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Out of Utopia?

HansAchterhuisonWelfareandHappiness

[


g
e

r


g
r

o
o

t


]  The words ‘welfare and happiness’ set the tone for the book with which the 
Dutch philosopher, Hans Achterhuis (1942-), would achieve public recognition 
in 1980. But those words did not stand alone. The title of the book, which gave 
rise to intense debate about the way in which the state was expected to improve 
the lives of its less fortunate subjects in particular, was The Welfare and 
Happiness Market (De markt van welzijn en geluk). ‘Clients’ should be offered 
assistance that would make them more able to stand up for their rights. 
Consciousness-raising and empowerment were supposed to transform them 
from deprived and dependent beings into assertive individuals who were better 
able to defend their own interests. 

In The Welfare and Happiness Market Achterhuis demonstrated that this ap-
proach had the opposite effect. The ‘clients’ just became more dependent on 
their social workers, who for their part profited from this continuing depend-
ence. Social work created its own ever-growing market, concluded Achterhuis, 
inspired by the Austrian-born but Mexico-based philosopher and theologian 
Ivan Illich. Achterhuis’ analysis greatly influenced Dutch social work and aca-
demic training courses for social workers, a number of which would disappear 
from the scene in the years of economic crisis that followed.

The Welfare and Happiness Market exemplifies the way in which Achterhuis 
practises philosophy. Without exception his books engage in intensive discussion 
of the problems and spirit of the time. In his essays he refers with equal ease to 
eminent thinkers from the history of philosophy and to recent newspaper com-
mentary or news reports. His sceptical mind is usually one step ahead of the 
prevailing opinion that he is debating. This makes Achterhuis one of the most 
remarkable of Dutch philosophers and a prominent personality in public debate. 

But he has not always been so sceptical. In 1975, in his widely-read volume 
Philosophers of the Third World (Filosofen van de derde wereld) he still aligned 
himself enthusiastically with such ideological heroes of the time as Frentz 
Fanon, Mao Tse Tung and, even then, Ivan Illich. And two years before that, in 
his book The Postponed Revolution (De uitgestelde revolutie) he had pinned his 
hopes on the Third World to force a global revolution in economic relations and 
especially in lifestyle, with Mao’s China and Castro’s Cuba as models. 

But a lot of philosophising later there is not much of that left. In 1998 Achter-
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huis published his voluminous study The Legacy of Utopia (De erfenis van de 
utopie), from which the text that follows this article is taken. Achterhuis starts 
this insistent plea against the lure of utopia with a confession: ‘The fascination 
of utopias is not strange to me (...) and in the past failure to adequately recognise 
the dangers thereof has undoubtedly let me down.’ However, he recounts, ‘when 
I was working on the chapter on Mao in “Philosophers of the Third World”, I had a 
nightmare. I dreamed that I personally had landed up in the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution (...) In retrospect I think I should have paid more attention to this dream. 
It would have given me more insight into the Cultural Revolution than all the texts 
I could read about it as an interested outsider’.

In this book, then, utopia operates as something to be feared rather than as 
something auspicious for the future. Referring to an impressive number of his-
torical and contemporary utopias (from Thomas More to Ayn Rand and from 
Campanella to Huxley) Achterhuis shows how they are invariably fuelled by  
a dream of controllability that cannot help but lead to a totalitarian form of so-
ciety. Utopia turns into dystopia almost by itself, he discovered with a shock 
when he read Ecotopia, the American author Ernest Callenbach’s ecological 
utopia. ‘Why would I never want to live in Ecotopia?’ Achterhuis wondered, after 
reading the book at one sitting during a journey on an American Greyhound bus. 
That question became the starting point for his book.

Achterhuis reached his conclusion after a lengthy diversion via books about 
the ambiguous status of work in the modern world (Work, a Peculiar Remedy 
(Arbeid, een eigenaardig medicijn, 1984)) and the way in which modern eco-
nomic thinking has begun to focus more and more on the spectre of scarcity 
(The Realm of Shortages (Het rijk van de schaarste, 1988)). Third World thinkers 
were gradually supplanted by a succession of other authors that Achterhuis 
discovered: Michel Foucault, René Girard and Hannah Arendt. More and more, 
too, his work is inspired by Albert Camus, the author he had studied in the 1960s 
for his doctorate.  

In his book on utopia Achterhuis shows extreme reserve regarding any blue-
print that claims to be able to establish the ideal society by means of positive 
measures. He demonstrates how badly that can turn out with reference not only 
to the implications of the many proposals put forward in the wealth of utopian 
literature. On a completely different level he also attacked this way of thinking 
in his pamphlet The Politics of Good Intentions (Politiek van goede bedoelingen, 
1999), in which he fiercely criticised the Western interventions in Kosovo. Those 
who allow themselves to be led by humanitarian benevolence alone, without a 
cool, hard analysis of the political situation, run the risk of causing more casu-
alties than there would otherwise have been, he argued.

In politics, concluded Achterhuis, uncompromising goodness can easily be-
come a road to Hell. In his extensive study of violence (With Maximum Violence 
(Met alle geweld, 2008)) he was forced to draw the equally sober conclusion that 
a culture or society completely free of violence is an illusion that can easily end 
up as the opposite of what it is trying to achieve. Even so, as he had already 
written in his short study Utopia (Utopie, 2006), which can be read both as  
a summary and as a critical revision of his big book on the subject, we cannot 
manage without images of an ideal society – if only to give direction to the  
actual steps we take in the long piecemeal engineering that is politics. 

Remarkably enough, Achterhuis had already identified the positive side of 
the future dream in The Legacy of Utopia – not in the blueprint of a social ideal 
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but in the promise of future technology. As a professor at the technologically-
oriented University of Twente, Achterhuis started to focus on the philosophy of 
technology in the 1990s. Gradually the distrust of technology inspired in him by 
the 1970s shifted to a more positive standpoint in which he not only recognises 
the merits of technical-scientific progress, but also states that culture and so-
ciety are not subject willy-nilly to its evolution. 

This idea is brought out in the following passage from the book, which has 
been somewhat abridged for this publication. In it Achterhuis opposes the vi-
sion of the American philosopher Martha Nussbaum, who – just like Aldous 
Huxley in his dystopian novel, Brave New World – sees technological develop-
ment as a danger to humanity. Technology, concludes Achterhuis – with refer-
ence to George Orwell – can certainly free humanity from a neediness that for 
its part might well be called ‘inhuman’. As technical promise, utopia has rights 
which are better denied it as social promise.  
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Happiness and Suffering in Utopia Achieved

By Hans Achterhuis

‘Sciencedoeschangetheworld.Ifpartofourhumannessisoursusceptibility
tocertainsortsofpain,thenthetaskofcuringpainmayinvolveputtinganend
tohumanness.’1ThatistheweightyconclusionthatMarthaNussbaumattaches
toherowntechnicalutopia,derivedfromherdiscussionofPlato’sProtagoras.
Nussbaumstartsbydescribinghumanitywhenithasjustreceivedthegiftof
reverenceandjusticefromZeusinthemythrecountedbyPlato.
 Peoplenowknewthesevirtues,tobesure,buttheystillcameintoconflictover
them.Iftheygotintoargumentsovernumbers,weightsormeasures,theycould
resort totheir technicalknowledgetosolvethem.Questionstodowithliving
togetherwerenotsosimple.Passionscontinuedtoflare,conflictsbetweendif-
ferentvalues–pietyversuspublic-spiritedness,loveversusjustice–continued
totroublethem.Somechoicesseemedalwaystoresultinconfusionandpain.
 Peopleeveninventedanartformtoexpressthatfact:thetragedy.Andthe
greatestwisdomonthesubjectwas,accordingtoSophocles,that‘itisbestfor
apersonnottobeborn’.
 Apollo,thegodofsunlight,rationalorderandnumbers,feltsorryforhuman-
ity.Hesentthemamessenger,inthepersonofSocrates,whotaughtthemthe
technè,inwhichallvaluescouldbereducedtopleasureandpain,sothatthey
couldthenbeweighedrationallyagainsteachotherandmaximised.Thedeity’s
giftwroughtawonderfulchangeinthelivesofthehithertosounfortunatecrea-
tures.Theirwholeexistencewasnowgovernedbyanorderlyandmeasurable
happiness.Theirsociety,too,tookonanew,orderlyappearance.Chance,whims
andpassionswerebanned.Peoplebecame‘partsofasinglesystem;notquanti-
tativelyspecial,butindistinguishable’.2ThuswashumanitysavedbySocrates’
technè.
 AsNussbaumdescribesthissalvationindetail,manyfamiliarutopian/dys-
topian terms recur. Utilitarian calculations of pleasure and pain make moral
choicessimple,bringingupchildrenalongscientific lines iseasy.Whatpar-
ticularlyinterestsmehereis,ofcourse,thethemeofutopiaachieved.Infact
Nussbaumstatesplainlythatthisnewracecouldnolongerunderstandtheclas-
sicaltragedies.Andevenifthesenewpeopledidreadthem,thetragedieswere
aboutawayoflifethatwasalientothem.
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‘Hereisacharacter,Haemon,inflamedwithwhathecallspassionatelove,kill-
inghimselfbecausethisonewoman,Antigone,whomheloves,hasdied.This
isincomprehensible.Whydoeshethinkthatsheisnotpreciselyreplaceableby
anyother(pleasurable)objectintheworld?’3

Fortunatelypeople likeHaemonandAntigonerarelyappearanymore in the
newworldthatSocrateshasformalised.Ifthisdoesstillhappenoccasionally,
if,forexample,someoneexhibitsuniquepreferencesratherthanrationaldesires
andadmitstovariousvaluesthatcannotbereducedtoeachother,hemust,alas,
be‘puttodeathasaplagueonthecity’.Tocelebratethisgoodfortunetheannual
‘festivalofSocrates’issubstitutedfortheperformanceofthenowincompre-
hensibletragedies.‘Theworksofarttheypresentaretheclear,reasonableprose
dialogues thathave taken theplaceof tragic theatre; theycelebrateSocrates’
courageoussearchforthelife-savingart.’4

 Ironydripsfromtheselastsentences.However,Nussbaum’sconclusion,with
whichIstartedthisarticle,isdeadlyserious.Anyonewhoisinanywaysus-
ceptible to anxiety about utopia achieved will recognise its rhetorical force.
NussbaumsuggeststhatifwegowholeheartedlydowntheroadSocratesindi-
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catesintheProtagoras,ourhumannesswillgobytheboard.Ifwetakeatechni-
calapproachtotacklingpain,sorrowandmisery,itmaywellyieldthepromised
happiness–althoughNussbaum’sironictonemakesitclearthatsheratesitas
pseudo-happiness–butwewilllosewhatweconsidertobehumanness.Andfor
herthemostimportantproofofthisisthatwewillnolongerbeabletounder-
standthetragedies.Tragicchoicesbetweenequallycompellingvalues,whichis
oftenwhatisreferredtohere,donotafterallstanduptotheall-consuminglight
ofcalculating,technicalreason.

Howwell-foundedisNussbaum’sfearthatwewillloseourhumannessifwe
setaboutcombatingcertaintypesofpainwhich,accordingtoher,areinherent
tobeingahumanbeing?The firstquestion that Iwould like toask is:what
wouldhavehappenediftheAtheniansandintheirwakethewholeofsubse-
quentWesternculturehadlistenedtoNussbauminsteadofSocrates.Nussbaum
clearlysuggeststhatthatis,infact,whattheydidlittlebylittle.Theysetacourse
inwhichthetechnicalapproachwasgivenaplacealongsidethesymbolic-lin-
guistic.Thisschoolofthoughtmadeadefinitebreakthroughwiththescientific
revolutionandtheutopian-technicalthinkingofsomeonelikeBacon.Onlyfrom
acompletelytechnophobicwayofthinkingcoulditbearguedthatitcompletely
supplantedthesymbolic-linguisticapproach.Rather,bothapproacheswereput
on an equal footing; but this is extremely difficult for representatives of the
symbolic-linguisticapproach,whothroughouthistoryhadalwayshadtheup-
perhand, to swallow.Theycanonlyperceiveonebignightmare scenario in
whicheverythingcanbeexpressedinnumbers,inotherwordsatechnicalutopia
achieved,inwhichthereisnolongeranyroomforliteraturelikeShakespeare
ortheclassicaltragedies.
 Ihavemadeitclearthatthislasthasturnedoutbetterthanexpected.Butthat
isnotwhat I am interested innow.Myquestionwas:whatwouldhavehap-
pened if theAthenianshad listened toNussbaum?Idonotwant toelaborate
onthethoughtexperimentthatcouldserveastheanswertothis.Itseemstometo
comedowntoacertainsortofsocialstagnation.Anyonewhoautomaticallyre-
jectsfightingagainstcertaintypesofpainbecausetheyjusthappentobeinherent
tothehumanconditionexcludesascientific-technologicalapproachtoreality.
Afterall,anystepinthatdirectioncanleadustotheterribleBraveNewWorldof
utopia,inwhichwehaveexchangedourhumanityforanillusoryhappiness.Fear
ofthisimposeslimitsinadvanceoneverytechnologicalundertaking.
 InDasPrinzipVerantwortungHansJonasintroducestheconceptofthe‘heu-
risticsoffear’.Fearofanerosionofourhumannessbythepossible,unpredict-
ableandirreparableconsequencesofourtechnologicalactionsshould,accord-
ingtohim,betheguidingprincipleforallfuturetechnologicaldevelopment.
Basicallythisseemstocomedowntoanabsolutenegative,onhispart,tocertain
technologies whose consequences for mankind, society and the environment
can,ofcourse,neverbeaccuratelycalculated.However,thathasbeentrueof
allgreattechnologicaldevelopmentseversincethescientificrevolution.And
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fromtheverystartofthattherewerewarningsthatitposedathreattoman’s
humanness.Afterall,MaryShelley’sFrankensteindatesfrom1817.Ifanyno-
tice had been taken back then of those fearful voices, clamouring loudly in
thebroadgroupsofsocietyinspiredbyRomanticism,scienceandtechnology
wouldcertainlyhavebeencalledtoahalt.Lateron,mostofthepresent-daycrit-
icsoftechnologywhothinklikeJonaswouldundoubtedlyhavearguedthatthis
wouldhavebeenabitprevious.Thequestionweneedtoanswer,however,is
whyweshouldfollowthiskindofheuristicprinciplenowadays.Thereseemto
benomorecompellingreasonsnowthantherewereatthestartofthenineteenth
century.Then,too,thebestavailableknowledgeofferedabsolutelynoguarantee
thatourhumannesswouldnotbe threatenedby the advances in scienceand
technology.
 We can go back much further in our thought experiment with Nussbaum.
Ifheradvicehadbeenfollowed,thetechnicalinventionofalphabeticalscript
wouldprobably, indeedalmost certainly,nothavebeendeveloped.After all,
inthePhaedrusandhisSeventhLetter,Platoofferedsomegoodand,inthose
days,valid-soundingargumentswhichshowedthatwritingwouldleadtothe
disappearanceofsomeofthefundamentalcharacteristicsthatconstitutedman’s
humanness.Inretrospectwecaneasilyarguethatthesecharacteristicswerepart
ofanoralculture,whichwasindeeddoomedtobelosttotheriseofthenew
technology–Platowasrightaboutthat.Nussbaumwouldbeunlikelytoclaim
thatman’shumanness,orcultureassuch,hasbeenlostalongwithit.Whatgoes
forwritingalsoappliestoothertechnologies.Ifinthepast,forexample,mining
ortheopeningofthehumanbodyhadbeensubjectedtotheheuristicsoffear,
theIndustrialRevolutionwouldneverhavetakenplacenormodernmedicine
havedeveloped.Bothactivitieswere surroundedbysomanycultural taboos
andanxietiesthatitisawonder–inretrospectagain,ofcourse–thattheywere
everundertakenatall.Itwasonlypossiblebecauseoftheutopianpromisesof
wealth and prosperity, the curing of sickness and deferment of death, which
overcameculturalfear.Nussbaum’sanxietyaboutthepossibledystopianside
ofthesepromiseswouldhavemadeherabadcounsellorinthepast,asIassume
sheherselfwouldadmit.Butnowheredoessheexplainwhythatshouldnotalso
bethecasetoday.

AsthelasthistoricalpartofmythoughtexperimentIwilltakeHuxleyandhis
time.FromhisprefacetoBraveNewWorlditisclearthathewouldnothave
likeditifscienceandtechnologyhadstagnatedintheperiodinwhichhesituates
theSavage.Unlikethecharacterinhisnovel,Huxleyoptsforthenormalityof
hisowntime.Heobviouslyappreciatesitstechnologicalachievements,butthey
havegonefarenough.Scienceand technologymustoncemorebesubjected
to cultural restrictions, otherwise we will hurtle towards the dehumanisation
oftheBraveNewWorld.Butanyoneinthe1930swholookedalittlefurther
thanthisscionoftheEnglishelitecouldhardlyhavesubscribedtothisopinion.
Asa counter toHuxley’s rather rosyviewof society as itwas then Iwould
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pointtoTheRoadtoWiganPier,bythatothergreatdystopianwhoseinstinct
for injusticeandsocialmiserywasmuchsharper. In thisauthoritative report
onthelivingconditionsofEnglishminersOrwelldescribedtheundersideof
exactlythatsocietyofwhichHuxley,fromhisprivilegedposition,wassoen-
amoured.‘Foritisbroughthometoyou,atleastwhileyouarewatching,that
itisonlybecauseminerssweattheirgutsoutthatsuperiorpersonscanremain
superior’.5IncontrasttotheapoliticalHuxley,Orwell,whowasverymucha
politicalanimal,understooddarnedwellthatchangingthisinhumansituation
wasamatterofsocialjustice.Atthesametimehealsoknewthatscientificand
technicalprogresscouldcontributetoalleviatingthisveryrealabjectmisery,
which was at least as bad as the fictitious circumstances of the Savage that
Huxleydescribed.Despitehisrelativelycomfortablepositionasanintellectual,
Orwellneverentirelysharedthedystopian-tintedtechnophobiaofmanyofhis
contemporaries.Hisdystopiananxietiesconcernedthedangersofasocialuto-
pia,dangerstowhichHuxleyremainedblind.Undoubtedlythiscanbepartly
explainedbythefactthatthelatterremainedentangledintherhetoricofutopia,
whilstOrwell,recognisingandseeingthroughitstemptations,madearadical
breakwithit.
 Undoubtedlythislastpointdeservesfurtherdevelopment.Atpresent,with
this comparison between Huxley and Orwell I just wanted to stress that the
1930sand’40sagainofferhardlyanyreasonswhyatthattimetechnologyought
onceagaintobesubjectedtotraditionalculturallimits,howevermuchHuxley
andabroadgroupofculturalandtechnologicalcriticsmay,forwhattheycon-
sideredgoodreasons,haveadvocatedit.So,itseemstomethatthegoodreasons
thathavebeenlackingforsometwenty-fivecenturiesalreadybarelyexisttoday
either.Thestructureoftheargumentforfearingutopia/dystopiaachievedhas
notchanged,butthegloomypredictionshavenevercometrue.

I donotwant to escape from thedilemmawithwhichHuxley,withutopian
logic,confronts thereaderbyoptingforsomesortofcomfortablenormality,
butbydisputingthecompellingnatureofthislogic.IntheaboveIhavedone
thatchieflybyshowingthatthedystopians’fearofutopiaachievedcanhardly
becalledwell-founded.Buttheoppositeisalsotrue.Iwouldliketoputalarge
questionmarkbesideutopianexpectationsaswell.Thepromisesoffutureat-
tainablehappinesshavenotbeenborneout,anymore than thefearofdehu-
manisation. Certainly many, many of the objectives of the technical utopias
havebeenrealised,butnowherehavetheybroughtthepeacefulandglorious
happinessthatwassupposedtobeassociatedwiththem.
 Theradiodidnotbringushappiness,butneitherhasitplungedusintoruin
asculturalpessimistsinitiallyfeared.Ithasundoubtedlyenlargedourcultural
perspectives,but itwouldbeagrossexaggeration toclaimthat ithas funda-
mentallychangedthehumanconditionwithitsconstantalternationofsuffering
andhappiness.Thesameappliestotelevision,too,despitethedystopianpro-
nouncementssocloselyassociatedwithit.Howeverfundamentallyitmayhave
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influencedourlifestyle,thistechnologicalinventionhasneithermadeushappy
norpermanentlydehumanisedus.Thesameistrueofalltechnologicaldevelop-
mentsofwhichutopian/dystopiandiscourseexpected,inturn,absolutesalvation
ortotaldehumanisation.Onebyonetheyhavebeenintegratedintomodernhu-
manexistenceandnewstories,ofsufferingandgriefaswellasofpleasureand
joy,havebeenwovenaroundthem.Sowouldwewanttoridourselvesofradio
and televisionbecause theyhavenot fulfilledourutopianexpectations?That
hardlyseemstobethecase.Atleastasimportantasthepursuitofhappiness
andthestruggleagainstsuffering,whicharebehindscientificandtechnologi-
caldevelopments,is, itseemstome,thedesiretounderstandandcontrolthe
world.Radioandtelevisionareamongthewondersthathavemadethispossible.
Eveniftheyhavenotbroughtlastinghappiness,aslongastheyhavenotcaused
thefeareddehumanisationprophesiedbytheUtopiaAchievedSyndrome,there
seemsnoreasonwhatsoevertoreactwiththisconstantsenseofunease.
 Isitnotthisdesiretocontrolthatis,ultimately,atthecoreofallthis?Aswell
ascontrollingandmanipulatingreality,isitnotalsoimportanttohaveanattitude
ofpassivityandacceptance?Isitnotthiswhichhasbeencompletelysupplanted
by the trend towards control by technical means?And is not this the great-
estdangeragainstwhichtheSavagestruggles?Isthisnottheultimatetempta-
tionofthetechnologically-tintedutopiathatwemustconstantlyresist?Idonot
wishtocompletelydenythelegitimacyofthissortofquestion,butIdothink
that thedesireforcontrol, just like thepursuitofhappiness, isnever-ending.
Eachnewtechnologicalartefactthatitproducesraisesnew–orbetter,perhaps,
age-old–problemsforthehumanconditionthatcanjustleadtorebellionagainst
ourlotastoacceptanceofit.Everyformofcontrolproducessideeffectswhich
cannotbecontrolledinadvance.Atpresent,thefearofdehumanisationthrough
totalcontrolseemstobeasunfoundedasthefearofsoullesshappiness.

FromTheLegacyofUtopia(Deerfenisvandeutopie.Amsterdam:Ambo,1998).

TranslatedbyLindsayEdwards
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