Utopian Thinking in the 16th Century 
0.0 – Module Lesson Plan


This module is part of the History for the 21st Century project (H/21). History for the 21st Century is a collaborative project designed to serve students in introductory college history courses and their instructors. Together we build, assess, and progressively improve free, online, educative, enquiry-based curriculum. You can find out more about H/21 by visiting https://www.history21.com/.

Module overview

In this module, students examine utopian thinking between the late 1400s and the early 1600s among people in Europe, the Americas, and sub-Saharan Africa. Over two weeks, students learn three sets of skills to assess the opportunities and limitations of utopian thinking as humans faced major changes that transformed their assumptions about politics, economics, and the cosmos. They will explore how we can read utopian writings and real-life utopian experiments historically to understand the creative possibilities they offer to challenge humans’ understandings of and assumptions about the world, and the limits of those imaginations. 

To do this, the module is guided by the following key questions: 

· How can utopian thinking help us see the opportunities and limits of people’s ability to imagine possible futures for themselves during times of intense change? 
· When does utopian thinking prove innovative in its critique of societies, and when does it merely replicate existing beliefs? 
· How do we use utopian thinking to consider alternative possibilities for a sustainable future, not just our own immediate interests?

Answering these questions will help us address the central historical question of this module: How can we use utopian thinking in the past to develop creative but realistic paths through the 21st century? 

By the end, students should be able to analyze visions for the future that they see around them, and to see the imaginative limits and creative possibilities of those visions. They should also be better prepared to think creatively to develop their own visions for the future.

The module consists of three lessons, to be completed over two weeks. Included in this module are brief introductory readings, a series of primary sources, instructor guides, slide decks with images, and some suggested final assessments. Feel free to adapt the materials to suit your needs. If you want to share an adaptation you find particularly successful or have a suggestion for a revision or update, feel free to contact the folks at History for the 21st Century for them to share with others. 

Module map

Introduction – The Opportunities of Utopian Thinking
The introduction asks students to engage in some utopian thinking of their own, and thereby to consider the opportunities and limits of their own imaginations. They then get an overview of the lessons to come.  

Lesson 1 – Utopian Visions of the Future in the 15th Century
Lesson 1 focuses on the utopian thinking in Europe, Mexico, and the Kongo in the decades immediately before sustained cultural contacts between these three parts of the world began. In Europe, the lesson contrasts an ideal city imagined by an Italian Renaissance architect, an imaginary city of an Italian critic of patriarchy, and a religious vision of a biblical land whose imminent discovery would usher in Christ’s Second Coming. It contrasts these examples with utopian thinking among the Mexica of Mesoamerica and the Kongolese in southwestern sub-Saharan Africa. The chief focus here will be on exploring the imaginative limits of utopian thinking. 

Lesson 2 – Utopian Thinking in an Early Globalized World 
The next lesson takes students to the early 16th century, as people’s lives around the Atlantic World transformed. It begins with Thomas More’s Utopia, which used the Columbian Exchange to offer a playful critique and reimagining of society. It also touches on the creative (and rather destructive) re-imaginings of the Reformation before turning to competing visions for the future among Spanish and Indigenous Mexicans following the collapse of the Aztec Empire, including Vasco de Quiroga’s utopian villages for native people of Mexico. The central focus here will be to explore the conditions in which people used utopian thinking to impose their own preconceptions on other people or to adapt to changing circumstances, envisioning new ways of thinking of possible futures. 

Lesson 3 – Utopian Experiments in an Emerging Global Order
Lesson 3 examines three utopian experiments in the Americas and one in Europe as people navigated the new worlds they faced following the Columbian Exchange and Reformation. In the Americas, the examples include the Taqui Onqoy, a movement of the Andean highlands following the collapse of the Incan Empire that called on followers to reject all aspects of colonialism as they awaited a return to the ancient ways of their ancestors. It also discusses the Santidade movement of Brazil, which imagined an idealized future free of enslavement, combining ideas from the Indigenous Tupí people with Catholic and West African beliefs. Lesson 3 also explores efforts by Protestants to build Christian utopias in the Americas and Europe, free of Catholic persecution. The goal will be to consider utopias as responses to immediate challenges and to imagine their long-term consequences.  

Conclusion – Utopias around 1600 and Today
The conclusion starts by reflecting on two contrasting utopian visions: one Protestant utopian writing from 1619 that drew on Thomas More but also totalitarian modes of thinking to coerce order, and one new city established in 1591 to attract people of different faiths to create a mercantile utopia that also became a center of slave trading. The lessons finish by using these two examples to reflect on the three modes of analysis used throughout these lessons and to introduce the final assessment, which asks students to reflect on the opportunities and limits of utopian thinking for ourselves in the 21st century. 
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