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Introduction
For as long as human societies have existed, so too has the urge to imagine
something better: worlds freed from want and fear, governed by justice, compassion,
and reason. This fundamental impulse to dream, design, and sometimes build an ideal
society is the hallmark of utopian thought. While the term “utopia” was famously
coined by Sir Thomas More in the sixteenth century, the longing it represents is much
older—woven into the great philosophical, religious, and literary traditions of
humanity. Everywhere, we find evidence of these invented worlds: in ancient
dialogues and treatises, in monastic orders and city blueprints, in literary experiments,
revolutionary manifestos, rural communes, and even the virtual spaces of the digital
present.

Invented Worlds: A History of Utopias and the Search for the Perfect Society sets out
to explore this remarkable and diverse tradition. The story begins in antiquity, with
figures such as Plato and Zhuangzi probing what constitutes an ideal state or a
harmoniously ordered life. It moves through the Middle Ages, when Christian and other
religious thinkers envisioned communities of the saved, and into the Renaissance,
when More’s Utopia and Campanella’s City of the Sun transformed the genre by
grounding their visions in detailed, rational blueprints. From there, the book follows
the rise of utopian socialists, revolutionary philosophers, and nineteenth-century
dreamers who sought not only to imagine but also to realize these ideals through the
founding of intentional communities that dotted the landscapes of Europe and
America.

This is not, however, merely a chronicle of intellectual speculation. Throughout history,
visionaries have repeatedly set out to manifest these dreams in the real world—with
mixed and fascinating results. Some built communes based on radical equality or
spiritual brotherhood; others drafted manifestos calling for the complete restructuring
of society. Each experiment, whether enduring or ephemeral, offers precious insights
into the hopes and hazards of striving for human perfection. The lived realities of
Shakers, Owenites, Fourierists, and their modern descendants reveal the daunting
challenges embedded in these grand designs—conflict, dogmatism, economic
hardship, and the ever-present unpredictability of human nature.

Literature, too, has played a crucial role. Utopian novels from Bellamy’s Looking
Backward to Huxley’s Island and Le Guin’s The Dispossessed have not only mirrored
contemporary anxieties and aspirations but have often inspired real-life social
movements and communities. In parallel, dystopian literature has emerged as a vital
counterpoint, warning of the dangers lurking in attempts to perfect humanity or its
environment. The interplay between utopian and dystopian visions has become a
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defining feature of modern consciousness, shaping movements for reform as well as
the very language of possibility and disaster.

As we trace this journey from ancient philosophy to digital utopianism, one theme
recurs with striking regularity: the tension between aspiration and reality. Utopian
experiments frequently flounder on the rocks of sustainability, personality clashes, or
the sheer complexity of creating new social relations from scratch. Yet failures
themselves become instructive parables, prompting both critique and new rounds of
innovation. Over centuries, the footprints of utopianism have changed political theory,
sparked new forms of activism, and inspired practical reforms in education, urban
planning, environmentalism, and beyond. The search for a better world never truly
ends—it simply changes form as each generation encounters new challenges and
opportunities.

This book is for anyone captivated by the question of whether—and how—we might
construct societies more just, harmonious, and fulfilling than our own. In its pages,
history enthusiasts, political thinkers, social scientists, and dreamers alike will discover
a global, sweeping, and sometimes surprising history of humanity’s most persistent
and audacious project: the pursuit of the perfect society. Through the stories of
philosophical visionaries, literary inventors, and determined experimenters, Invented
Worlds invites you to reflect on what utopian thinking has meant—and still might
mean—for the unfinished task of making a better world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Seeds of Perfection: Utopian
Visions in Ancient Greece and China
Before the term "utopia" even existed, the human mind was already charting courses
toward ideal societies. These early navigators of the perfect world weren't necessarily
seeking to build physical communes on distant islands, but rather to construct
intellectual frameworks for how a community should be organized. Their visions
emerged from fundamental questions about justice, harmony, and the optimal way for
humans to coexist. It’s in the fertile intellectual grounds of ancient Greece and China
that we find the very first seeds of utopian thought, sown by philosophers grappling
with the imperfections of their own worlds.

In Greece, the concept of an ideal state wasn’t merely a theoretical exercise; it was
deeply intertwined with the prevailing political landscape of the city-state, or polis.
These relatively small, self-governing entities were laboratories of political
experimentation, prone to cycles of democracy, oligarchy, tyranny, and back again.
Such instability naturally led thinkers to ponder what a stable, just, and enduring polis
might look like. Plato, arguably the most influential of these thinkers, stands as a
colossus at the beginning of the Western utopian tradition.

Plato’s magnum opus, The Republic, written around 375 BCE, is much more than a
political treatise; it’s a profound exploration of ethics, metaphysics, and human nature,
all wrapped around the central question of justice. Through a series of dialogues,
primarily between Socrates and various Athenian citizens, Plato constructs a
hypothetical city-state, which he names Kallipolis, meaning "beautiful city." His aim
was not necessarily to provide a literal blueprint for immediate implementation, but
rather to create an intellectual model, a perfect form against which all existing
societies could be measured and critiqued.

The foundational principle of Kallipolis is specialization. Plato believed that a just
society, much like a just individual, achieves harmony when each part performs its
natural function and nothing more. This led him to propose a rigid social hierarchy
based on innate abilities, not birthright. At the apex were the philosopher-kings, those
few individuals endowed with superior reason and wisdom, capable of grasping the
Forms—Plato’s concept of perfect, eternal archetypes existing beyond the material
world. These philosopher-kings, having dedicated their lives to intellectual pursuit and
truth, would rule not out of a desire for power, but out of a selfless duty to the
common good.

Below the philosopher-kings were the guardians or auxiliaries, the spirited and
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courageous class responsible for the city’s defense and enforcement of laws. They
would be rigorously trained from a young age in gymnastics and music, their bodies
and souls disciplined to serve the state. Critically, both the philosopher-kings and the
guardians would live communally, possessing no private property, no personal wealth,
and no nuclear families. Their lives would be entirely devoted to the state, free from
the corrupting influences of personal gain or familial loyalty. This radical
communalism, particularly among the ruling classes, was designed to eliminate
potential conflicts of interest and ensure their unwavering commitment to the
collective.

At the base of Plato’s Kallipolis were the producers—farmers, artisans,
merchants—who would provide for the city’s material needs. Unlike the guardians and
philosopher-kings, this class would be allowed to own private property and form
traditional families, as their roles were not seen as requiring the same level of
communal dedication. The entire system was held together by a "noble lie," a myth
propagated by the rulers that justified the social hierarchy by claiming that individuals
were born with different metals in their souls—gold for rulers, silver for auxiliaries, and
bronze or iron for producers. This myth, Plato believed, would ensure social cohesion
and acceptance of one’s place.

Education was paramount in Kallipolis, particularly for the ruling classes. From
childhood, future philosopher-kings and guardians would undergo a carefully curated
curriculum designed to cultivate their reason and virtue, shielding them from
corrupting influences like certain forms of poetry or drama that might encourage
undesirable emotions or behaviors. Plato even advocated for censorship to ensure that
only morally uplifting and state-sanctioned narratives were accessible. This emphasis
on state-controlled education and censorship has drawn heavy criticism from later
generations, who view it as a precursor to totalitarianism rather than a model for
liberation.

Despite its enduring influence, Plato’s Kallipolis has long been a subject of intense
debate. Its hierarchical structure, the absence of individual liberties, the suppression
of artistic expression, and the concept of the "noble lie" strike many modern readers
as deeply illiberal, even oppressive. Yet, The Republic undeniably laid down many
fundamental questions that would continue to shape utopian discourse for millennia:
What is justice? How can a society achieve stability? What is the role of education in
shaping citizens? And what sacrifices, if any, are permissible for the greater good? It
presented a vision of a society striving for an ultimate, rational order, where chaos and
injustice were meticulously excised.

Moving eastward, ancient China also harbored rich traditions of ideal societies, albeit
with a different philosophical flavor. While the Greeks often focused on the political
structures of the polis, Chinese thinkers, particularly in the Warring States period (c.
475–221 BCE), grappled with the concept of the harmonious individual and the
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naturally ordered society. Here, the emphasis shifted from rigid governance and
external control to internal cultivation and spontaneous alignment with the natural
order, or Dao.

One of the most compelling voices from this period is Zhuangzi, a Daoist philosopher
who lived around the 4th century BCE. Unlike Plato’s detailed blueprint for Kallipolis,
Zhuangzi offered a vision of an ideal society that was radically unstructured, almost
anti-utopian in its rejection of deliberate planning and societal intervention. For
Zhuangzi, the perfect society was one that allowed individuals to live in effortless
harmony with the Dao, the ineffable "Way" that underpins the universe. This meant a
profound skepticism toward laws, institutions, and even conventional morality, all of
which were seen as artificial constructs that interfered with humanity’s natural state.

Zhuangzi’s writings, characterized by their whimsical parables, paradoxes, and
allegories, often depict an idyllic past where people lived in a state of primitive
simplicity and profound contentment. In such a world, there was no need for rulers, no
desire for wealth or status, and no striving for intellectual superiority. People simply 
were, naturally aligning their actions with the flow of the cosmos. His famous story of
the butcher carving an ox with effortless grace, never dulling his blade, illustrates this
principle: true mastery and harmony come from following the natural contours of
existence, not from imposing external rules or forcing outcomes.

The ideal society for Zhuangzi was one where individuals were free from the burdens
of ambition, desire, and the ceaseless judgments of others. Governance, if it existed at
all, was minimal and unobtrusive, allowing people to flourish authentically without
interference. He often critiqued the Confucian emphasis on strict social hierarchies,
rituals, and moral codes, seeing them as artificial constraints that stifled genuine
human spontaneity. For Zhuangzi, a sage ruler was one who did nothing, allowing the
people to govern themselves through their innate connection to the Dao. In this “non-
action” (wu-wei), true harmony emerged.

Consider his parable of the horse: "Horses live on the land, eat grass and drink water.
When pleased, they intertwine their necks and rub their bodies. When angered, they
turn their backs and kick. Horses are only capable of this much. But if you put them in
harness and align them, they become conscious of each other and begin to compete.
This is the fault of the horse trainer." Zhuangzi applied this same logic to human
societies. When people are left to their natural inclinations, they live harmoniously. It
is the attempts to “train” and civilize them with rules and distinctions that introduce
conflict and suffering.

While the Daoist vision of a perfect society may seem radically different from Plato’s
meticulously planned Kallipolis, both shared a common thread: a profound critique of
existing social realities and a yearning for a state of deeper justice and harmony. Plato
sought to achieve this through rigorous reason and structured order, while Zhuangzi
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found it in spontaneous freedom and an embrace of nature. One envisioned a society
of philosopher-kings, the other a community of uncarved blocks, untainted by the
complexities of civilization.

These ancient philosophical foundations, though disparate in their proposed solutions,
laid the groundwork for all future utopian thought. They posed fundamental questions
about human nature, the role of government, the pursuit of happiness, and the
definition of a "good" society. From Plato, Western thought inherited the tradition of
designing rational, ordered societies, often with a centralized authority. From
Zhuangzi, a counter-tradition emerged, emphasizing natural harmony, individual
autonomy, and a suspicion of overly elaborate social structures. Both, in their own
unique ways, invited humanity to imagine worlds beyond the mundane, worlds where
the seeds of perfection might finally take root.
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