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The publication of Looking Backward in 1888 gave its author literary fame, due particularly to its depiction of the evils in the social and economic systems of the 19th century. The utopian society it constructs is in keeping with the centuries-old tradition of western utopian fiction and it also influenced many other novels and even a good number of political, social and economic theories. Equality(1897) by the same author is a further development of the former novel’s socialist contentions.

To make ideas for social reform meet the demand of American readers, Looking Backward keeps some prominent aspects of permanent values such as the institution of marriage, personal freedom and merit, among other popular expectations, to make the dream of a new order appear less radical. In this respect, the transportation of the main protagonist, Julian West, into the 20th century allows an easier acceptance of an economy based on publicly-owned capital and the implied criticism directed at ignorance. Moreover, the new world which has yet to come into existence articulates characters and environment in a way that singles out different aspects of American identity which the 20th century novel will cross-examine. 

In the following paper, the concern with the environment as a subdued metaphor of human nature and identity leads to an assessment of narrative perspectives that stress the recurrent optimism and pride in one’s culture to be found in many a utopian narrative. As a matter of fact, “Agency” as Jessie A. Rhines describes such a phenomenon in “Agency, Race and Utopia”, Current Issue #34, vol 17, No 2, that is to say ,“- the belief that one’s actions can have an effect on political outcomes- is vital to any striving group”. 
Civilisation is, according to Senghor, the interaction between the environment, tradition and man. The way the three are reflected in narrations is, to be sure, very telling about a people’s sense of historical initiative and self assertion. On the other hand, narrations construct identities that are the most significant symbols of culture, insofar as the groups who tell their own story impose a reading of history that may be detrimental to others. In this respect, Utopian and Dystopian projections are important markers of the close relationship between past, present and future, as they perpetuate or reinvent myths and make society adapt to new circumstances. As a case in point, the predominant role of the West, the U.S.A in particular, in shaping the so-called modern world, is a very telling example. Indeed, the U.S.A. is first and foremost an idea of freedom that has shaped a vision of the land as the ground for self assertion in a dream-world in permanent construction. Consequently, the Utopian scheme of Looking Backward reflects, in spite of its so-called socialist contention, a new version of the multifaceted American Dream that relates once again the environment and identity, nature and man, world and culture.

First of all, the environment is represented as the metonymy of changes from past to present, and also the real or potential changes in the American identity. It also epitomizes the common ground of the divided self, good and evil, before highlighting the preservation of the most salient identity features, in a way that anticipates the hope and nightmare of the 21st century. The environment in Looking Backward is the recurrent synecdoche of both the nineteenth century social strife and the 20th century harmonious changes on the one hand, and simply human nature on the other. It is invoked in terms of a town planning that does not take into account “natural features, but the character of the population” (p.41), the same human flaw which resulted in apartheid in another part of the world. Moreover, the nineteenth century social inequality is believed, ironically, to result from the fact that “the world had not the wherewithal to satisfy the poor” (p. 41), even more, that “the idea of infinite progress in a right line was a chimera of the imagination, with no analogue in nature” (p. 43). Nature is then used as a justification of the misery and destitution of the majority, and the lot of the minority whose happiness is dependent on natural accidents. Significantly enough, the parabola  of the comet is referred to as very relevant to the career of humanity aboard the coach, “tending upward and sunward from the aphelion of barbarism, the race attained the perihelion of civilization only to plunge downward once more to its nether goal in the regions of chaos” (p.43). Nature is therefore what justifies human predicament and tests people’s endurance beyond their Sisyphus-like efforts, to the point of making Chinese see the Western civilization, the text says, as nothing but dynamite in disguise (p.45) .

From another point of view, the overnight environmental changes, as may be perceived once again in town planning and architecture, also heralds the new epoch, the features of the new Boston :

At my feet lay a great city. Miles of broad streets shaded by trees and lined with fine buildings, for the most part not in continuous blocks but set in larger or smaller enclosures, stretched in every direction. Every quarter contained large open squares filled with trees, along with statues glistened and fountains flashed in the late afternoon sun. Public buildings of a colossal size and architectural grandeur unparalleled in my day raised their stately piles on every side.(55) (emphasis mine).

In addition to its diversity and irregularity that are very romantic in spirit, the new Boston keeps its former monuments that look perfected in the new human and physical environment. The absence of chimneys and their smoke, the material prosperity which the magnificence of the city implies, are so many actants of the new order of which the beauty, health and physical vitality of women are the most outstanding metaphors (p.58). It may be asserted then that “the world now is heaven!”(p. 82). 

Furthermore, the new articulation of the outside to the inside has brought about a fundamental law which is, the text says, “ a codification of the law of nature - the edict of Eden”(p.101), in other words, there is a total harmony between man and the environment, the latter being under and not beyond the former’s control. As an illustration of the construction of man as the primary actor, the rains make neither the streets of Boston be impassable nor people have 3, 000 umbrellas, boots and heavy clothing, since a continuous waterproof covering recalls once again the gains of common interests. Another very telling parable is used in the priest’s sermon  in the text so as to highlight the importance of the environment as a metaphor of human endeavour in his comparison of “humanity in the olden time to a rosebush planted in a swamp, watered with black bog water, breathing miasmatic fogs by day, chilled with poison dews at night”( p .203)

In Looking Backward, the recurrent choice of an intradiegetic first person narrator stresses the gap between title and expected context in order to deny any idea of a Golden Age which the title suggests at first sight. Consequently, the gap between past and present is bridged for rhetorical purposes, because the rejection of heritage is more often than not the starting point of radical upheavals and the symbol of a lack of faith in one’s history. In Looking Backward, past is present, the “elements which were to develop” the civilisation of the 20th century “were already in ferment” (p. 37) in the 19th century. In other words, the ugly picture of the former period does not make the narrator construct it, as is often the case, as an era when man was worse than ever, which is another way of building the future, not out  of the ashes, but the most positive elements of the present. As a result,  the reader is convinced from the outset that the “east wind of Boston…was at that remote period marked by the same penetrating quality charaterizing it in the present year of grace, 2000”. 

It is important to remark that the implied reader is a new worlder and to convince the contemporary reader of the relevance of the utopian scheme is the book’s contention from beginning to end. In this respect, he presents himself as a man who did not have any reason to feel unhappy about the ancient world, being rich and educated. Such favourable historical circumstances allow much irony and satire at his own expense, and above all, at the expense of an elite without any service to the world and who were so much concerned about keeping their undeserved privileges. As passengers of “the prodigious coach”(p.38), they only encourage the toilers with hopes of possible compensation in another word. This is a way of emphasizing that heaven starts on earth and rejecting the so-called natural reasons and the ironbound environment of humanity that prevent the fulfilment of the working man’s aspirations. Such opinions are described as extreme, but the narrator attenuates the harsh criticism when he rejects the imperative of fear, instead of hope, for social changes.
 Another telling strategy is the apparent rejection of the dream with a purpose characteristic of similar novels like William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890). True enough, the delayed decoding of the text shows an art of preparation in Julian West’s sleeping in a subterranean chamber “with the silence of the tomb”(p.46) and the use of artificial means of inducing sleep (p.47). The chamber is protected against water and fire, which makes it look like the maternal womb, in so far as his awakening on September 10, 2000 sounds like a new birth in sharp contrast with the other September when the efficiency of security measures was actually questioned. There is, in this instance, the metaphor of a baby who discovers a world of wonder, a new Garden of Eden. However, the narrator’s pride in his native place, in his past and as well as his present emphasizes continuity since the new worlders have kept “the same speech of their cultured ancestors of the 19th century”(p.89). 

Another thing is that there is the same Edith, the same home and also, “the idea that (he) was two persons, that (his) identity was double….”(p.78), which excludes the construction of the new city as merely a dream world which all the prophet foretold. Importantly enough, there is the reversal of the dream structure in which the temporary return to the 19th century is both a dream with a purpose and an advocacy of optimism, and the reader sees here more tension and a brutal point counterpoint device in comparison with the main dream which yet takes place after a period of purification with fire. Here appears a duality of meaning, even a paradoxical perspective since such a purification is forcibly associated with the violence which the text discards. In any case, such narrative perspectives do not make socialist outlooks impair the most dynamic features of the American Dream. 

Contrary to News from Nowhere, the transition to social changes is evolutionary and not revolutionary and the new social order does not prevent industrial progress, the use of machines to alleviate hard work and a goods delivery system which the future does its best to promote. Meritocracy still exists as well as the indispensable philosophy of law and order. In other words, the basic features of Americanism still prevail. However, the text is very evasive as far as races are concerned. It seems even to endorse the survival of the fittest principle in its metaphorical treatment of the environment and in its division of the world into two groups, the civilised and the backward races. The importance of the black American community, who originated from Africa, the deafening silence about this continent and above all, the absence of the black servant Sawyer in the new world, indicate a conservatism that has triggered misrepresentations on the one hand and fear an anxieties on the other. In this context, hope as a catalyst to social achievements is tainted with an ambivalence that, paradoxically, makes the satire on former religious promises apply to the promises of the new world.  In any case, the elliptic treatment of racial differences within the utopian society is an indication that the historical context is of paramount importance, that “the racial conflict and oppression that characterized the decades following the Civil War did not figure in the novel’s vision of the evils that would bring a new day”, say Nichol and Henry.  In this respect, Looking Backward is consistent with Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1930) which does not make any attempt to erase racial and social differences in spite of its utopian schemes
Conclusion

Frederick Jackson’s 1893 words that the American identity did not spring from the Mayflower but that “it came out of the forests and gained new strength each time it touched a frontier” are very relevant to the novel’s dual significance: the sense of the physical environment as a threat or a test to authority, and the idea of the New Garden which can flourish, in keeping with absolute social balance and progress, but with proper use.  The book is the advocate of the latter idea, while the concern with the 19th century testifies to the permanence of the former. Consequently, the multifaceted victory over savagery which seems to be the best paradoxical construct of national pride, is associated with contrasting views of nature.  

The utopian tradition of Western culture does not then prevent Looking Backward from reflecting many aspects of the American identity in its differences with other cultural outlooks and anticipating future social trends. One thing is, the novel accounts for William Morris’s rejection of machines and monetary economy when he expresses much concern about the very probable end of handcraft in News from Nowhere (1890). The latter may be read, not only as the implementation of Ruskin’s conception of art as pleasure, but also as a parody of Bellamy’s vision that often denies the negative tropes of the everyday reality and that makes sure that dreams come true. Looking Backward deconstructs an ideal, it opposes the Boston of the 19th century to the Boston of the 20th century. The former is given the features of a bleak house where injustice and the physical degradation of the environment prevail, whereas the latter is a bright future in process and, significantly enough, neither a revival of an old Golden Age nor a totally revised version of the present. The Golden Age in Looking Forward will be born. To predict the future seems to be only meaningful if it is not predetermined, if the future goes beyond the recurrent Dream. This is what Gaston Bachelard implies when he opposes creative to reproductive imagination, and which is only possible when there is no clear- cut frontier between reality and imagination. However, even such a treatment of the future is blended with the overwhelming presence of the past in the present and future.  This being said, some ambiguity reveals the limits of such optimistic representations of the future which may be endangered, due to a conditioning process that makes eyes see the old and present human follies in a new light. In any case, the recurrent anticipation of the 20th or 21st centuries highlights the hope for a better natural world on the one hand, and anxieties and fear on the other.  Bellamy’s is both an advanced radicalism and a great deal of conservatism, and also the feeling that victory over nature and/or conventions is always associated with ambivalence, as John Updike’s Toward the End of Time (1997) or even Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) intimate later. The articulations in the three novels of utopia, environment and identity are literary constructs of paramount importance to an understanding of the American Frame of Mind that tests common beliefs and assumptions.
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