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‘Real Utopias’ seems like a contradiction in terms. Utopias are
fantasies, morally inspired designs for social life unconstrained by
realistic considerations of human psychology and social feasibility.
Realists eschew such fantasies. What is needed are hard-nosed
proposals for pragmatically improving our institutions. Instead of
indulging in utopian dreams we must accommodate to practical
realities.

The Real Utopias Project embraces this tension between dreams and
practice. It is founded on the belief that what is pragmatically possible
is not fixed independently of our imaginations, but is itself shaped by
our visions. Self-fulfilling prophecies are powerful forces in history,
and while it may be Polyannaish to say “Where there is a will there is
a way’, it is certainly true that without ‘will’ many ‘ways’ become
impossible. Nurturing clear-sighted understandings of what it would
take to create social institutions free of oppression is part of creating a
political will for radical social changes to reduce oppression. A vital
belief in a utopian ideal may be necessary to motivate people to leave
on the journey from the status quo in the first place, even though the
most likely destination may fall short of the utopian ideal. Yet, vague
utopian fantasies may lead us astray, encouraging us to embark on
trips that have no real destinations at all, or worse still, that lead us
toward an unforeseen abyss. Along with ‘where there is a will there is a
way’, the human struggle for emancipation confronts ‘the road to hell
is paved with good intentions’. What we need, then, are ‘real utopias’:
utopian ideals that are grounded in the real potentials of humanity,
utopian destinations that have accessible waystations, utopian designs
of institutions which can inform our practical tasks of muddling
through in a world of imperfect conditions for social change. These are
the goals of the Real Utopias Project.

The idea that social institutions can be rationally transformed in
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