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Against the background of 20th-century revolutionary failures and impasses, Critical Utopia explores the intersections of utopian 
thought, political economy, ecological crisis, and the libidinal investments that sustain—or undermine—imagined futures. In an 
ever-expanding global capitalist system, one marked by the heightening tensions of climate catastrophe, new apartheids, and 
growing surplus populations, we ask about the role of speculative futures and the utopian impulse today. Is it possible to think of 
a utopian form that both avoids the hope industry of the present, without reverting to a despair that only serves to reaffirm the 
status quo? How might the specter of emancipatory utopian desire be shaped by our libidinal economy and the catastrophic 
consequences of the capitalist organization of “nature,” both non-human and human?  

The first part of the Critical Utopia workshop focuses on the effects of capitalogenic environmental destruction for utopian 
rationality. On the one hand, more and more scholars and writers voice the need to re-activate utopian rationality in search of 
sustainable forms of existence. On the other hand, the ongoing climate catastrophe challenges the very possibility of utopian form. 
Critical Utopia stands in this tension and asks how we can cultivate utopian rationality on an already damaged planet? How might 
we retain emancipatory utopian desire without re-introducing some idealised notions of “nature”? 

A second part of the workshop concerns the relationship between desire, critique, and utopia today. Beyond the well-worn May ‘68 
formulas of enjoying without obstacles (jouissez sans entraves), total liberation, and de-alienation, it asks what forms of material 
struggle, mediation, or critical aesthetics are capable of interrupting the libidinal and economic circuits that sustain the present? 
What kinds of utopian enjoyment—or its refusal—can open space for new modes of collective life and political imagination? And 
how might these material and libidinal-economic elements force us to rethink the role of speculative and critical aesthetics today?  

Critical Utopia thus aims neither to blindly reproduce idealist escapism, nor sustain the foreclosure of the future, but to map the 
“perpetual present” and locate transformative possibility within the space of contemporary socio-political failure and catastrophe 
itself. It sets out the challenge of rethinking the role of speculation and enjoyment in an era of stagnation, foreclosure, and false 
optimism—one where norm and transgression overlap. 

 

  



 
4                                                                                                     Critical Utopia: Capital, Nature, Desire – Leuphana University Lüneburg 2025 

 

Wednesday, 14 January 2026 

7:00 – 9:00 pm Film Screening 

"Operai, contadini" by Danièle Huillet & Jean-Marie Straub 
(Italy/France 2001) 
Discussion with Barbara Ulrich Straub moderated by Egidijus Mardosas 

Scala Cinema 

 

Thursday, 15 January 2026 

9:30 am Introduction to the Workshop by Jason Goldfarb & Egidijus Mardosas C40.601 

 Part I – Ecology and Utopia 
Chair: Egidijus Mardosas 

C40.601 

9:45 – 11:15 am  Session 1  

Lisa Garforth, Newcastle University, UK 
Modest Climate Utopianism: Desiring, Describing, Decentring 

Joe P. L. Davidson, Loughborough University, UK 
After the End of the World: Utopian Fiction Confronts the Climate 
Catastrophe 

 

11:15 – 11:30 am  Coffee Break  

11:30 am – 1:00 pm 

 

Session 2  

Carl Cassegård, University of Gothenburg, Sweden 
Two Models of Freedom: Marcuse, Adorno and Planetary Ecological 
Catastrophe 

Egidijus Mardosas, LIAS/Lithuania 
Climate Crisis and the New Utopian Spirit 

 

1:00 – 2:00 pm  Lunch Klippo (C.40) 
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2:00 – 4:00 pm Part II - Utopia, Enjoyment, and Critique 

Chair: Jason Goldfarb 
C40.601 

 

 

Gregor Moder, University of Ljubljana, Slovenia 
Against Utopia: From Marx to Lenin and Beyond 

Anna-Maria Murtola, University of Eastern Finland, Finland 
Waste, Subsistence and Social Reproduction: Back to Basics 

Benjamin Studebaker, USA 
Beyond "Work Hard, Play Hard": Cultivating Alternative Sources of 
Motivation 

 

4:00 pm Coffee Break & Come Together  

6:00 pm Dinner (self-paid) Mälzer Brewery 
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Film Screening 
 
 

"Operai, contadini"  

Danièle Huillet & Jean-Marie Straub 

Italy/France 2000, DCP, 123' 

 
Operai, contadini (Danièle Huillet & Jean-Marie Straub) is based on Elio Vittorini’s Women of Messina and is performed by 
amateur actors from the regional Buti theater, many of them local workers and farmers. In a forest setting, the actors read and 
recite passages from the novel, which tells of men and women from different parts of Italy who meet after World War II in a 
destroyed village during their journeys through postwar Italy, at a moment when the country is regaining its national and 
territorial unity. They form a small, improvised community in the ruins of the village and attempt to leave behind not only the 
immediate devastation of the war but also the long-standing pressures of poverty, hunger, and insecurity. The spoken passages 
focus on simple everyday activities, such as making ricotta over a wood fire, and the desires and tensions among the group in the 
struggles to rebuild collective life. The result is a calm and direct presentation of voices, places, and shared labor that reflects 
attempts at creating utopian forms of life amidst the ruins of capitalism. 
 
Barbara Ulrich Straub, born in Switzerland in 1960, holds a PhD in philosophy. A friend of the Straubs since 1987, she became 
Jean-Marie Straub's partner after Danièle Huillet's death. Given the circumstances, she gradually became involved in the 
production and distribution of films and, with her team at BELVA Film, undertook the digitisation of the work in order to make it 
available in its entirety. A complete DVD/BR/booklet edition is planned, as well as a VOD site. All information is available 
at www.straub-huillet.com. 

 
 
  

http://www.straub-huillet.com/
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Book of Abstracts 
 
 

Part 1 – Ecology and Utopia 

Modest Climate Utopianism: Desiring, Describing, Decentring  

Lisa Garforth 

Newcastle University, UK 

 
In this talk I’ll explore some theoretical resources for rethinking utopia in the context of the climate emergency. As we consider the 
existential enormity of the climate crisis, the urgent need for response, the centrality of large socio-economic systems in its 
production and reproduction, and the scale and violence of climate injustice, it might be tempting to demand that utopia gets 
bigger, moves faster, hardens its capacity to critique and attack the powerful and mobilises collective action. In contexts of green 
modernism and the empty optimism of technocratic climate solutions, theorists are increasingly keen to emphasise utopia’s 
radicalism and separate it from cruel optimism and false hope.  Without denying the importance of these political takes on utopian 
possibilities and radical critiques of reformist discourses, I want to argue that this way of thinking risks privileging a narrow set 
of theoretical tools and missing the importance of entangled, implicated, affective modes of utopian hope and desire. I think these 
compromised, modest, social modes of utopianism might be vital for living with and in climate crisis. I will suggest ways of 
conceptualising utopia that emphasise thinking smaller, moving more slowly, partial ways of (not-)knowing, and accepting 
compromised hoping.  

 
Lisa Garforth lectures in Sociology at Newcastle in the UK. She works with speculative fiction to elucidate eco-social dilemmas and 
possibilities; thinks from sociology to situate and enrich green utopianisms; and uses more-than-human and post-human 
approaches to interrogate and extend the sociological imagination. These issues have taken on increasing urgency and weight in 
the light of the climate breakdown. Her recent research has extended the focus on speculative fiction texts to explore empirically 
how everyday readers use the genre to engage with technoscientific futures. She teaches on social theory, utopian studies, 
Anthropocene futures and the climate crisis. 

 

 

After the End of the World: Utopian Fiction Confronts the Climate Catastrophe  

Joe P. L. Davidson 

Loughborough University, UK 

 
This talk addresses the relationship between apocalyptic visions of catastrophe and utopian accounts of liberation, putting 
particular emphasis on the climate crisis. The clouding of the horizon with predictions of climate disaster is a threat to utopia, 
making it appear that any future—let alone a utopian future—is impossible. However, as I argue here, apocalyptic fears can be 
retooled by utopians, something evident from the long-standing relationship (evident in texts like the Book of Revelation) between 
catastrophic ends and liberatory beginnings. Contemporary green utopian writers imagine better futures from within the 
apocalypse, reworking the gloomy expectations of the climate catastrophe to construct worlds of liberation and freedom. Certainly, 
the recent surge of climate fiction has a strong apocalyptic current, with many writers imagining the climate-induced collapse of 
current society. However, some of these writers, including Kim Stanley Robinson and those associated with the solarpunk 
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movement, have retooled the apocalypse to imagine green utopian worlds. The talk focuses on Claire North’s Notes from the Burning 
Age (2021), which imagines a postcatastrophic green utopia. To conclude, I turn to the collapsologists, a current trend in 
contemporary environmental politics, who believe that a cataclysm is needed to realize a sustainable society. 

 
Joe P. L. Davidson is a Vice-Chancellor Independent Research Fellow at Loughborough University. Joe works on the politics of 
alternative futures, from the utopian to the apocalyptic. He has published on these issues in a range of academic journals, including 
the American Political Science Review, Political Studies, Environmental Politics, and WIREs Climate Change. He is the author of 
the book Saving Utopia: Imagining Hopeful Futures in Dystopian Times, published by the MIT Press.  

 

 

Two Models of Freedom: Marcuse, Adorno and Planetary Ecological Catastrophe 

Carl Cassegård 

University of Gothenburg, Sweden 

 
What utopias are possible as we face planetary ecological catastrophe? In this paper, I discuss two contradictory utopian 
conceptions that coexist in the early Frankfurt School. On the one hand, there is the idea of freedom as self-realisation, which goes 
back to the young Marx and finds its chief advocate in Marcuse. In this conception, we are free when we can recognise ourselves 
in our environment, seeing it as a meaningful extension of ourselves, rather than experiencing it as a mute or alien force opposed 
to us. Problematically, however, this freedom is premised on mastery over nature, as can be seen in Marcuse’s stress on the need 
to minimize the realm of necessity. On the other hand, a different conception can be found in Adorno, namely that of reconciliation 
with non-identity. One way in which such non-identity is experienced is through nature’s ability to obstruct or limit human 
aspiration. While the latter conception opens up for conceiving of a freedom that does not require mastery over nature, Adorno never 
worked out concretely what such freedom would imply in relation to external nature. In what sense is it plausible to think of things 
that limit us or confront us with adversity as freedom? How, in such a society, could a metabolism with nature be conducted that 
would be free of domination? In my paper, reflect on these questions taking my point of departure in suggestive hints that can be 
found in his writings, particularly in relation to animals. These questions are essential to face once we recognise that industrial 
capitalism’s attempt to dominate nature is not only a cause of suffering but also ecologically unsustainable. If socialism is 
premised on material affluence, it will be vulnerable to every piece of evidence that dreams of such affluence is unrealistic. To 
avoid that, we should work out a conception of socialism worth striving for even under conditions of a scorched earth. Such a 
socialism would not promise material riches and technological marvels, but it might promise a future of fairness and solidarity, of 
democracy and care of the earth.  

 
Carl Cassegård is Professor of Sociology at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden. His current research concerns the environmental 
movement, critical theory and eco-Marxism, and his books include Post-Apocalyptic Environmentalism: The Green Movement in 
Times of Catastrophe (co-written with Håkan Thörn, 2022), Toward a Critical Theory of Nature: Capital, Ecology, and Dialectics 
(2021), Climate Action in a Globalizing World (co-edited 2017), and Youth Movements, Trauma and Alternative Space in 
Contemporary Japan (2014). 

 

 

 

 

 



 
10                                                                                                     Critical Utopia: Capital, Nature, Desire – Leuphana University Lüneburg 2025 

 

Climate Crisis and the New Utopian Spirit 

Egidijus Mardosas 

LIAS, Germany 

 
To explore the theoretical resources for cultivating utopianism in the context of climate crisis, I will turn to Miguel Abensour’s 
utopian philosophy and especially his notion of “the new utopian spirit”. In my talk, I will explore the relevance of his utopian 
thinking from the environmental perspective, focusing mainly on two features of the kind of utopianism that Abensour named “the 
new utopian spirit.” First, I will consider Abensour’s conceptualization of the relation between utopianism and the experience of 
catastrophe. Focusing on his idea of catastrophe as a moment of utopian summoning, I will explore how utopianism can be thought 
within the permanence of catastrophe. And secondly, I will explore the notion of utopianism without full reconciliation from the 
environmental perspective. Ultimately, I will argue that engaging with Abensour’s utopian philosophy can offer insights for 
rethinking the possibility of utopianism in the context of climate crisis. 

 
Egidijus Mardosas is a fellow at Leuphana Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture and Society (LIAS). His research focuses on 
the Anthropocene, critical theory, utopian studies, and ecological thought. Before his fellowship at the LIAS, he was leading the 
postdoctoral research project “The Anthropocene and the Emergence of Eco-Marxism” at Vilnius University. His work critically 
examines the impact of climate change on social and political thought, particularly within leftist critiques of capitalism. He has 
also been a visiting researcher at the Vienna Anthropocene Network. In addition to his academic contributions, he has engaged in 
public discourse as an editor of the ecology section in LŪŽIS, a Lithuanian journal of cultural and political critique. 

 

 

Part II – Utopia, Enjoyment, and Critique 

Against Utopia: From Marx to Lenin and Beyond 

Gregor Moder 

University of Ljubljana, Slovenia 

 
Marx and Engels did not completely and unequivocally reject utopian thought, which is why their social philosophy has sometimes 
been described as “anti-utopian utopianism.” This paper will focus on tracing their arguments against utopian socialism, 
especially through the lens of their materialist epistemology and Hegelian philosophy of history. The central claim that we will 
pursue is the thesis that our contemporary moment of rising inequalities, unashamed authoritarianism and looming environmental 
catastrophes – often referred to as “living in the end times” – does not lack imagination or even concrete ideas about how to make 
the world better. Instead, what we lack is the historical subjectivity that would take on the task of enforcing those ideas in reality. 
Critically assessing Hegelian category of the “world historical individual” as the agent of historical change, we will examine figures 
like Antigone and Lenin as examples of historical agency with an absolutely minimal utopian claim: that another (end of the) world 
is indeed possible. 

 
Gregor Moder is a Senior Research Associate at the Department of Philosophy of the Faculty of Arts, University of Ljubljana. He co-
founded Aufhebung – International Hegelian Association and served as its first president (2014–2020). His works include coedited 
volumes on The Object of Comedy (2020), The Ethics of Ernst Lubitsch (2024) and The Resilience of History (2025), as well as 
monographs on Hegel and Spinoza: Substance and Negativity (2017) and Antigone. Ein Essay über Hegels politische Philosophie 
(2025, coming out in English in 2026). 
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Social Reproduction and the Utopian Impulse: Back to Basics 

Anna-Maria Murtola 

University of Turku, Finland 

 
Social reproduction is about the conditions for the production and reproduction of life. The recent resurgence of interest in 
questions of social reproduction reflects concerns about deteriorating conditions and prospects of life. It also embodies a utopian 
impulse, one that is cut back to basics. For many today, the dream of the good life is for a secure and safe subsistence. At the 
centre of this presentation is the relation between social reproduction and the utopian impulse. The utopian form is here split 
between inclusivity and exclusivity, the futuristic and the reactionary, immanence and transcendence, concrete and abstract, 
consensus and conflict. This set of distinctions helps to clarify how the utopian impulse looks very different between, for 
example, those looking for ‘sustainable and inclusive wellbeing’, a care economy, the degrowth movement, the tech elite, green 
nationalists and eco-fascism. In this talk I will analyse contemporary forms of the utopian impulse, each of which desires a 
radically different future, but in very different ways. 
 
Anna-Maria Murtola is Senior Lecturer at University of Turku where she teaches in Sociology and Global Political Economy. Her 
research focuses on cultural studies of capitalism, utopian social movements, and the contestation of commodification. She is 
currently writing a book on Cultural Politics of the Commodity. 

 

 

Beyond "Work Hard, Play Hard": Cultivating Alternative Sources of Motivation 

Benjamin Studebaker 

Independent, USA 

 
In Negative Dialectics, Adorno highlighted a problem with pragmatism - it gnaws at our motivation, inflicting us with despair, what 
Adorno called "the final ideology." In the 60s, the New Left sought to generate motivation by unleashing the erotic. In this paper, 
I'll suggest that the outcome of this can be summed up in the motto "work hard, play hard" - pragmatism becomes a means of 
pursuing and sustaining eroticism and vice versa. In this way, each delays the despair that would be the outcome of the other. To 
escape this dynamic, it is necessary to identify and sustain an alternative source of motivation that does not liquidate into either 
pragmatism or eroticism. But if such a motivation is arrived at merely for this use, it recapitulates the pragmatism it seeks to 
transcend. I’ll argue that the crisis of the American university system presents an opportunity to materially instantiate a real 
alternative. 

 
Benjamin Studebaker is a political theorist who received his PhD in Politics and International Studies from the University of 
Cambridge. He is the author of two books, The Chronic Crisis of American Democracy: The Way is Shut (2023, Palgrave) and 
Legitimacy in Liberal Democracies (Edinburgh, 2024), which explore fundamental material and political constraints on the 
contemporary capacity for large-scale social transformation. 
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