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When Krishan Kumar defined William Morris's News from Nowhere as "in
many ways an ecotopia before the name"1, he might not have realised how clearly
he demonstrated that Ernest Callenbach's Ecotopia, published in 1975, had
helped create a name for a new sub-genre of utopias: the ecotopia. Apart from
(unconsciously) highlighting the importance of Ecotopia in prompting the generic
term, Kumar's statement also implies the close connection between News from
Nowhere and Ecotopia. In his recent book Pastoral, Terry Gifford draws an
appropriate comparison between News from Nowhere and Ecotopia, classifying
Ursula Le Guin's The Dispossessed and Ernest Callenbach's Ecotopia as "two
twentieth century parallels to Morris's utopian pastoralV2, Indeed, there are very
close parallels between Morris's and Callenbach's novels as far as the environment
and society's attitudes towards nature are concerned.
In Callenbach's novel, Ecotopia is a federation of Northern California and the
states of Washington and Oregon. In 1999 the American reporter William Weston
makes the first official visit to Ecotopia since its separation from the United
States in 1979, and only gradually comes to understand the value of traditional
agriculture, mini-cities without cars, and the need for recycling and reforestation.
It is through Marissa Brightcloud, who strongly reminds the reader of Morris's
female hero Ellen in News from Nowhere, that Weston fully comes to understand
the dehumanising aspects of capitalism he experienced in New York and finally
resolves to stay in Ecotopia. Although Morris's protagonist returns to Victorian
times at the end of News from Nowhere, while Weston stays in Ecotopia, there is
a very similar contextual framework: in the two books the polluted countryside of
Victorian England and the violent conditions of New York are directly contrasted
with the utopian worlds of Nowhere and Ecotopia.
Apart from the similar construction of the two novels, there are many other
similarities between News from Nowhere and Ecotopia. One of these is the
recurrent theme of living in harmony with nature, which in both cases contributes
to a pollution-free environment. In Ecotopia there are large forests, plenty of fish
fill the clear water of San Francisco Bay, and animal life exists in the city centre
with birds in the trees and minnows in the creeks, all contributing to the "bucolic
atmosphere" (p.13). It is this bucolic atmosphere that reminds the reader of a
pre-industrial era, and goes hand-in-hand with Morris's pastoral perspective on

