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In the course of the sixteenth century, Europe’s ‘discovery’ of grandiose civilizations hitherto only
dimly rumoured — in China, Japan, Southeast Asia, and the Indian subcontinent — or completely
unknown - Aztec Mexico and Incan Peru — suggested an irremediable human pluralism. Most of
these civilizations had developed quite separate from the known history of Europe, Christendom,
Antiquity, indeed man: their genealogies lay outside of and were unassimilable to Eden. (Only
homogeneous, empty time would offer them accommodation.) The impact of the ‘discoveries’ can be
gauged by the peculiar geographies of the imaginary polities of the age. More’s Utopia, which
appeared in 1516, purported to be the account of a sailor, encountered by the author in Antwerp, who
had participated in Amerigo Vespucei’s 1497-1498 expedition to the Americas. Francis Bacon’s New
Atlantis (1626) was perhaps new above all because it was situated in the Pacific Ocean. Swift’s
magnificent Island of the Houyhnhnms (1726) came with a bogus map of its South Atlantic location.
{(The meaning of these settings may be clearer if one considers how unimaginable it would be to
place Plato’s Republic on any map, sham or real.) All these tongue-in-cheek utopias, ‘modelled’ on
real discoveries, are depicted, not as lost Edens, but as contemporary societies. One could argue that
they had to be, since they were composed as criticisms ¢f contemporary societies, and the

discoveries had ended the necessity for seeking models in a vanished antiquity.

SRR
Benedict Anderson (first published in 1983) Jmagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism. Verso, London (Revised Edition in 2016) p 69,
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