 23, “The Book of the 
Machines”; Ch. 24, 

“The Book of the Machines—continued”; Ch. 25, 
“The Book of the 

Machines—concluded”; Ch. 29, “Conclusion”

WEEK 7 M, 3/7 Griggs, Imperium In Imperio, pp 3-47

W, 3/9 Griggs, Imperium In Imperio, pp.128-177 

F, 3/11 EXERCISE 3 DUE

WEEK 8 SPRING BREAK

WEEK 9 M, 3/21 Wells, The Island of Dr. Moreau, Introduction (NYU 
Brightspace); 

Ch. 1-2, 6-9

W, 3/23 Wells, The Island of Dr. Moreau, 14-15, 20-22

WEEK 10 M, 3/28 Huxley, Brave New World, Ch. 1-3

W, 3/30 Huxley, Brave New World, Ch. 8, 11, 13, 16-18

WEEK 11 M, 4/4 Dick, “Minority Report” (NYU Brightspace)

W, 4/6 Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness, pp. 1-70 



F, 4/8 EXERCISE 4 DUE

WEEK 12 M, 4/11 Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness, pp. 89-96, 123-
128 
 

W, 4/13  Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness, pp. 201-300 

WEEK 13 M, 4/18 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, pp. 1-66, 103-106

W, 4/20 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, pp. 109-115, 134-170

WEEK 14 M, 4/25 NO CLASS

W, 4/27 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, pp.199-202, 224-268,
282-311

WEEK 15 M, 5/2 Park Hong, Dance Dance Revolution, pp.17-28,
37-42, 45-47, 58 

W, 5/4 Park Hong, Dance Dance Revolution, pp.68-83,
100-112, 118-120

WEEK 16 M, 5/9 Wright, Carpentaria, pp.1-12; 490-502 (NYU 
Brightspace)

F, 5/13 FINAL ESSAY DUE

Writing Exercise Rubric

We will evaluate your writing according to the following criteria:  
understanding of the context of and purpose for writing, content 



development, adherence to genre conventions, and control of syntax and 
mechanics.  Remember: your grade is not based on the literary value of 
your writing, but rather on how energetically you engage with the challenge
of imitating various features of the literary genre of utopia.

Exemplary 
(A/A-)

Proficient 
(B+/B/B-)

Partly 
Competent 
(C+/C/C-)

Understanding
of Utopia. 
Command of 
assignment.

Demonstrates a 
thorough 
understanding 
of the utopia 
described in the 
exercise prompt 
and is 
responsive to 
the assigned 
task.  

Demonstrates 
an adequate 
understanding 
of the utopia 
described in the 
exercise prompt 
and clearly 
focuses on the 
assigned task.  

Demonstrates 
partial 
understanding 
of the utopia 
described in the 
exercise prompt 
and minimally 
focuses on the 
assigned task.

Structure, 
Argument, 
Organization.

Uses 
appropriate, 
relevant, and 
compelling 
content to 
illustrate 
comprehension 
of the topic, 
conveying the 
writer’s 
understanding.  
Demonstrates 
detailed 
attention to 
organization, 
content, 
presentation, 
formatting, and 
stylistic choices.

Uses 
appropriate and 
relevant content
to develop and 
explore the topic
through most of 
the essay.  
Demonstrates 
basic 
organization, 
content, and 
presentation.

Uses 
appropriate and 
relevant content
to develop and 
explore the 
essay topic in 
some parts of 
the work.  
Attempts to use 
a consistent 
system for basic 
organization and
presentation.  

Style, Usage, 
Technical 
competence.

Uses graceful 
language that 
skillfully 
communicates 
meaning with 
clarity and 
fluency, and is 
virtually error-

Uses language 
that generally 
conveys 
meaning with 
clarity, although
writing may 
include some 
errors.

Uses language 
that sometimes 
impedes 
meaning 
because of 
errors in usage.



free.


