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While utopia provides an ideal of organisa-
tion, happiness and harmony applied to col-
lective life, dystopia draws an imaginary place 
where life is lived under extreme conditions 
of oppression, despair and conflict. In relation 
to objective reality, utopia is a realm of desire 
and hope, while dystopia is a place of suffer-
ing and desolation, conditioned by a transfor-
mation of nature stemming from bad choices 
in human intervention. In Dystopia: A Natural 
History, however, Gregory Claeys calls for a 
positive reading of the concept, given that it 
reveals a set of “natural” fears (gods, mon-
sters, calamities) or “social” fears (oppressive 
technologies, labour exploitation or totalitar-
ian systems), through which communities are 
confronted with scenarios they have in no way 
desired and must reject.

Addressing the human landscape that may 
result from the current COVID-19 pandemic, 
geographically the vastest and one of the dead-
liest in history, only surpassed by the Black 
Death and the Pneumonic Plague, ongoing re-
flections put forward dystopian configurations 
for societies in the near future. Measures such 
as imposing social distance, restraining events 
of a collective nature, monitoring citizens and 
their private lives, controlling households, 
abruptly readopting closed borders, limit-
ing human movement and presence in public 
places, recording health conditions regular-
ly and in detail, carrying out surveillance on 
people, compulsorily extending the remote 
working regime, electronically controlling in-

dividual activity, making unemployment com-
pletely flexible, the very limiting of freedom 
of assembly and protest, as well as promoting 
heavier intervention through State, law and 
police mechanisms, announce, in the name 
of an indispensable health safety – as in the 
dystopian novels of Zamiatine, Huxley and 
Orwell – a normality dominated by numerous 
restrictions.

The drama that this list reveals may be tem-
pered by the intervention of public opinion 
and of democratic forces, institutions and 
movements, as well as the development of a 
better informed and collaborative collective 
awareness. However, the negative landscape 
it reveals cannot be seen as a mere nightmare 
that will disappear when we wake up. The dys-
topian scenario announced by the response 
to COVID-19 should help us to better meas-
ure, with a clear and intelligent perception of 
benefits and damages, each of the steps tak-
en towards the rapid transformation of social 
practices and habits. In the post-pandemic 
landscape, there can be no incompatibility be-
tween preserving public health, defending hu-
man rights and ensuring individual freedom. 
The example of China, where the ostensible 
effectiveness of the fight against the pandem-
ic, supported by hypervigilance, is being car-
ried out to the detriment of citizens’ autonomy 
and freedom, must not be allowed to spread. It 
is imperative to scrutinise the outlines of the 
“new normal” and prevent the materialisation 
of dystopia.
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