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Rehabilitating Utopias: the Importance of Imagination to 
Confronting Our Spatial Challenges
Joey Koninga and Terry van Dijk b

aKenniscentrum Noorderruimte, Hanze University of Applied Sciences, Groningen, The Netherlands; bFaculty 
of Spatial Sciences, University of Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Many contend that end-state planning is no longer either accepta-
ble or feasible. However, outside the formal planning system, com-
munities do conceive radical proposals for the places they live in. 
Our paper makes a plea for a renewed appreciation of Utopias by 
revealing the diversity of such imagined futures of a place. By 
means of a review of the nature of 12 locally emerging Utopias in 
the Netherlands, combined with a literature review, we propose to 
use spectra to characterise imagined futures, bringing nuance to 
the debate and a re-appreciation of the transformative power of 
Utopian stories about futures of places.

KEYWORDS 
Utopia; persuasive 
storytelling; visions; spatial 
planning; postmodernism; 
radical planning

1. Introduction

Today’s society anticipates profound changes, yet in contrast to past centuries, rarely 
creates bold images to point the way to change. This paper discusses the rise and fall of 
Utopian thinking and argues that many formal spatial planning institutes have lost the 
aspiration and perhaps even the capacity to express truly innovative ambitions. Bold 
ambitions do however occur in non-formal initiatives at a local and regional scale. By 
revealing the variety in the types of Utopias, we seek to rekindle a debate on the relevance 
of Utopias for contemporary spatial planning.

In today’s highly connected post-industrial world, profound changes occur more 
quickly than ever before. Lots of these changes can have drastic consequences, for 
instance concerning climate change, and some of these rapid developments require 
radical changes to our cities and regions to withstand (Klein et al., 2014).

This is where Utopias come in, as radical and seemingly unrealistic ideals about the 
possible future of a place (Grogan, 2013; Hatuka & D’Hooghe, 2007; Ganjavie, 2012). 
Utopias offer ideas conveyed in narratives and images that emerge in the light of the 
challenges the maker is faced with (Ganjavie, 2012; Pinder, 2013), but are autonomous in 
the sense that they ignore formal planning procedures, existing policies and organisa-
tional positions, although may later connect to them. They thus challenge spatial policies 
by criticising the dominant policy perspectives on the place and address the societal 
concerns people experience in everyday life that are caused by technological advance-
ments and demographic, economic, scientific and urban changes (Ganjavie, 2012). These 

CONTACT Terry van Dijk t.van.dijk@rug.nl

PLANNING PRACTICE & RESEARCH                    
https://doi.org/10.1080/02697459.2021.1954750

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group. 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any med-
ium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0927-6121
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02697459.2021.1954750&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-07-15


processes offer a transformative power beyond apparent possibilities, and can provoke 
alternative paths that might be worth pursuing (Ganjavie, 2012; Sargisson, 2012; Pinder, 
2013). In short, Utopias invite to rethink places.

As ‘urban therapists’ (a term used by Gunder & Hillier, 2007), spatial planners possess 
both the responsibility and ability to assess and shape responses to spatial challenges. In 
the past, planning promoted bold imaginaries and Utopias, as we will show in section 2. 
However, due to the nature of contemporary society, planners in the current formal 
planning systems have grown to refrain from proposing such solutions and instead obey 
the path dependencies that force them to focus on the short-term, avoid risks and go for 
quick wins (Van Der Brink et al., 2011; Wise et al., 2014; Barnett et al., 2015). As 
a consequence of the current planning culture, innovative representations of the ima-
ginary ideal place, represented in Utopias, have become scarce, which is ironic in an age 
where they might be of greater relevance than ever before.

In today’s formal planning, the statutory as well as the strategic planning practices are 
about politically sanctioned frames for action, expressed in visions and plans. Almost 
every decision is either emanating from the existing policies or has to fit within the 
frames of existing policies, leaving little space for exploration, proposition or fantasising. 
People demand consistency. Path-dependency and conformity are key and radical views 
are problematic to process or express in statutory planning (Wise et al., 2014; Barnett 
et al., 2015). Planning officials are appointed to stick to the policies and the procedures, 
with visions and plans as products of this culture.

As societies became more informed, neoliberal and democratised, pleas started to 
become intense for inclusive decision-making in various Western European countries. 
This lead policy makers to pay more attention to the feelings and wishes of communities 
in the present. At the same time, it lead them to neglect the longer term development of 
places, and even more so the radically alternative possibilities for how we use space. 
Consequently, while the communicative, participatory and collaborative discourses have 
made planning more fair, open, democratic and transparent, they have in part produced 
planning practices that shy away from radically deviating from the status quo. In 
contrast, Utopian ideals let go of these formal frames, concentrating on the place, the 
people, the possibilities, and the far future. Utopias are a special category of images of 
a possible future because they are the product of creativity, which is initially detached 
from the formal planning realm.

Once such an initially Utopian narrative or image is settled in the minds of 
a community of people it may travel into the formal planning system. As Hoch 
(2016) showed, Utopias, visions and plans ‘all offer imaginative advice assessing the 
future as a prelude to action’ (Hoch, 2016, p. 7). He emphasizes the continuity, making 
Utopias ‘part of the expectation for practical planning’. Whereas visions formally reflect 
the (sometimes indicative and preliminary) motivations of people and institutions, 
plans prepare the actual transformation of places (Kraftl, 2007; Pinder, 2013). Utopias 
then form an ideal to strive towards, not necessarily connected to a specific time or 
place (Ganjavie, 2012; Hatuka & D’Hooghe, 2007) and initially free from the formal 
frames. The plans which seek realisation of a vision or parts of a vision will include, for 
instance, information on the steps needed to realise parts of a Utopia, the people who 
should be involved, the resources that should be allocated, and so on (Hoch, 2016). 
Formal visions subsequently form a bridge between Utopias and physical realities, and 
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bring Utopias to life in the actual spatial setting. Such visions possess the power to 
persuade and cause people to pursue a Utopian ideal (Shipley & Michela, 2006; van 
Dijk, 2011; Table 1).

Imagination lies at the root of people’s aspirations, and Utopias are a form in which also 
non-planners allow themselves to think big and bold (Kraftl, 2007; Levitas, 2013; Pinder, 
2013; Gogora, 2016) about spatial futures that shape conditions for social change 
(Friedmann, 2011; Talen, 2005). They are part of a plurality of competing stories about 
what to strive for (Gunder & Hillier, 2007; Hoch, 2016), meaning that while these stories 
may never be achieved in an absolute sense, they will constitute a direction for develop-
ment. As our ideals, values and circumstances change over place and time (Rowe & Koetter, 
1978; Gunder & Hillier, 2007; Kraftl, 2007), opportunities emerge for the formalisation of 
parts of the utopian images into plans and ultimately materialisation into physical places.

Therefore, we argue that it is worth rethinking how Utopian ideas enrich spatial 
planning as a discipline, the direction the concept has taken over recent decades, its 
suitability for dealing with contemporary, wicked problems and how it could be used as 
a complementary element in today’s formal planning processes.

We start our argument by defining the concept and capacities of Utopia, describe how it 
was once at the core of the field of planning and how it disappeared after the fall of modernism 
(section 2). To find out how Utopias are present in contemporary plans and communities, we 
studied projects that are centred around a Utopian image, ‘describ[ing] desirable details of 
new ways of life at the horizon we never reach, but toward which we aspire as we imagine (and 
even practice) recasting old habits into new’ (Hoch, 2016, p. 17). We selected local non-formal 
initiatives which conceived of and believed in concrete and bold ways of transformation of 
places (presented in Section 3). The interviews we conducted in those initiative groups 
revealed the many natures that these Utopias appear to possess. We compared forms of 
Utopianism (in Section 4) with key academic texts and propose sixteen spectra for describing 
a Utopian idea. These nuances help dispel unnecessary suspicion of Utopian ways of thinking 
and re-establish the value of bold visions and the transformative power of Utopian thinking. 
We conclude by arguing that the diversity and flexibility of the concept in practice and theory 
deserves more thought, in hopes of someday rehabilitating Utopias.

2. The Rise and Fall of Creating Utopias

Treated as a synonym for an ideal place, Utopia is a concept which inspires people (citizens, 
decision-makers and planners alike) to rethink streets, blocks and entire cities based on 

Table 1. Proposed distinction between Utopias, visions and plans.
Made by Aims at Contents are

Utopia Futurists, writers, movie 
directors, artists

Exploratory discussions on 
possible futures

Place-independent, regional, selective

Vision Policy-makers, social 
entrepreneurs, urbanists, 
designers

Agreement on intended futures 
framing local decisions

Place specific, regional, selective

Plan Planners, engineers, Deliberate executive action Context-specific, detailed, 
comprehensive, small scale, specific 
time frame
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certain perceptions, preferences or ideals. Utopian thinking has been translated into various 
actions and has spawned many movements which are still being discussed, praised and also 
criticised today, such as Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City, the Ville Radieuze or the Great 
American Grid. There has long been potential in the Utopian concept to trigger creativity 
and reflection, which are key ingredients for discovering more radical changes and chan-
ging the status quo (Hoch, 2016). How did Utopian thinking develop?

2.1. Original Intention of Utopia

Although the nature of what a good city or place should be has been discussed since at 
least as early as the time of Plato and Aristotle, the concept of Utopia is mainly attributed 
to Sir Thomas More and his 1516 book. The term was intended as a play on words, as it 
had different meanings depending on how it was pronounced (Kraftl, 2007; Ganjavie, 
2012). This consists of three elements: ‘eu’ (good), ‘ou’ (no) and ‘topos’ (place). 
Depending on whether Utopia was pronounced ‘Eutopia’ or ‘Outopia’, it could thus 
mean ‘good place’ or ‘no place’, indicating that it is a representation of an ideal place 
which does not exist anywhere.

The reason why More came up with his Utopian description of an alternative world 
was to critique his contemporary society, as he was opposed to the dominant ideology of 
the sixteenth century (Meagher, 2008). By offering concrete and detailed descriptions of 
how society could be improved, he hoped to trigger the transformation of places and 
people (Ganjavie, 2012). He did so by describing an imaginary world, which he brought 
to life by presenting details of the various aspects of life – such as how work, family and 
education should be organised – in ways which were applicable anywhere and at any time 
in the real world (Solinís, 2006; Meagher, 2008). His depiction of Utopia emphasised 
values such as order, rationality, the collective good and equality in every aspect of life, 
and was a reaction to the chaotic, dirty and disorderly cities found in Europe in the late 
medieval period (Ganjavie, 2012; Graham, 2016). Utopias have ever since been a way to 
present a critique of the dominant ideologies and developments of a period.

Since then, many lesser-known Utopias have been developed which followed this idea. 
One of the first well-known Utopian writings was penned by Charles Fourier and was 
proposed during the Industrial Revolution of the 1800s (Ganjavie, 2012; Graham, 2016). 
He described ideas focused on individualism and diversity at a time when people had 
begun to live more densely packed together than ever before (Ganjavie, 2012). This was 
in stark contrast to More’s ideas – a strong advocate for uniformity and collective 
identities (Meagher, 2008). Distopias, by presenting a situation to be avoided, also 
force their audience to take position with respect to what futures to strive for.

Following Fourier, planners in the 1900s such as Howard and Morris began to critique 
industrialisation and the growth of cities by describing Utopias which focused on green 
spaces, communities and small-scale developments (Ganjavie, 2012; Graham, 2016; Van 
Der Cammen & De Klerk, 2003). The intention was to explore and discuss new spatial 
principles for good cities. In a similar vein, during the mid-twentieth century, planners 
and architects such as Le Corbusier and Niemeyer set new urban design standards by 
leading large-scale modernist projects as a reaction to their organically-growing cities 
and the lack of vision among contemporary city planners (Ganjavie, 2012; Graham, 
2016).
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All of these Utopias were products of a specific historical context, to present a critique 
of what was and a dream of what could be (Ganjavie, 2012). They always departed from 
a world where not everything is perfect and as a consequence, create the sense of being in 
a ‘not-yet’ state (Gunder & Hillier, 2007). Utopias thus possessed a quality that people 
seek and rally behind: hope (Xiaoyi, 2017). Sargisson (2012) describes this process as 
a form of escapism: people like to dream of a better world in efforts to escape the miseries 
and problems of the world they live in. This is also why fairy tales and Disney stories are 
so widely known and loved: they are about themes, values and ideals which apply to large 
numbers of people from almost anywhere on earth, and tell stories about people who 
come from bad places and who, through struggle and perseverance, ultimately find 
happiness (Sargisson, 2012; Xiaoyi, 2017).

Utopias have initiated and propelled debates about progress and have resulted in 
many of the milestones in history that we can still see today (Ganjavie, 2012; Hatuka & 
D’Hooghe, 2007; Bregman, 2016). Dystopias have had a similar intention as they 
explored what not to allow to occur and why.

2.2. Utopia Becomes Suspect

Utopian thinking was influential up to the climax of modernism in the mid-twentieth 
century. That period brought about the technological and political possibility to actually 
realise a Utopian vision, and Utopias were converted into plans and implemented.

When the flaws of modernist creations became apparent, the pursuit of ideal end- 
states was fiercely criticised with the advent of postmodernism (Hatuka & D’Hooghe, 
2007). Utopias in the modernist period appeared to have been proposed as panaceas: 
perfect building and New Town models that could work virtually everywhere (Gunder & 
Hillier, 2007; Ganjavie, 2012). Such executive intent fit very well into the wider ideology 
of modernism, which was all about faith in science, universality and rationality (Solinís, 
2006), which both caused population growth and urban expansion, and enabled highly 
impactful responses as well. Utopias brought a lot of imagination into the field of spatial 
planning, allowing for the development of plans that encouraged progress (Ganjavie, 
2012). Inspiring and detailed plans were created for cities and societies that promised 
solutions for urban problems and incorporated urban desires – unfortunately mainly as 
experienced in a specific location, time and worldview: that of the designer, engineer and 
planner.

When many of the Utopian projects of modernism yielded disappointing results 
(Ganjavie, 2012), postmodernists rejected universal truths and instead embraced notions 
of muddling through (Lindblom, 1959), contingency and pragmatism (Harrison, 2002), 
emphasising that places have different meanings and are set in different contexts (Gunder 
& Hillier, 2007; Hatuka & D’Hooghe, 2007; Hoch, 2016). Because communism had been 
a Utopia in itself, with a specific style of master-planning as its clear physical reflection, 
Utopian thinking became synonymous with megalomaniac, dehumanised, brutal plan-
ning. The focus on uncertainty increased (Boelens & De Roo, 2016), leading some to the 
conclusion that we should do ‘planning without plans’ (Friedmann, 2004; Boelens, 2006; 
Alexander et al., 2012; Boelens & De Roo, 2016). Planning could no longer be about 
knowing, controlling or agenda-setting.
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The separation of disciplines of design and planning aggravated the disappearance of 
radical imagination from the spatial planning system. Training, certification and recruit-
ment of planners increasingly valued the processes of decision-making. The design 
profession specialised in the spatial form and function, but neglected knowledge about 
how to influence the institutions that determine what is built where. In both disciplines, 
distinguishing the one from the other instead of celebrating complementarity became key 
(as we see in Childs, 2010; Schmidt & Németh, 2010; Graffikin et al., 2010; Madanipour, 
2006). An academic culture preferring theoretical debate among peers over forging 
societal solutions did the rest.

2.3. Shift to the Non-formal Collective Action

As a result of these developments, Utopian ideals have become rare in formal planning in 
recent years, to the dismay of van Dijk (2021), Ganjavie (2012), Pinder (2013), Dobrucká 
(2016) and others. As Couclelis (2005, p. 1358) puts it: ‘Planning for the people is 
obviously no longer acceptable and planning with the people proved to be too complex, 
so planning by the people has become the rallying cry’. And Talen and Ellis (2002, p. 38) 
argue that ‘Process theories leave planners without guidance when making many critical 
decisions in their daily work. (. . .) The planning profession appears weak, uncertain, and 
divided when it cannot articulate the key elements of a good city.’

This absence of bold imaginations of the futures of places shifted the formal planning 
practices to a more pragmatic incremental activity and caused the abandonment of any 
form of planning idealism in many cases, for instance in the Netherlands where the 
national government defines no ambitious spatial vision anymore and dismantled the 
Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and Environment. The fairness of the planning 
process and the opinion of the people involved became the new ideal (van Dijk, 2020), 
and grand stories about the future seemed by definition to have become an anachronism.

The over-correction from modernist master-planning to content-independent process 
ideals in neoliberalist states such as the Netherlands and the United Kingdom attracts 
increasing criticism. Important critiques have lamented its amoral disconnection from its 
outcomes (mentioned by Innes & Booher, 2018), its genuine inability to resolve conflict 
(Hillier, 2003), the lip service it paid to neoliberalism (Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger, 1998; 
Purcell, 2009) and predefined policies in general (Legacy, 2016), and the mediocrity of its 
outcomes (van Dijk, 2020; Purcell, 2009; Kasioumi & Kiss, 2016; Levitas, 2013 & Pinder, 2013).

In the spirit of this critique and our observation that bold Utopian thinking does 
emerge locally, we will set out to discover the many ways in which today’s Utopias differ 
from the modernist ones.

3. Local Utopias in Perspective

Although the Utopian thinking displayed by planners and others in government during 
the modernist period is mainly met with disdain today, communities and individuals 
nonetheless do still in places conceive bold and imaginative conceptions of the possible 
future state of the places they live in. People have always dreamed – and acted accord-
ingly. What about a local energy initiative which effectively made a community zero- 
carbon? What about Bogotá Mayor Enrique Penalosa’s Utopian project, which got 
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virtually the entire city onto its bicycles (Montezuma, 2005)? What about the dream of 
two young residents of Chelsea in New York, who saved an elevated rail line and turned it 
into a spectacular floating park (Millington, 2015)? What about Joseph Strauss’s crusade 
to span the narrow and earthquake prone entrance to San Francisco Bay with an 
unprecedentedly large suspension bridge (Griggs, 2010)? Or the organisers of the 
Living Streets in the Belgian City of Gent, where selected residential streets are freed 
from cars during the summer, with roads replaced by benches, swings and bike racks 
(Gysels, 2020)? What about the Transition Town movement or the Tiny Houses move-
ment, or the spectacular urban renewal in Bilbao (González, 2011)?

These bold ideas, risen from non-formal agents of change, challenging instead of 
arising logically from the then existing spatial policies, eventually materialised with the 
help of the formal structures, and they were sometimes promoted most fiercely by 
officials who were part of the formal decision-making system. This generation of 
Utopias are conceived outside of formal institutions. They arose from collective ideals 
and sought to break through local spatial development paths and are therefore deemed 
Utopian.

The examples mentioned above are Utopia-driven transformations in their own right, 
but clearly different to the ones that we have learned to detest. These are non-formally 
conceived ideas about the future that are radical, in the sense of ignoring pre-existing 
formal spatial policies, but are sufficiently inspirational and practical to muster the 
support to become transformative. It is inevitable that implicit Utopian ideas motivate 
planning processes everywhere: every concerted action of people will be founded on 
a shared imagining of what is good to strive for (Healey, 2006) and making plans is 
a crucial feature of human intelligence (Hoch, 2016).

Despite the popular initiatives we have listed above, explicit Utopias have largely 
disappeared as an activity conducted in formal planning since the fall of modernism: 
formal agents of spatial change have taken to guarding process and avoid the politically 
risky act of setting substantive problem-solving agendas. Nevertheless, there continue to 
be countless implicit spatial concepts, ideas and visions circulating in today’s planning 
practices which can be considered Utopian (provocative, place-specific and radical) – but 
they are not referred to as such. They root in the agendas of the energy neutral region, the 
circular food production, the resilient rural community, the climate adaptive coast 
management, the car free city, to name a few. Conceived outside the formal planning 
system, these non-formal Utopias present themselves uninvitedly.

To learn more about the apparent variety in the nature of non-formal Utopias as 
drivers of change, we combined two approaches. We used induction to derive patterns 
from observation of Utopian thinking in practice (Section 3). These observed patterns 
were then linked to distinctions made in the literature on Utopian thinking (Section 4). 
Together, these approaches result in a series of spectra which can reveal more about the 
nature of a specific Utopia.

For the observation of the variety of Utopian thinking in practice, we selected twelve 
different cases of radical spatial visions which are recent, well documented and clearly 
influential in parts of the Netherlands (see Figure 1). The main criteria to distinguish 
these cases from conventional or innovative projects was that they were advocated 
despite adverse spatial policy frames. These local ideals are original answers to the 
needs of the people even if they conflict with policy frames. The frames, as we will see, 
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would eventually be bent to make progress. These cases were selected while ensuring 
diversity in geographical location, development stage, level of impact and renown and 
scale-level.

(1) Duurzaam Ameland: an ambition of one of the Dutch Wadden islands to become 
fully self-sustainable in terms of energy and water. Selected because: a) these big 
ambitions form a breakaway from the tendency to tackle energy transition 
incrementally; b) of its point of departure being a romanticized image of (energy) 
independence as the Wadden islands had been for centuries prior.

(2) Holwerd aan Zee: an initiative by inhabitants of the Friesian coastal village of 
Holwerd, aiming to remove part of the sea defence and allow the sea to enter to 
create a tidal landscape. Selected because of its: a) radical break with the Dutch 
culture to keep the water at bay at all costs; b) unique bottom-up developments 
and c) of its driving force being the wish to connect the village to the sea once 
again.

(3) Blauwestad: a residential project which constructed a lake in the middle of the 
province of Groningen to create an economic boost in a deprived area. Selected 
because of its: a) rare radical grand-scale plan; b) break with the Dutch culture to 
keep water at bay.

Figure 1. Geographical overview of the Utopian cases in The Netherlands.
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(4) De Peinder Mieden: a bottom-up initiative in Friesland which is collectively 
developing a large piece of land into an ideal rural living site. Selected because 
of its: a) driving force being the dream to design and manage a town by 
inhabitants themselves; b) unique bottom-up approach that differs from tradi-
tional formal planning in The Netherlands.

(5) Meerstad: similar to Blauwestad, but a large-scale housing site in close proximity 
to the city of Groningen with a radical agenda. Selected for the same reasons as 
Blauwestad: its rare radical grand-scale plans and its break from the Dutch 
culture to keep water at bay.

(6) Zoutmeer Tripscompagnie: a project focused on creating a salt lake in an 
attempt to draw in more tourism to the region. Selected because of its: a) 
romantic ambition to turn a declining rural area into a unique wellness region; 
b) ambitious ideas of creating a large artificial lake in the middle of agricultural 
land.

(7) De Markerwadden: an intergovernmental collaborative project seeking to 
create new islands in the IJsselmeer to improve ecological conditions locally. 
Selected because: a) of its unique plans to create artificial islands in the 
middle of a lake; and b) its ecology-oriented rather than human-oriented 
approach.

(8) Floriade 2022 Almere: a world horticultural exposition project in which innova-
tions in sustainable and green cities of the future are implemented. Selected 
because of its: a) grand-scale sustainability plans, which breaks away from the 
usual incremental approaches; b) its openness to bottom-up initiatives that 
envision alternative lifestyles.

(9) Eco-dorp Bolderburen: a small-scale residential project focused on recreating 
the ideal Swedish village from the children’s book series by Astrid Lindgren. 
Selected because of its: a) focus on a romanticized living ideal that is not 
typically Dutch; b) unique bottom-up approach where government involve-
ment is very limited.

(10) Brainport Smart District: a Brainport Eindhoven ambition to create the first 
smart neighbourhood in the world. Selected because of its: a) large-scale inno-
vative ambitions that seek new ways of living with technology; b) its openness for 
entrepreneurs and local initiatives to bring in their dreams.

(11) Transition Town Movement: an international movement focused on radical new 
ways to achieve sustainable living and communities which is also advocated in 
the Netherlands. Selected because of its: a) active search for radical other ways of 
living sustainably; b) its strong bottom-up approach to thinking of and designing 
communities.

(12) The Dutch Mountain: an idea to create a mountain in the Netherlands, mainly 
meant for recreation purposes. Selected because of its: a) controversial and 
seemingly impossible idea of building a mountain in a country that has none; 
b) focus on dreaming and thinking, rather than developing.

We conducted semi-structured interviews with active advocates of the main narrative 
of each project. In addition, document analyses were done of the project plans and vision 
descriptions. We adopted a back-and-forth questioning style, making use of a general 
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interview script with the several prompts. Each interview script was slightly adjusted 
according to document analysis prior to the interview, in order to focus on distinguishing 
features and prompts. Interviews in this research permitted interaction between 
researcher and subject, which opened up the possibility to elicit more information on 
unique and distinguishing elements of Utopias, as well as on underlying thoughts and 
feelings (Clifford et al., 2010; O’Leary, 2010).

The main goal of our interviews was to find out how modern Utopias play a role in 
planning practice and whether they are able to facilitate transformative changes. During 
the interviews we focused on three themes: 1) how their Utopian ideal came to be; 2) 
what characterizes their core concept and how they break away from existing institu-
tional and spatial paths; and 3) and what kinds of impact they had so far. For each of 
these themes we developed several prompts based on literature. For the realisation of the 
Utopias we asked about capacities of developers, circumstances in the region and 
intentions behind the project, based on e.g. Sargisson (2012), Hajer (2017) and Hajer 
and Pelzer (2018). For the characteristics we asked about the content of the plans or 
visions and the approach they took in realising the project, based on among others 
Gunder and Hillier (2007), Ganjavie (2012), Pinder (2013) and Hoch (2016). And finally, 
for the impact we asked about contributions of the project to institutional and spatial 
transformations, moving and inspiring others, and possibilities for others to join and 
learn, as described by Shipley and Michela (2006), Madanipour (2006), Rapoport (2014) 
and Albrechts (2015).

Below we describe three of the twelve researched cases and illustrate how Utopia 
offered value in these practices in radically different ways. The narratives of the cases are 
based on the three themes described above: intentions, characteristics and impacts.

3.1. CASE 1: Holwerd Aan Zee (Holwerd on Sea)

INTENTIONS: Holwerd is a small Dutch coastal village which has experienced economic 
decline and a shrinking population for several decades. Although there had been earlier 
attempts to break away from this decline by local governments, these initiatives had done 
too little to facilitate real change. To steer the village’s future, a group of inhabitants came 
up with the radical idea of breaking through the defensive dyke system to let the water 
back into the region, creating new opportunities for unique recreation and tourism, 
natural development and connectivity to other regions. The plan was strongly derived 
from romanticised ideas of restoring a coastal way of life and regaining pride in the 
village. This combination of a strong incentive to turn the decline of the village and the 
romanticised lifestyle is what lead to a group of local inhabitants that sought radical 
change.

CHARACTERISTICS: Holwerd aan Zee was conceived by locals and advocated by 
community leaders, with the ambition to attract external money to actually realise the 
proposed adjustments to the physical landscape. Given the bottom-up approach and 
ambitious scale of the plans, the advocates wanted to be persuasive in their approach to 
gather the required funds and help establish the project. To facilitate this, they made their 
plans as open, transparent and as flexible as possible, allowing all kinds of local inhabi-
tants and stakeholders to collaborate. Moreover, they deliberately used persuasive story-
telling to connect the project to the regional trends, address the villagers’ shared goals 
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and concerns, align the inhabitants and other stakeholders, and convince governments of 
the need for change. Because of this open approach to making plans, there is said to be 
little to no resistance to the proposed plans.

IMPACT: Although the project is still in development, the project developers have 
been able to gather a lot of funding with their plans. Overall, the Holwerd aan Zee case 
demonstrates that Utopian visions can generate enthusiasm, support and a sense of hope 
in a declining region. It has shown that not only large organisations, but also local 
communities are able to develop megalomanic projects and get them off the ground, 
breaking through institutional pathways. The advocates stressed the need for their 
Utopian visions to be inclusive, flexible and open to change to become successful in 
modern-day planning. The Utopian vision permitted local inhabitants and stakeholders 
to contribute to a common goal, and also empowered the inhabitants to share their ideas 
and stories.

3.2. CASE 2: Blauwestad (Blue City)

INTENTIONS: Blauwestad is a residential development project in the rural east of the 
province of Groningen. Similar to Holwerd aan Zee, the region had been experiencing 
increasing economic and population decline for decades. The proposed solution was to 
unite and connect the struggling villages in a ring. Later, the ring idea was supplemented 
by creating a shared lake in the middle with building plots around it for spacious water 
homes. The hope was that people would migrate to the area and increase the area’s 
regional economy. Unique forms of living could be combined with nature and recrea-
tional developments to change the dynamics in the region. Again, a locally conceived 
romanticised vision that sought to change the spatial path the region was on is what make 
Blauwestad a Utopian case. What drove this breakaway from the conventional path was 
the necessity to drastically intervene in the declining region and the belief that such 
a unique and striking residential area was desired by many.

CHARACTERISTICS: The first plans for the project were developed in the 1980s and 
were quite traditional in approach: top-down, with planners as the experts and with 
barely any public consultation. When the plans were made public, they sparked lots of 
attention around the world, but also generated fierce resistance among the local popula-
tion. The developments happened rapidly and at a large scale. Eventually, the project 
encountered delays due to a lack of interest from new residents and fierce criticism of the 
costs and social impact, which created a negative image for the project.

Over time, a new development team was placed in charge, which shook up the 
development process. This new team changed the project goals and ambitions, sought 
for stronger connections to the region, opened up the target group to include lower 
income families and decided to work in more gradual and inclusive development phases, 
where plans could be adapted to developments and the wishes of existing and new 
inhabitants. Roggema (2012) shows how this has made the project much better integrated 
in the regional context and flexible, and eventually lead to a strong increase in its 
popularity, with new residents joining the project.

IMPACT: Blauwestad is an example of a project which started out as a modernist Utopia. 
Its radicalism and ambition attracted a lot of attention and political will, but its top-down 
and exclusive approach caused it to become unpopular and eventually to fail its original 
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goals. By switching to a more collaborative approach, the Utopian vision became much 
more persuasive and more widely embraced by local inhabitants and governments, leading 
to new developments, experiments and actions throughout the region. It paved the way for 
institutional change to better include locals in making plans more successful and desirable.

3.3. CASE 3: The Dutch Mountain

INTENTIONS: The Dutch Mountain is an idea proposed by a professional Dutch cyclist 
and journalist to create an artificial mountain. The idea started as a joke, but because of 
the cyclist’s popularity, the idea spread quickly and attracted a lot of media attention. It 
derived from the frustration of the cyclist with the monotonous Dutch landscape and his 
own dream of having a mountain that would facilitate specific sport and recreation types 
and form a unique landscape. Given that creating mountains has been and is still seen as 
close to impossible made the idea a very striking one, especially given the flat landscape in 
The Netherlands.

CHARACTERISTCS: This idea clearly was very peripherally conceived. Nonetheless, 
many companies, organisations and creative minds were intrigued by the idea and got in 
touch with the cyclist to work on the idea. Together, they started a task group which 
carried out a variety of research projects and experiments to build on this idea. The 
concept was kept very open initially, to create room for different ideas and possibilities, 
attracting dozens of artists, engineers, economists and others to think about possibilities 
of this and similar ideas. The intentions were primarily focused on exploration. As soon 
as talks started on possible locations, they met a lot of resistance following from a sense of 
NIMBYism. In the end, the project was not realised due to the extremely high costs 
required to build an artificial mountain. Both the open approach and the content of the 
project are in strong contrast to the usual institutional and spatial paths and make this 
a Utopian case.

IMPACT: Despite the project not being realised, the vision itself has had considerable 
impact. Because of the attention the idea received, the cyclist was able to talk about it at 
many conferences and events. This openly held ambition drew in and aligned many 
interested people and organisations, resulting in dozens of new research projects, experi-
ments and derived projects. It has resulted in several new projects that look into smaller 
versions of mountains, indicating the change of perspective on possibilities the project 
has sprung. The idea shows how powerful Utopian visions can be, if they are dissemi-
nated, are radical and leave room for the various forms in which a mountainous land-
scape may occur in a place that was flat for ages.

Overall, the cases above show the key role that Utopian ideas can play in planning 
practice: provoking new developments, ideas and experiments that disrupt existing spatial 
and institutional pathways, empowering people to express latent wishes and desires, and 
changing the dynamic of a region. The Blauwestad idea was at odds with initial policies 
and local culture, but the lake was built. The dike management authorities at Holwerd 
shifted rigorously from a determined dike strengthening culture to a consideration of 
inviting the tides penetrating inland. And the notion of a constructing a mountain had not 
been on anyone’s mind, but eventually put dozens of consultants to work. However, the 
cases also showcase how the emergence of Utopias requires open, flexible and inclusive 
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environments where people can participate and ideas can change the formal policy frames 
and where radical ideas are accepted by sharing them.

The diversity we found in the twelve cases was apparent in four themes. The ‘content’ 
(aspects of the new world to be achieved), which includes the characteristics of the ideas and 
imaginings which form part of an advocate’s Utopian world. The ‘Approach’ (how the 
Utopia itself was conceived) is about the characteristics of the process of constructing 
a Utopia. Next is ‘Intent’ (how to strategically put the Utopian ideas to work), which focuses 
on the intended functionality or use of Utopias. The fourth and final set is ‘Dissemination 
(how the content is to be introduced into the ongoing debate), which is about the 
characteristics of how Utopias perform in the debate and communicated in visuals. These 
themes are elaborated upon and connected to findings from literature in the next section.

4. Variety in the Nature of Utopias

The twelve cases show that Utopias come in many guises. This section further subdivides 
the observations from the cases into a range of spectra on which different Utopias can be 
placed. This is based on both the interview outcomes and returning dichotomies and will 
help us structure the current ambiguity and associations within the concept, as Utopias 
are liable to be interpreted by people from cultures, geographies and backgrounds which 
are different from the ones from which they emerged (Kraftl, 2007). In response to this 
ambiguity, the goal of our categorisation is to celebrate the diversity of Utopias. The 
Modernist Utopias that we have come to have an aversion for are only one category of 
Utopia, and other categories are very much alive and appreciated today. That is not to say 
that there is a right or wrong approach to Utopias, but rather to demonstrate that 
different Utopias might be more relevant or effective in different contexts.

We compared the observations made in our twelve cases with key academic texts on 
Utopias and collected the distinctions that they draw between different sorts of Utopian 
ideals. We structured the derived list of characteristics, functions and approaches to 
Utopias, and clustered the spectra into four groups of properties. Each of these four sets 
consists of four spectra created to capture as many of the characteristics of that category 
as possible. The spectra of characteristics that can be used to characterise Utopias and 
conceptions of Utopias are presented in Tables 2–5. The lines in the tables mention what 
texts on Utopian thinking pay specific attention to the mentioned distinction. To 
illustrate the variety in Utopias, drawing on their description in Section 3, the three 
cases are ranked in the table beneath the spectra.

The postmodernist suspicion of the word ‘Utopia’ was rooted in its assumed equation 
with a large-scale, reforming, exclusive, outcome-oriented and detailed approach – as the 
less appreciated examples typically were. The spectra presented here show that not all 
dreams of good places have similar traits.

By placing the spectra onto a radar diagram (Figure 2) we can depict how cases of 
Utopian projects differ. While the dark bands show an example of a more modernistic 
approach which can be related to Utopian projects from the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, the light bands have postmodernistic characteristics more likely to 
be observed in more contemporary projects. This radar diagram is not created to argue 
that one example is better than the other, but instead shows that different characteristics 
fit different contexts, needs and desires. It also shows that Utopias are much more diverse 
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than is often acknowledged and are continuously being evolved and reinvented. If Utopia 
is to play a greater role in contemporary planning, greater awareness must be generated 
of its diversity in intentions, approaches, content and visions.

5. Discussion and Recommendations

The main goal of this article was to reopen the discussion on the value of policy- 
challenging Utopian ideas as a way to explore possible futures for a given place 
creatively. We described Utopias as products of unrestricted imagination, shaped by 
and affecting people (Hatuka & D’Hooghe, 2007). The concept relates to existing terms, 
such as visions as more formal efforts to capture and bring Utopian thoughts into the 
here-and-now, and plans as the process of developing places towards a desired Utopian 
state (Levitas, 2013).

Utopian ideals are about ‘what can be’, and when used constructively, can serve as 
a process of sense-making, persuading and framing of actions without attempting to 

Table 2. Four spectra on which a Utopian idea can be placed in terms of the content of its narrative.
Spectra on Content From

Imaginative (beyond current conditions 
and pragmatism; exploring the 
seemingly impossible)

Realistic (familiar compared to the 
here-and-now; pragmatic) 
circumstances

(Gunder & Hillier, 2007; Ganjavie, 
2012; Sargisson, 2012; Pinder, 
2013, Hoch, 2016).

Dutch mountain > Blauwestad > Holwerd at Sea
Small-scale (concrete and tangible 

boundaries, at a human-scale level)
Large-scale (more abstract 

boundaries beyond the human- 
scale) Utopias

(Solinís, 2006; Kraftl, 2007; Ganjavie, 
2012; Hoch, 2016).

Holwerd at Sea > Blauwestad > Dutch Mountain
Utopias based on ideals (more proactive, 

acting on wishes and desires)
Solutions (reactive to present-day 

issues)
(Solinís, 2006; Kraftl, 2007; Pinder, 

2013).
Dutch Mountain > Holwerd at Sea > Blauwestad
Anthropocentric (oriented towards human 

desires, needs and futures)
Eco-centric Utopias (focused on 

nature as a crucial and valuable 
element)

(Acosta & Romeva, 2010; Doevendans 
et al., 2007; Ganjavie, 2012; Levitas, 
2013).

Dutch Mountain > Blauwestad > Holwerd at Sea

Table 3. Four spectra on which a Utopian idea can be placed in terms of the approach chosen to 
achieve impact.

Spectra on Approach From

Utopias built on normative (based on 
senses, practical wisdom, consensus and 
subjective judgment)

Scientific (based on rationality, efficiency, 
expert decisions and doing what is best for 
the greatest number of people) 
assumptions

(Rowe & Koetter, 1978; 
Flyvbjerg, 2001; 
Gunder & Hillier, 
2007).

Holwerd at Sea > Blauwestad > Dutch Mountain
Utopias shaped through an evolutionary 

approach (slow and gradual changes, 
building on the current world)

Reform (more abrupt and radical changes) (Spencer, 1997; Pinder, 
2013; Rapoport, 2014; 
Gogora, 2016).

Blauwestad > Holwerd at Sea > Dutch Mountain
Utopias resulting from exclusion (restricted 

to a limited group of people)
Inclusion (a slower but more representative 

approach, open to a wide range of 
participants)

(Hatuka & D’Hooghe, 
2007; Ganjavie, 2012; 
Sargisson, 2012).

Blauwestad > Dutch Mountain > Holwerd at Sea
Utopian methods which are process- 

oriented (Utopias as dynamic and 
always changing)

Outcome-oriented (Utopia as a panacea; static 
and rejecting changes)

(Solinís, 2006; Hatuka & 
D’Hooghe, 2007; 
Sargisson, 2012).

Holwerd at Sea > Blauwestad > Dutch Mountain
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determine them fully (Hopkins & Knaap, 2018; Neuman & Smith, 2010; Rein & Schön, 
1993). These ideals link to Balz’s concept of ‘indicative planning’ (Balz, 2019, p. 133) and 
van Dijk’s (2020) notion of ‘pragmatic blueprints’, which signal the value of a strong 
long-term story with operational implications promoted at ministerial or regional levels, 
yet pragmatically applied in terms of practical consequences.

Over the years, the term Utopia has developed a stigma for being unrealistic, fantas-
tical and something not to be taken seriously, leading to its absence in modern-day 
planning. By looking into Utopias in Dutch regional and local transformations, we 
attempted to show that Utopias are relevant today, more so than ever before. Through 
a case study approach, we described how Utopias of today come to be, what characterizes 
them in their content and approach and to what extent they are able to facilitate change. 
Within these cases, we found a wide distinction in content, disseminations, approaches 
and intentions of the Utopias, which illustrates that the kind of Utopias which have come 
to be detested since the passing of modernism are just one category among a variety of 

Table 4. Four spectra on which a Utopian idea can be placed in terms of the it has for its role in the 
debate on the place.

Spectra on Intent From

Utopias that seek to comfort (offering 
hope and potential; connected to 
happiness)

Those seeking to unsettle (feelings of 
discomfort as a consequence of clashing 
beliefs, ideas and interpretations; sense 
of loss)

(Solinís, 2006; Gunder & Hillier, 
2007; Kraftl, 2007; Ganjavie, 
2012).

Holwerd at Sea > Blauwestad > Dutch Mountain
Utopias aimed at exploring (looking 

forward at futures that do not exist 
yet)

Reflecting (looking back critically at the 
present from a future perspective)

(Hatuka & D’Hooghe, 2007; 
Kraftl, 2007; Ganjavie, 2012; 
Sargisson, 2012; Levitas, 
2013).Dutch Mountain > Blauwestad > Holwerd at Sea

Utopias that seek change (creating 
a desirable world that drives actions 
in the here-and-now) versus

Understanding (learning more about the 
current world through Utopian 
constructions)

(Hatuka & D’Hooghe, 2007; 
Ganjavie, 2012; Hoch, 2016; 
Gogora, 2016).

Blauwestad > Holwerd at Sea > Dutch Mountain
Utopias developed to move (aligning 

the intentions and ambitions of 
a group of people for a common 
goal)

Control (driving decision-making and rapid 
actions for an exclusive goal)

(Solinís, 2006; Doevendans 
et al., 2007; Hoch, 2016; 
Hajer, 2017).

Holwerd at Sea > Dutch Mountain > Blauwestad

Table 5. Four spectra on which a Utopian idea can be placed in terms of how they are disseminated.
Spectra on Dissemination From

Utopias which are determined 
(static and closed to feedback)

Flexible (open to processes of critique and 
contestation)

(Grogan, 2013; Gunder & Hillier, 2007; 
Kraftl, 2007; Sargisson, 2012).

Blauwestad > Dutch Mountain > Holwerd at Sea
Accessible (are open to larger 

groups or the general public)
Restricted (offering a threshold of money, 

authority or other means) Utopian 
visions

(Gunder & Hillier, 2007).

Holwerd at Sea > Blauwestad > Dutch Mountain
Utopias that will contribute 

a specific (narrow range of 
topics and changes)

Holistic (broad range of topics and 
changes) scope

(Rowe & Koetter, 1978; Ganjavie, 2012; 
Deckker, 2016).

Dutch Mountain > Blauwestad > Holwerd at Sea
Simple (open and minimal 

descriptions; guidelines 
offering room for 
interpretation)

Detailed (extensive descriptions offering 
less room for interpretation and 
imagination) Utopian narratives

(Gunder & Hillier, 2007; Kraftl, 2007; 
Ganjavie, 2012; Levitas, 2013; Hoch, 
2016; Rapoport, 2014).

Holwerd at Sea > Blauwestad > Dutch Mountain
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others. Moreover, many of the researched cases show the transformative power of 
Utopias despite misaligned spatial policies.

We therefore argue that planning processes could appreciate and induce more 
Utopian thinking in order to widen the debate and help relevant stakeholders consider 

Figure 2. Radar model representing the different characteristics of a typical modernistic Utopian 
project (darker colour) and a locally conceived one (lighter colour).
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more radical options. Yet in the planning context, given the politically sanctioned 
nature or visions and plans, Utopian visualisations have to be shared with a clear 
disclaimer. They can easily raise erroneous assumptions about the intention behind 
what the audience sees. The sixteen spectra presented here can help us be more explicit 
about the nature of a visualisation and manage expectations (and associations) 
properly.

Utopias could enrich strategic planning practices that stay too close to existing policy 
frames to effectively address wicked twenty-first century problems. Radical explorations 
are obviously alien to statutory planning (seeking materialisation of strategic policies), 
but strategic planning could also challenge its own habits of thought more by deliberately 
inviting or producing radical narratives deviating from conventional trains of thought 
about a place. Meanwhile, with both statutory and strategic planning being incremental 
and part dependent, civic action shows that Utopian ideas may go a long way.

Through their creative capacity to think outside the box of real-world constraints and 
possibilities, their persuasive power of stories to move and inspire people towards 
collective actions, and their communicative potential to discover latent desires and 
ambitions for ‘good’ places, Utopias can serve as a tool to pursue more transformative 
change that can break through institutional and spatial pathways. It is therefore worth 
exploring how they can serve contemporary planning once more.

However, more research is needed to determine how to link effective Utopian envi-
sioning processes either in or outside the formal system to planning. By whom and how 
can Utopias best be generated, discussed and shared among individuals and groups? 
What are ways to connect them to the formal planning procedures in a transparent and 
enriching way? Finally, the power of Utopias in persuasive storytelling is worth investi-
gating in greater depth, as what determines the effectiveness of one vision over the next is 
something that is crucial to moving people and making our built environments more 
sustainable.
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