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Shortly before he died, Keith Aoki urged legal scholars against “dystopian dreams” 
and insisted instead on imagining “usable futures.” A few years later Austin Sarat, 
Lawrence Douglas, and Martha Merrill Umphrey edited Law and the Utopian 
Imagination (2014). In 2016, numerous scholars commemorated the quincentenary 
of Thomas More’s Utopia (1516). Then, in 2017, at LatCrit and ClassCrits, 
participants organized panels to center concepts of utopia and dystopia in the legal 
imagination. The goal:  to ask how texts and projects animated by these ideas can 
engender new critical interventions during a time marked by Trumpista politics, 
the triumph of the Federalist Society project, and rising white nationalism.  
 
Outside of the legal academy, many have embraced the relevance of dystopian and 
utopian texts from literature, cinema, and television as avenues to raise 
consciousness and resistance in the “Era of Trump.” The recent cinematic success 
of Jordan Peele’s Get Out (2017) echoed foundational critical race theory critiques 
of white supremacy, reactionary colorblindness, and the white imaginary of Black 
bodies. Peele’s telling narrative of white racial hypocrisy under the pretense of 
liberal sympathy appeared on the scene at precisely the moment when certain 
segments of establishment politicians accelerated their attempts to erase even the 
memory of a critically race-conscious civil rights agenda. Similarly, in 2017, 
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) resurfaced as a television series to 
offer a feminist critique of heteropatriarchal nationalism and religious 
conservativism in a time when a group composed exclusively of white men 
attempted further to control health care for women. Moreover, in this era of 
multilayered claims of “fake news”, George Orwell’s narrative of tortured 
resistance and the erasure of the possibility of resistance through the hegemony of 
Newspeak in Nineteen Eighty-Four (1959) has received renewed attention. These 
literary and other works express and deconstruct how people can and may resist 
and survive the Era of Trump through compelling counter-narratives to the 
neofascist, racist, sexist, and xenophobic overtones of this moment in world 
history.  
 
The time thus seems ripe to gather scholars, artists, and activists in a conference 
dedicated to exploring how these works and others in the canon of utopian and 
dystopian film and literature can help to decolonize mental space, reframe critical 
consciousness, and engender deep resistance. Participants will create a space for 
critical and speculative engagement through the lens of dystopian and utopian 
visions in dialogue with the legal imagination. Guiding questions include: What is 
law? What is justice? What are our obligations to one another? What is sacred? 
What is profane? What is a person? What is gender? What is sex? What is race? 
What does it mean to be able or disabled? What is a family? What is a mother? 
Must our answers be linear, inevitable, binary?  
 



These texts also struggle with questions of ethics and the realm of the political: 
How should we treat one another? What does it mean to live a good or just life? 
How does power structure our interactions and inevitabilities in our lives? Could 
power structures be other than they appear to be? How? What institutions shape 
our life chances/choices? What does it mean to belong or to exclude? What is a 
nation? Who is in our imagined community? How shall we draw the borders 
between self and other, citizen and foreigner, person and animal, man and woman? 
 
The conference organizers believe that the legal academy has much to learn from 
the realm of speculative utopians and dystopian texts. This art has much to teach 
us when it comes to understanding contemporary politics and to re-organizing and 
re-envisioning the frameworks for what comes next. Popular utopian 
and dystopian narratives, far from being irrelevant escapism, may illuminate truth 
and sharpen our vision. Indeed, the most critical articulations of these genres 
struggle with basic questions while expressing alternative visions of what could 
be. Finally, these speculative texts urge us to think from a different perspective 
than the ones we normally occupy, to live and even be different than we are, and to 
dissent from the status quo. They teach us to resist against what scares or enrages 
us and to build and engender what we hope for and love. And they show us that 
alternative possibilities for empathy, recognition, and joy may be as near as the 
next frame or the turn of a page. 
 

We are seeking proposals for participation.  
Participation may include academic, artistic, aural, performative, visual, and/or 

other creative endeavors. Proposals should be emailed to 
smatamba@tulane.edu by February 1, 2019 and include a copy of the 

proposed participant’s resume. Selected participants will be notified by 
February 15, 2018. 

 
Inquiries may be sent to any member of the organizing committee: 

 
Atiba R. Ellis, Marquette University Law School 

Anthony Farley, Albany Law School 
Lucy Jewel, University of Tennessee College of Law 

Brant Lee, University of Akron School of Law 
Saru Matambanadzo, Tulane University Law School 

Elizabeth McDowell, UNLV William S. Boyd School of Law 
Christian B. Sundquist, Albany Law School 

Matthew Titolo, West Virginia University College of Law 

mailto:smatamba@tulane.edu

