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Abstract

Zaha Hadid’s statement that is used as an
epigraph to this book is also the

cornerstone of this essay: “Non puo
esserci progresso senza affrontare
’ignoto”. This sentence has an
ambiguous meaning and can be

interpreted in at least two different
ways: either as a natural challenge or as
an aggressive defiance. This ambiguity
encompasses the relationship between
individuals, communities and progress,
reminding the image of Janus, each
facing a different side, both forming the
same and a different entity. It is a natural
and complementary ambivalence. Every
endeavour undertook by promoters (of
progress has a degree of uncertainty, ‘a
pending threat of failure, ‘and( the
outcome always produces positive” and
negative consequences «frequently in
uneven ways.

Culturally, in a consistent™way at least

from the beginning=“of modernity,
Western  civilisation” has regarded
progress as_..as _natural unstoppable

endeavour. Sometimes even as a duty of
every rational educated person - to pass
(or trespass) the frontier of the known,
tovact,=to evolve, to transform, to
change, and to discover the “God given
world”. This almost linear way to
understand progress, to view reality from
a dominant, sometimes exclusive point of
view, tends to erase the notion and
effects of negative consequences both on
individuals and on communities, assumed
by the dominant culture as acceptable
collateral damages in the name/notion of
rational evolution.

In this essay, the main goal is to defy this
dominant trend of evolution as based
mainly on material, objective, rational

progress, and defy the unique view of a
future based on quantifiable’ “and
technological evolution. This «challenge
will be done with the .comparative
analysis of two literary( texts: Emile
Souvestre’s Le monde tel qu'il sera and

Cordwainer Smith’s” > “Alpha Ralpha
Boulevard”.
Keywords: _Progress, Emile Souvestre,

Cordwainer Smith, unique versus multi-
visionssofireality, utopia, dystopia

1+ From Enlightenment to the
rational, positivistic point
of view of progress

1.1. Enlightened philosophical
optimism

The evolution of Western civilisation,
from Antiquity to the 20th century, has
followed a pattern based on the
assumption that there is one world, one
reality, and to understand it meant to use
an exclusive rational point of view. There
were exceptions to this dominant
perspective, variations on emphasis,
periods of radical defence and sceptical
perspective. The history of the idea of
progress is not linear, for human history
did not evolved this way through time.
But the idea of progress is profoundly
connected with another fundamental
idea analysed by Arthur Lovejoy in his
exemplary study The Great Chain of
Being (1964).

The idea of progress and its connection
with science and technology has its origin

in the Enlightenment. It is an 18th-
century creation, though their
“inventors” seemed incapable of
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realising the full extension of such a
connection. As Lovejoy states:
To many eighteenth-century minds this
conception of a world in which, from the
beginning, no emergence of novelty had
been or would hereafter be possible seems
to have been wholly satisfying” (1964:
243)".
Among others, Leibniz had opened the
hypotheses of creation being a multitude
of worlds (that implying a multitude of
different forms of reality), but this
world, the one we live in, is seen as the
best possible world, in accordance with

Western religious and cultural
Weltanschauung.

Following some 17th-century “giants”,
Leibniz, Diderot, Voltaire, Rousseau,

Newton and so many other philosophers
and scientists opened the door to the
multitude, diversity and evolution but
did not cross its threshold and break off
from the idea of an accomplished,
finished universe.
WHEN the principle of plenitude was
construed either religiously, as an
expression of the faith in the divine
goodness, or philosophically, as an
implicate of the principle of sufficient
reason, it was, as usually understood;
inconsistent with any belief in\progress,
or, indeed, in any sort ofissignificant
change in the universe as\a whole.
(Lovejoy, 1964: 242)
Commonly, the optimismesimplied, for
instance, that Leibniz’s’ theory suited
well the 18th-centurysintellectual elite
(Leibniz, 1934+, 52-87; 1902: 65-248).
Optimism is{ the",fundamental feeling
shared by seciéntist and philosophers
during Enlightenment: the absolute faith
in Reasen.facing an infinite universe. The
enlightened reason will free itself from
constraints of religion and will focus its
attention on the intellectual
improvement of beings, not through the
use of science and technology, but
through knowledge, understood as
cumulative and progressive (Condorcet,
1822). As Raymond Trousson states even
in the first utopia build on the idea of
infinite progress, L’An 2440. Réve s’il en
fut jamais (Mercier, 1801: first ed. 1771):
L’essentiel demeure, en 2440, la vie
simple et austére fondée sur la morale et

la vertu, et I’étude de la nature a toujours
pour fin premiére de faire comprendre et
admirer la création selon les principes,
non plus des Eglises oppressives et
dogmatique, mais d’un pieu déisme.
Astronomes et savants sont donc devenus,
non seulement des hommes de science
respectés, mais “les hérauts de la

Divinité”. (2003: 79)
It was all a matter of time and effort to

educate the individuals so they would see
the light.

Fig. 1: Frontispiece de L’ Encyclopédie, 1751.

Some years after Mercier wrote his
Utopia, Condorcet, in Esquisse d’un
tableau historique des progres de
U’esprit  humain (first edition 1795)
expresses the optimism that will stay as
the peculiar mark of the 18th-century
elite:

Si lhomme peut prédire avec une
assurance presque entiere, les
phénomeénes dont il connoit les lois; si lors
méme qu'elles lui sont inconnues, il peut,
d'apres l'expérience du passé, prévoir avec
une grande probabilité les événements de
l'avenir; pourquoi regarderoit-on comme
une entreprise chimérique celle de tracer
avec quelque vraisemblance, le tableau



des destinées futures de l'espece humaine,
d'aprés les résultats de son histoire. (1822:
vol. 1, 327)?

The same mark we can find previously in
the American Declaration of
Independence, in the final version
revised by Benjamin Franklin (1776):

We hold these truths to be self-evident,
that all men are created equal, that they
are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable Rights, that among these are
Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.
That to secure these rights, Governments
are instituted among Men, deriving their
just powers from the consent of the

governed.
In addition, in the French Revolution
motto  (1789)  “Liberté,  égalité,
fraternité.

1.2. Rational positivist optimism
and the other side of the coin

By the end of the 18th-century, a
profound transformation occurred in
Western Weltanschauung. The romantic
ideals swept through European countries:
rules, unanimity, classical ideals were
replaced by a Promethean view of
humanity?. From philosophy to the.arts,
from economy to politics,y, hdman
endeavour promised an agenof “bliss,
transformation and progress.\Progress
was the key word: from the'wealth of the
nations to the transformation of social
and political realities, ‘€verything seemed
possible.

The progress of 'science gained a purpose:
knowledge was to'be used for humanity
sake in concrete, objective creations.
Scienceg” and technology were to be
united.».The utopian ideal, expressed
until.then mainly through philosophy and
literature gave way to utopianism
(Trousson, 2003: 85-91).

The last decades of the 18th and the first
decades of the 19th centuries had one
goal: progress. The Industrial Revolution
fuelled the optimism, inspired
philosophers and entrepreneurs who
would promise the end of poverty,
wealth and prosperity. A golden age for
all. Its advocates were Saint-Simon
(1760-1825), Francois Marie Charles
Fourier (1772-1837), Etienne Cabet

(1788-1856), Robert Owen (1771-1858),
among others. In all of them, we can read
the promises of the new age.
L'imagination des poétes a placé l'age dor
au berceau de lespéce humaine, parmi
l'ignorance et la grossiereté des premiers
temps; [..]. L'age dor du genre humain
n‘est point derriére nous, il est au devant,
il est dans la perfection de l'ordre social ;
nos peres ne l'ont point vu, nos enfants y
arriveront un jour; c'est a nous de leur en
frayer la route. (Saint-Simon, 1859: 328)
As Trousson explains the dream became
more comfortable, there shouldybe’ a
general moral improvement, but at the
same time, material wealth,” in a
renewed world wheres “ifidustry and
technology spread a. fair abundance
(2003: 85).

However, Romanticism, even after being
surpassed byyRealism, left a permanent
footprint in-Western civilisation: the end
of unahimity, the importance of the
individualj, ‘the liberation from pre-
existing, codes, the creation of hybrid
new,genres, the appeal of emotions and
their valuation, the importance of the
unconscious impulses, etc.

The positivist euphoria never quite
silenced pessimism. It laid dormant,
almost inaudible, but it was there and
grew from the 30s on to explode finally
in the creation of dystopias, the dark side
of western society. When one looks at the
history of utopia, it becomes evident that
the 19th century marks the beginning of
the end of belief in ever achieving a
future state of eutopia‘. Most utopias
written during the 19th and 20th
centuries reflect a total belief in science
and technology in a naive way. With the
exception of Cabet’s Voyage en Icarie,
published in 1839, there is no true
innovation in utopia form or philosophy?.
Comparing with the previous centuries it
is quite a poor site.
The motto that governed the 19th-
century utopias may be epitomised in
Cabet’s words:
Et remarquez-le bien! les grandes
découvertes dans les sciences et dans
I’industrie ne font pas seulement des
Révolutions scientifique et industrielles,
mais aussi des Révolutions sociales et
politiques; car tout se tient, tout se lie, ou



plutot tout se confond dans la Nature, qui
n'est qu'une immense UNITE, dans aquelles
nous ne distinguons des éléments divers
que pour aider la faiblesse de notre
intelligence. (1845: 468)
The problem arose precisely on the social
and political spheres. The objective
evolution on science, technology, in
industry and manufacturing, and in
communications was undeniable.
However, far from this scientific and
technological paradise stood millions of
underprivileged, the victims of economic
crises, of dismissal, those who had no
voice, no education, and no future.

The ground became, little by little,
fertile for a different form to express the
hope of a better future. Until then, the
wastelands of industrialisation fuelled
disbelieve. Using the hybrid form of the
novel, another romantic gift, dystopia
gave what utopia could no longer offer: a
voice to express the doubts, the mistrust
and even the desolation with humanity’s
present and future, not only in the
collective sphere, but particularly taking
into account the individual in conflict
with dominant society’s values and
practices, or, putting it more clearly, the
dominant social class of entrepreneurs
and capitalists, the bourgeois elite.-Far
from bringing happiness to\"all, the
industrial transformations have
deepened social differences, factories
quite different from(the pleasant and
healthy working Stations described by
socialist utopians;*where silent machines
are operated, “effortlessly by few
watchers (Trodsson; 2003: 129).

The reality sthe dreamers of progress
could not,,or would not see, was the one
described by Dickens in Hard Times, in
1854, the same described by Pierre-
Joseph Proudhon in 1846 (1867: 135-173;
Trousson, 2003: 131). The weight and
oppression call to mind Piranesi’s Prisons
with the tiny little human figures
overwhelmed by the dark, gothic and
gigantic prisons walls (Ficacci, 2001).

Piranesi picture

2. A first cry out against
positivist utopia or a call

for help.

In 1846, just one year after Cabet’s
quoted words above, a French novelist
published the first known dystopia. Emile
Souvestre’s Le monde tel qu'il sera [The
World as it shall be] (Souvestre, 1846a)°.
Ironically, Souvestre had been an adept
of technological progress, a follower of
Saint-Simon and other French
philosophers of scientific and
technological progress.

This novel is Souvestre only adventure, in
science fiction, or what Frenchycritics
call roman de [’avenir. If Thomas More
with  his  foundationall . text has
determined the future! persistence of
both utopia and dystopia as a new
literary genre, ‘aswVersins refers,
Souvestre’s work became “the model for
everything that will be written in the
genre during “the 19th and 20th
centuries”(1984: 824).

Of colrse, Versins is thinking in terms of
dystopia’s major thematic: the danger of
technology when used for particular or
unclear motives, the possibility of
Creating human-made hells, etc.
However, when we compare Souvestre’s
text with Wells, Huxley, or Orwell, surely
much was anticipated by Souvestre.
However, there is still some naiveté in
this first dystopia. The futuristic universe
still bears the marks of romanticism and
is still very far away from Orwell or
Huxley’s realism, a cruel
disappointment, even some sense of a
claustrophobic universe.

Souvestre’s “enchantment” with Saint-
Simon and Fourier theories of progress
led him into believing that art should
have a useful purpose, should be a way to
educate women and the working class
(Plotner-Le Lay, 2006: 29). By 1845, he
distanced himself from social
utopianism,  though remaining a
Republican and adopting a Christian
social and moral philosophy, as Un
philosophe sous les toits - journal d’un
homme heureux testifies’.

Unlike The Attic Philosopher, The World
as it shall be had a short literary fortune:
three French editions in the 19th century
and only two in the 21st century



(Souvestre, 2013; 2002; 1871; 1859;
1846a), a Portuguese adaptation in 18598,
reissued in revised edition with a critical
introduction by Fatima Vieira in 2006
(Souvestre, 2006; 1860) and an
astonishing number of six Spanish
translations, all printed in the 19th
century (1890; 1883; 1868; 1857; 1852;
1846b)°. The first English translation is
only published in 2004.

As Utopias, dystopias are based on the
actual state of affairs the author lives in
and, in 1846, the social and political
situation in France was characterised by
unsteadiness.
The Second Restoration, the failures of
July's Monarchy and the Second Republic
had vast consequences that went beyond
the political sphere, affecting the whole
society. By the time Souvestre was writing
Le monde tel qu'il sera, France was facing
a violent social and economic crisis:
famine, unemployment. Lack of social
protection drove many people to despair;
the industrialists cut their losses by closing
factories, ignoring the social
consequences. (Monteiro, 2007: 287)
The main characters are a French couple
who visited for three days a supposed
Utopia set in the year 3000. What.they
discover, however, is an unfair/ and
unequal society where both rich,and-poor
human beings are deprived “of their
humanity for the sake of/profit. In that
dystopian future, the political structures
are perfect because they are inexistent
and/or ineffective!\Stupidity seems to
have become the most effective human
ability, actiom “and interaction are
dominated’by:faked scientific principles,
morality is,absent, and there is no social
interaction.
The“three days Maurice and Marthe visit
the world in the year 3000 lead them to a
conclusion: the future promised by
industrialization and technology will
enslave humanity in a vortex of spiritual
degradation. (Monteiro, 2007: 290)
The Enlightenment ambition and faith on
a rational humanity, one that has seen
the Lights of reason, will not happen in
the following centuries. As Kumar states
most 19th and 20th centuries writers of
Utopias/Dystopias were “overwhelmed
by what seemed to them the invincible

folly and stupidity of mankind” (Kumar,
1991: 91). Souvestre’s dystopia set the
mood to face utopias from the mid 19th
century onward.
... the realization of utopia was bringing in
a world of unprecedented servility and
sterility, a world where old forms of
tyranny were returning in the new guise of
mass democratic politics and benevolent
state planning. (Kumar, 1991: 93)
However, probably worst than tyranny
and collective stupidity, the major
menace that utopia presented wash\the
eminent annulment of free will), the
complete destruction of individual ego,
producing people completely and
hopelessly incapable of remonstration
(Trousson, 2000: 183)¢

3. The confirmation of the
“utopian‘menace” - “Alpha
Ralpha Boulevard”

In Fhomas More’s Utopia, that is, from
the'beginning of the genre, Utopia and its
twin Dystopia have functioned as Kumar
says, as two faces of the same coin, and
| add, the obverse being positive (utopia)
and the reverse being the negative
(dystopia). However, looking at the
history of Utopia in the past five hundred
years one gets sometimes the feeling that
we were given a “loaded coin”, tending
to flip systematically to the obverse side,
as if this would inevitably be humanity’s
destiny.

This feeling has its source in the very
nature of utopia, a literary genre deeply
connected with the dominant
Weltanschauung. Born in a period of
discovery but also of political, social and
religious controversy, More’s Utopia
places side by side both twins, as if in
equilibrium: neither dystopia was
completely negative nor Utopia was
faultless.

However, Modernity was characterised
by a general feeling of euphoria and
belief in the supreme abilities of the
human being. It is the period of
Enlightenment, followed by the French,
the agrarian and the industrial
revolutions, all triggered by intellectual,



scientific and technological progress.
During this period, there is no place for
doubts: Utopia reigns and the reverse
hides in the shadows, waiting the right
moment to challenge the status quo.

Souvestre brought the negative twin to
daylight and gave dystopia the possibility
of avenging centuries of silence. The
revenge was intense: Utopia became the
enemy, the hell on earth, the future “Big
Brother” that would control individual
egos, silencing them, annihilating
individuals and turning them into herds.
In the name of a very near and threatening
future, utopia warned and recalled people
to reason rejecting the myth of indefinite
progress and extreme industrialization
that Nodier and Souvestre had denounced.
(Trousson, 2000: 185)
If there is still some romantic and naiveté
in Souvestre’s dystopia, the 20th century
struck a deadly blow to the naive
imagination. Now, the situation was
reversed: dystopia warned against the
evils of static utopia. Evolution is the key
to understanding life, and human life is
governed by the same natural law: live,
adapt and survive. So are human
endeavours. After a long period “of
apparent stagnation in a dystopian vision,
the 20th century witnessed ' several
changes in the way Western “society
perceived the future. _This "had its
reflection in the history'of jutopia that
also had to change and,adapt in order to
survive in a more realistic and less naive
culture. Since thé second half of the 20th
century, the anneunced death of utopia
proved to be'dnrealistic, for the drive for
living and imagining a better future is an
unconscious one, shared by all humanity.
Vita'Fertunati summarised this evolution:
Utopia [...] is no longer static and is no
longer a system that has been planned one
time for all, but it is a Utopia as a
continuous battle to achieve a better
world. (Fortunati, 2000: 642)

Utopia and dystopia had the help of
science fiction to make their point. In
addition, if dystopia used this genre from
Souvestre onward, utopia profited from a
change in science fiction writing, which
occurred in the 60s. The era of faith in
science and technology ended and
science fiction, from the 60s onward,

gave voice to this change.
[The new science fiction] is characterized
by literary experimentation and by a
growing interest in human sciences, such
as psychology, and sociology. These new
themes introduced in science fiction’s
canon were accompanied by a lack of faith
in human intelligence, in the human
ability to achieve perfection, and a lesser
concern for the scientific accuracy of its
extrapolation. These alterations made
possible the creation of “ambiguous
utopias” such as Cordwainer Smith’s
“Alpha Ralpha Boulevard”.!® (Monteiro,
2007: 291)
The short story “Alpha Ralpha,Boulevard”
was first published in 1961(Smith, 1993)
and it presents several{ transformations
regarding utopian tradition. The most
evident is the abandonment of the
narrator functioningias an outsider who is
guided throdgh the utopian place and
describes afterwards what he saw. In this
short storyj, the main character is not an
observer but*a participant first person
narfator;, who constantly reformulates
his “judgements, who is biased and
changes his expectations.

However, there are several similitudes
between The World as it shall be, and
“Alpha Ralpha Boulevard”. For instance,
the narrative action starts in the Utopian
world that will turn out to be dystopic.
The cause of the dystopian state of
affairs is not inequality, or moral flaws,
or profit, or the extreme liberal code of
“laissez-faire  laissez-passé”  among
human beings. It has a cost that is paid
by the Underpeople, the genetically
modified beings who sustain, literally,
the utopian bliss of “genetically pure”
human beings.

Through a long period of evolution, human
beings achieved Utopia by the 141st
century. However, two millennia later,
perfection is destroying humanity because
“happiness can kill people as softly as
shadows seen in dreams” (Smith, 1994:
290). The world government, called the
Instrumentality of Man, had sworn to
preserve humanity pure and happy, taking
advantage of all the benefits of space
colonialism, technology and science. After
two millennia of perfection, they are
forced to admit that they were wrong,
that perfection does not fit human nature.
(Monteiro, 2007: 292)



Perfection is now seen and felt as
unnatural. Flawlessness is adverse to
evolution, for what is perfect simply is,
never becomes. Life does not function in
accordance with the rule of perfection,
but with the rule of evolution. Perfection
is killing humanity: the lack of surprise,
of problems, of challenges. The lack of
uncertainty that gives life its flavour and
its intrinsic value.
We are sworn to uphold the dignity of
man. Yet we are killing mankind with a
bland hopeless happiness which has
prohibited news, which has suppressed
religion, which has made all history an
official secret. | say that the evidence is
that we are failing and that mankind,
whom we’ve sworn to cherish, is failing
too. Failing in vitality, strength, numbers,
energy. (Smith 1994, 290)
The short story starts in the moment
utopia begins to be dismantled: the
cholera virus is spread and the news
report the first fatalities, the first people
being freed from perfection, from a
predetermined 400 years lifespan. The
old cultures and reintroduced, people are
implanted with memories, different
languages, different nationalities. The
main characters will play the role “of
Adam and Eve of the new impeffect
world.

This transformation is gradual and once

again, it is decided by%a supreme
government and applied by the
Underpeople. These){_ds Souvestre’s

workers are the anonymous and ignored
victims of human utopia. However, they
are not victims,,as,in Souvestre’s texts.
They are Creatures of their own destiny:
they had no-political or social relevance,
lived “underground, away from the
humans” who they serve, but even so,
they built their own society, their own
religion, amusements and economic
structures, their moral values and their
political aspirations.

Moreover, they watch the new humanity
giving the first step in an unpredictable
life. They watch the new Adam and Eve
(the characters Paul and Virginia) destroy
paradise in a similar way that led the
primaeval humans to be expelled from
the Garden of Eden: expressing doubt
regarding authority’s actions, the reality

they are experiencing, that was imposed
upon them. It is up to Eve/Virginia to
“bite the apple”:
Paul, why does it all happen so fast? This
is our first day, and we both feel that we
may spend the rest of our lives together.
There’s something about marriage,
whatever that is, we’re supposed to find a
priest, and | don’t understand that, either.
Paul, Paul, Paul, why does it happen so
fast? | want to love you. | do love you. But
| don’t want to be made to love you. | want
it to be the real me. (1993: 382)"
Virginia has the active role, as“in the
myth of Eden, and Paul plays the passive
role of Adam, bringing tosmind the
character described ing ‘Paradise Lost
(Milton, 2005). Their_quest will be the
quest for truth concerping their most
intimate reality. .Jhey do achieve it and
it is up to a member of the Underpeople
to express that, knowledge concerning
humanity*s inmost nature, to create it by
expressing itdaloud:
All of us have been worried about what
true people would do to us when you were
free. We found out. Some of you are bad
and kill other kinds of life. Others of you
are good and protect life. (1993: 398)

4. Conclusion

The Enlightenment idea of progress as
unstoppable was correct. However, the
same does not apply to the absolute faith
in considering it the way to perfection.
History has proved them wrong. Evolution
does not follow a linear route; neither
does it have only a positive side.
Perfection is not a natural law, though it
may and should be a goal. Only in aspiring
to improve, in doubt, in facing problems
and discovering new ways to solve them
can society achieve progress, but it
cannot become a goal in itself, only an
instrument for human evolution. Utopia
will always be where we set our eyes on,
but it will not be the final goal. Progress
can only be beneficial if it is subjected to
the law of uncertainty, the same that
governs life. Absolute truths, definitive
decisions, final assessments are doomed
to be proved wrong. Every action or
decision, every discovery or new
technology will have to be considered as



having two complementary
consequences: positive and negative.
Human kind has to learn to balance their
diverging inclinations. The future
progress may offer humanity will have to
be “an ambiguous imperfect Utopia
where people have to battle constantly
to make it a better world” (Monteiro,
2007: 295)
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