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This paper argues that the metaphorical figure of the island plays an important but profoundly ambigu-
ous role in the imagination of social space. The paper argues that ‘utopic’ islands have historically
provided a fictional domain of experimentation that has informed the constitution of ‘real’ state spaces.
From the 16th to 20th centuries this took the form of an increasingly consolidated and ‘global’ endotopia:
a world, exemplified by the ‘political’ map, full of state spaces constituted as interiors. More recently,
islands have served a very different metaphoric function, being used to create and legitimise spaces of
exteriority – ‘xenospaces’ such as the online worlds of the ‘metaverse’ and the arcane legal/financial
spaces of offshore – which in combination constitute an emergent xenotopia. The ‘philosopher’s island’
(Mackay, 2010), therefore, represents a complex and polyvalent spatial form that serves to continuously
and expediently redefine the nature of social space.

� 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction lived societies. For the most part this consists of moral tales about
The island has long been a literary and philosophical trope for
those wishing to experiment with social possibility (Marin, 1984,
Loxley, 1990; Edmond and Smith, 2003). From Plato’s account of
Atlantis, through (to name only a few) Utopia, The Isle of Pines, Trea-
sure Island, the anonymous islands of The Tempest, Robinson Cru-
soe, Dr. Moreau and the Lord of the Flies to, most recently, Avatar’s
‘Pandora’ (2009), Terry Pratchett’s ‘Nation’ (Pratchett, 2008) and
Chrisopher Priest’s The Islanders (Priest, 2011), the island (or is-
land-like planet) provides a conveniently closed experimental world
within which aspects of complex societies can be explored and
manipulated. Such ‘philosopher’s islands’, as Robin Mackay has re-
cently dubbed them (2010), have been used throughout their long
history to demonstrate the best and worst of human nature and to
illustrate the positive or negative aspects of particular social struc-
tures and dynamics. As Diana Loxley (1990, p. 3) remarked, ‘‘The des-
ert island setting is [. . .] the ultimate gesture of simplification. The
island draws a line around a set of relationships which do not pos-
sess the normal political, social and cultural interference: a simplifi-
cation of existing colonial problems and thus an ideological process
of wish-fulfilment.’’ Although obviously used as metaphorical
spaces and abstractions, there is a substantive relationship between
philosopher’s islands and the evolution of ‘real’ social spaces (Stein-
berg, 2005). Fictionally isolated environments provide normative
lessons about people and places that have subsequently become,
in various ways, interpolated into the practices and structures of
ll rights reserved.
human behaviour: but in being located within the physical bounds
of an island this morality is linked directly to particular conceptions
of social space. Islands are not, therefore, simply passive and neutral
armatures upon which the foibles of human nature can be strung out
for examination, but domains whose intrinsic remoteness both
makes the experimental society possible and, whether through nat-
ure, magic or simply by engendering extreme or unusual forms of so-
cial interaction, actively transforms those cast up upon them.

As scholars from a variety of disciplines have argued, the philos-
opher’s island has been particularly important in normalising a
spatial form and carto-realist language for the territorial state that
has become ubiquitous (Loxley, 1990; Cosgrove, 1999, 2001; Beer,
2003; Gillis, 2003, 2004; Pickles, 2004; Marzec, 2002; Edmond and
Smith, 2003; Baldacchino, 2005; Steinberg, 2005; Balasopoulos,
2008). When we look at a ‘political’ map of the world consisting
of flat areas of colour surrounded by neatly-drawn boundary lines,
we generally do not see them for what they are – abstracted and
simplified representations of areas of territory depicted as ‘iso-
lated’ – as islands. Rather, the tendency is to accept the highly ab-
stracted visual language of the cartographer as representing a self-
evident material ‘reality’ of state space – legible territorial bound-
edness – even when we know from experience and knowledge that
space is not so simple (Carter, 1999). As Denis Wood (1992, p. 105)
has argued, as the ‘semiological system’ of cartography has become
ubiquitous in our daily lives it has also become ‘invisible’.

The purpose of this paper is to argue that the ‘invisible’ semiot-
ics of spatiality (whether articulated cartographically or in various
forms of written text) continues to deploy the ambiguous spatiality
of the island to imagine and create new spatial forms. Whilst much
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2 By this I mean the common assumption that a map can be a direct analogue of a
particular area of physical territory (cf. Brown, 1949). This is never, of course, possible
though it is important to stress that maps can be ‘accurate’ analogues of other forms
of complex landscape (cf., Wood, 1992; Cameron, 2011b).

3 Utopia was not, of course, the first fictional or mythical island. Atlantis described
by Plato in Critias is perhaps the earliest and best known in western culture. The
concentric circular form of Atlantis, however, bears comparison with much older
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of the literature on the metaphoric use of islands focuses, for per-
fectly sound historical reasons, on its importance to the formation
of the nation state (Biggs, 1999), the trope of the island is now
increasingly being used to create and normalise spaces beyond
and against the territorial state. In particular, the figure of the is-
land is being used to create ‘new’ spaces in a world that, carto-
graphically at least, is represented as full. There are no gaps on
the political map of the world, no more terrae incognitae, no more
hic sunt dragones. So where do you go, and how, if you want to step
out of the world of states? I argue here that islands, both real and
metaphoric, have become pivotal elements in the opening up of
new modes of exterior space – xenospaces.

My argument is divided into three overlapping sections: utopia,
endotopia and xenotopia. The first, rather obviously, addresses the
uses of islands as ‘utopian’ spaces, including Thomas More’s epon-
ymous original, but focusing less on their moral dimensions than
on their spatial ambiguity, particularly in the usual transliteration
of Utopia as ‘no place’.1 The second and third sections address the
deployment of the utopic, metaphorical island in the constitution
of normative topoï characteristic of particular historical epochs.
Endotopia, or ‘world of interiors,’ examines the role of the island in
the constitution of the bounded, inward-looking territorial state –
that which ‘fills’ the modern political map and which developed
from around the mid-16th century onwards. Xenotopia, examines
a renewed use of the island figure, in the creation of spaces that dis-
rupt the totalising spatiality of the ‘carto-realist’ map of states. The
same ambiguous spatiality that allows the isolated utopia to be
‘no-place’, also allows formal legal space to be any-place – to be rad-
ically dis-located from territory. Islands in various forms are serving
as both ‘real’ extra-territorial locations, but also as legitimating met-
aphors for spatial practices that transgress and/or perturb bound-
aries without necessarily crossing them. This, I argue, represents a
significant reconstitution of the ‘outside’ of state form that funda-
mentally alters the nature of social, economic and legal spatiality.

2. Utopia: The philosopher’s island

Robin Mackay’s (2010) account of the philosopher’s island was
prompted by an exhibition of artist Charles Avery’s open-ended
project, The Islanders (Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art,
2008; Avery, 2010; Cameron, 2011a). The Islanders consists of a ser-
ies of multi-media art objects and installations, combining over a
number of years into a complex meditation on a fictional ‘far dis-
tant’ island and its people and creatures. The island is never de-
picted or mapped in any complete sense, but is revealed
piecemeal through a series of drawings, paintings, sea- and city-
scapes, sculptures, and depictions of various gods and monsters.
Avery knowingly quotes both from other artists and from the long
tradition of the island as a metaphoric space within which the phi-
losopher, writer, artist and/or poet has free rein to experiment with
social form. Avery’s island thus plays host to his own variations of
the ‘Plinian monsters’ that were standard elements of mediaeval
cosmography (Grafton, 1992). In place of blemmye, skiapods,
dog-heads, centaurs and amazons, Avery’s Islanders include such
oddities as ‘The Essential Mr. Impossible’, the ‘Elusive Noumenon’
and a rather downtrodden indigenous population, the ‘If’en’
(Avery, 2010; Cameron, 2011a).

Like many of its earlier utopian counterparts, Avery’s island per-
forms several conceptual functions simultaneously. It is part criti-
cal auto-analysis, part socio-political reflection on contemporary
Britain, part critique of man’s relationship with the environment
and part a contemplation on how all of these are represented in
the arts and sciences. In its lack of specificity, Avery’s island is an
1 But not a ‘non-place’ in the sense Marc Augé (1995) uses, which is a rather
different, if related, concept.
artwork that invites reflection rather than provides answers. As
Mackay (2010, p. 452) puts it:

Avery’s work is something like this; a map of the space of
thought we inhabit, but continually folding back upon that
space, so that the map can never be completed, but continually
complexifies what it’s mapping.

Whilst this is certainly true of Avery’s island, it is also true to a
greater or lesser extent of all representations of space, all of which
are, in Mackay’s terms, ‘geophilosophical concepts’ (2010, p. 432).
All ‘maps’ (I use the word in its loosest form) of all territories are
incomplete because whatever their particular claim to ‘accuracy’2

all are necessarily partial and directed (Harley, 2002; Cosgrove,
2001; Pickles, 2004). Part of what Avery is doing with The Islanders,
therefore, is to highlight the radical indeterminacy of all spatial repre-
sentation – the fundamental contradiction between one of our most
immediately legible visual languages – the cartographic (cf. Wood,
1992) – and the messy indeterminacy of that which it purport to rep-
resents. For all that Avery’s island stands in relation to the long tradi-
tion of island metaphors, therefore, it does so in a way that reflects
upon, and in doing so also stands aside from, that tradition. For exam-
ple, despite its isolation, Avery’s island is overrun by hordes of tourists
– not something you find on Atlantis or Utopia. Avery’s island is,
therefore, as much about the philosopher’s island itself as it is a reflec-
tion on the real. More importantly for my purposes here, Avery’s is-
land is utopic without being in any sense ‘ideal’. It is a no-place
rather than a good place, a theme that runs throughout the tradition
of philosopher’s islands (cf. Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, 2001).

Thomas More’s original3 Utopia presented its educated and polit-
ically shrewd target audience (the court of Tudor England in 1516)
with a deliberately contradictory idea – a named place that is
no-place, somewhere with a carefully contrived history, popula-
tion, landscape and all the other paraphernalia of a real place,
but with no location other than a vague nod towards the then re-
cently discovered ‘new world’. To further confound spatial expec-
tations, this no-place was not, as have been most subsequent
island paradises, discovered in the course of some voyage of Euro-
pean exploration but was actively created by its original inhabit-
ants. The myth of origin for Utopia, recounted in the book by
More’s fictional Portuguese sailor Raphael Hythlodae, has it that
it was deliberately carved off from the mainland of Abraxia (an-
other, bigger, non-place) by the digging of a 15 mile wide channel.
This was done at the behest of Utopus, the founder who lends his
name to the island. Both through this carefully constructed and
witty ‘distancing’ of a place that does not exist, and through the
rhetorical distancing created by the bipartite and, in any case, ‘sec-
ond hand’ structuring of the narrative itself (More introduces the
story in his own voice, but then has his Portuguese mariner deliver
the account of Utopia itself), More deliberately plays around with
both the authorial viewpoint and the spatial assumptions of his
audience. In short, he dislocates everything and everyone.

This extends to the physical structure of the no-place, which is
described in considerable detail but is again profoundly ambigu-
ous. As Louis Marin puts it in his extensive analysis of ‘utopics’
(1984, p. 103):
examples from other cultures. Jain cosmographies produced in India have a very
similar concentric arrangement with an island at the centre (cf. http://www.vam.a-
c.uk/collections/asia/asia_features/jainism/art_religion/realms/index.html, accessed
19.10.10). Compare also, Dante’s Inferno and depictions of the Garden of Eden.

http://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/asia/asia_features/jainism/art_religion/realms/index.html
http://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/asia/asia_features/jainism/art_religion/realms/index.html


4 Even for some states that are located on islands, this is problematic. In the case of
Britain, Ireland, Hispaniola, Papua-New Guinea, and others, whilst identifiably islands
in the physical sense, all are politically, culturally, economically, religiously and
linguistically divided and heterogeneous. Islands, this is to suggest, are not
necessarily isolated however much they might seem to be. Historically, even places
that were palpably not islands in any sense of the term, were nevertheless treated as
though they were. As Steinberg (2005) notes, for example, Britain officially designated
its possessions in British Guyana as an ‘island’ far into the 20th century despite their
rather robust attachment to the rest of continental South America.
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Utopia is a circular island, but is both closed and open. It is
closed off to the outside, and engineering, arte, and nature have
fortified the coast to such an extent that any invasion is impos-
sible. It is open to the inside from this gulf, both lake and port,
which is difficult to navigate (closed) but open to anyone once
the hidden obstacles are overcome. The inside is simultaneously
warmly received on the inside and rejected on the outside.

This open/closed feature of Utopia is, in various ways, true of all
‘philosophers’ islands’. They cannot be completely hermetic but ac-
cess to them is carefully controlled and contrived by the author so that
subjects can arrive in some way (shipwrecks, plane-crashes, magical
storms, kidnap, discovery, marooning) and then be cut off. From then
on, the social and physical environment of the island or island-like
space is entirely under the control of the author until such time as
the isolates are released, rescued or destroyed. In all cases, of course,
they are in some way transformed by the experience of isolation.

It is this trope of spatial control that makes the island such a
powerful metaphoric figure for writers reflecting on the nature of
the state and society. Although often overlooked in formal analysis,
politics at a fundamental level has long been concerned with nor-
mative constructions of spatiality based on maritime metaphors. In
his analysis of the foundations of Athenian democracy in On the
Shores of Politics, for example, Jacques Rancière (1995, p. 1) argues
that a real and metaphoric spatial division – separating the polis
from the unruly chaos of the sea – was a necessary predicate of ur-
ban and in this case, island, governance:

Empirical politics, that is to say the fact of democracy, is identi-
fied with the maritime sovereignty of the lust for possession,
which sails the seas doubly threatened by the buffeting of the
waves and the brutality of the sailors. The great beast of the
populace, the democratic assembly of the imperialist city, can
be represented as a trireme of drunken sailors. In order to save
politics it must be pulled aground among the shepherds.

Plato’s cave, according to Rancière (1995, p. 2), ‘is the sea trans-
posed beneath the earth, bereft of its sparkling glamour: enclosure
instead of open sea, men in chains instead of rows of oarsmen, the
dullness of shadows on a wall instead of light reflected on waves.’
As Gillis (2004, p. 9) notes, for the Greeks, the ocean represented
chaos and disorder whereas the earth (cosmos) represented order.
‘This preference for insularity,’ Gillis suggests, ‘would be one of
Greece’s legacies to Western civilisation’ (2004, p. 9). The norma-
tive territorialization and isolation of the political in Greek culture,
its literal grounding, is the first stage in the subsequent history of
the continuous (re-spatialization of governance (Linebaugh and
Rediker, 2000; Marzec, 2002; Balasopoulos, 2006, 2008).

This long process of political territorialization and enclosure
reaches its apogee with the consolidation of the modern, sover-
eign, nation state. But the nation state as we know it, from expe-
rience, from the media, on maps and the plethora of other
representations of it, is not a natural expression of a pre-existent
‘blood and soil’ spatiality. Rather, the myth of national sovereignty
that we all live with is grounded in an island-derived, utopic no-
tion of selective openness/closure. The modern state, up to and
including the present day, is a derivation of an ideal typical state
conceived of as an island. As Phillip Steinberg (2005, p. 255
emphasis original) argues:

[. . .] the modern, or Westphalian, ideal of the state as territori-
ally bounded, unambiguously governed by a sole authority and
culturally homogenous is a profoundly insular vision. This vision
joins the legal norm of the sovereign, territorial state with the
modern ideal of the unified and isolated island.

This process of ‘joining’ legal sovereignty to a norm of isolated
political and cultural spatiality is explicit throughout many early
versions of the philosophers’ island. Perhaps the best known is that
used in Shakespeare’s The Tempest (1623) in which an anonymous
island ruled over and enchanted by Prospero, becomes the backdrop
for a meditation on sovereignty, the nature of good governance and
processes of colonialism (Ebner, 1965; Willis, 1989; Marshall, 1998).
Early in the play (Act II, scene i), the old, wise and honest Gonzalo
cast up, as far as he and his mocking companions are concerned,
on a deserted island considers what he would do as its ‘king’:

Gonzalo-I’ the commonwealth I would by contraries
Execute all things; for no kind of traffic
Would I admit; no name of magistrate;
Letters should not be known; riches, poverty,
And use of service, none; contract, succession
Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none;
No use of metal, corn, or wine, or oil:
No occupation; all men idle, all;
And women too, but innocent and pure:
No sovereignty:–

Gonzalo’s ideal-typical island kingdom is an explicit inversion of
the normal expectation of a sovereign territory – he would rule ‘by
contraries’. As Marshall (1998) argues, Gonzalo’s fantasy constitutes
a critical reflection at least as much on the legal and political struc-
ture of Jacobean England as on the political possibilities of the ‘new’
world (Marshall, 1998). The remoteness and wildness of the island
not only permits the promise of natural abundance, innocence and
idleness, but an absence of politics, law and, above all sovereignty.
In Gonzalo’s political imagination (lifted almost verbatim from an
essay by Montaigne) the island represents an anti-politics, an anti-
law, an anti-state and, as a consequence and paradoxically, an
ultra-sovereignty. Gonzalo’s sovereign ‘state of exception’ with
deliberate irony bans sovereignty itself (cf. Agamben, 1998).

It is also historically important that, for all the themes of Italian
political intrigue and colonial adventure, The Tempest is very
clearly a comment on England as an ‘island nation’. The Tempest al-
ludes directly to isolation as a source of England’s growing naval
and industrial power, its separation from mainland Europe being
a source of national unity and structural power. As Marshall puts
it with respect to The Tempest and many other contemporaneous
works on similar themes (1998, p. 390):

Part of Britain’s semi-mythical history centred specifically
around the nature of Britain as an island world by destiny
placed apart from the rest of the earth and thus singled out
for a special role in history.

Britain’s ‘special role’ (cf. also, Law, 2005) in addition to and
partly because of this mobilisation of the island metaphor, was
to be, over the course of the 18th and 19th centuries, the model
of the emergent bureaucratic state, one that would subsequently
be emulated worldwide. The creation of the ‘public sphere’ (Haber-
mas, 1989) and/or ‘social body’ (Poovey, 1995) in Britain entailed a
consolidation and flattening of ‘national’ territorial space over
which sovereign power was understood to be uniformly present
up to clearly defined outer boundaries. The abstracted utopic mod-
el of the island gradually becomes interpolated into political and
administrative realities as nascent states, including Britain, start
to behave and to treat each other as though they were islands.4



Fig. 1. The Meiklejohn Comparative Atlas 1951 engages its readers, p. 3.
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3. Endotopia: World of interiors

The 1951 edition of the Meiklejohn Comparative Atlas of Physical
and Political Geography for schools (Bartholomew, 1951) contains
two pages of maps and diagrams used to illustrate the cartographic
conventions used throughout the book. This is, of course, not
uncommon. What is unusual about the Meiklejohn atlas is that in-
stead of using a section from one of the ‘real’ maps to serve as
exemplar of its conventions, it uses a fictional one – Robert Louis
Stevenson’s Treasure Island (Fig. 1).

At one level this is simply an attempt to engage with the recal-
citrant geographical imaginations of a young (and presumably
male) target audience. However, it is also indicative of how far
the spatial paradigm of the island had come to represent normal
state space by the mid-twentieth century. Here I refer less to the
depiction of the geomorphology of the island, than to the easily
legible, crisp, black boundary line that makes up its coast.

As has been pointed out by previous writers with respect to the
‘naturalness’ of borderlines (cf. Febvre (in Burke, 1973), Wood,
1992, and especially Carter, 1999), coasts are not lines.5 They are,
rather, highly mobile and dynamic zones of interaction between
sea and land, but also zones of encounter and conflict between
inhabitant and, often, colonialist populations (Carter, 1999). Here,
however, the convention of the boundary-line is appended to the fic-
tional coast without comment, a graphic convention that had be-
come so effortlessly legible, so ‘real’ that it did not require further
elucidation.6 The Meiklejohn Atlas, as with many others before and
since, uses the graphic boundary-line convention without any form
of explanation or qualification except in the ironic assertion of
empirical realism encapsulated in the phrase, ‘from a new survey’
(Fig. 1, above). Even without the conceptual problems associated
with lines of this kind, this particular atlas appeared at a time when
borderlines throughout the world were both being actively drawn –
5 Even if they were, as Benoit Mandelbrot (1967) demonstrated in his fractal
analysis of the coastline of Britain, they would be infinitely long and unrepresentable.

6 This may in part be because of the origins of the modern atlas in the ‘isolaria’ or
‘island books’ that began to appear from the early 15th century. These proto-atlases
focused on islands because they were primarily intended to map the trading routes
through the Mediterranean, Adriatic and Aegean Seas. Many of the representational
conventions they established, however, went onto be adopted by later cartographers
(cf. Cachey, 2010).
as European empires were divided into independent states – and
hotly contested – particularly in central Europe, the Middle East,
Central and East Asia. The banal conventionality of this depiction
of space is therefore striking.

At one level, the map of Treasure Island used in this way is, in a
simple and very abstracted sense, utopic – it is a fictional island no-
place used to illustrate a point about the depiction of the ‘real’. But
it is also, therefore, a representational metaspace: a strongly nor-
mative assertion that this standardised representation of no-place
is, potentially, every-place. And sure enough, when we turn to the
‘real’ maps of the ‘real’ places in the Atlas (and, of course, in many
others) irrespective of the practical political realities on the ground
at the time, everywhere is represented surrounded by the same
neat, discontinuous lines.

That such an image should appear in a children’s atlas by the
1950s is perhaps also indicative of a change that takes place in
the use of fictional utopic islands. Between their first appearance
and popularisation in the period encompassing the likes of More’s
Utopia (1516), Robinson Crusoe (1719) and Gulliver’s Travels (1726)
to late 19th century adventure stories such as Treasure Island
(1883) and many others, island tales slip down the age range. With
a few notable exceptions (particularly Jules Verne, HG Wells and
Joseph Conrad), there is a noticeable move of island tales from
being serious ‘adult’ literary fiction to ‘mere’ children’s adventure
stories. Indeed, many of the earlier island morality tales are rewrit-
ten and repackaged (Swift and Defoe, in particular) for younger
readers by the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, sitting along-
side newer tales by the writers such as Edgar Rice-Burroughs, Rob-
ert Ballantyne, Ann Bowman and others intended directly for a
growing children’s book market (cf. Loxley, 1990). This in turn
has parallels in the teaching of world geography, particularly in
European schools, where tales of wildness, adventure and danger
were deliberately used to ‘sell’ the subject and, by extension, an
exoticist image of the world ‘out there’ (cf. Jacob, 2006, p. 180).

One way of explaining this drift down the age-range for meta-
spatial islands stories is that, as far as imagining the state was con-
cerned, by the end of the 18th century they had largely done their
job. Indeed, even earlier than that, the need to explicitly metapho-
rise the state as an island had already given way to a routine depic-
tion of states as interior spaces. The most famous attempt to
imagine the future spatiality of the ‘modern’ state, Hobbes
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Leviathan (1651), simply assumes a strongly inward-oriented state
space, making no mention of anything outside of it. For all that it
refers specifically to England, Hobbes’ abstracted and utopic vision
of a constitutional monarchic state is purely concerned with the
internal organisation of a conceptually insular ‘common-wealth
ecclesiastical and civil’.

By the time we get to Stevenson’s Treasure Island, let alone the
Meiklejohn Atlas’ graphic derivation of it, there is no longer any
need to actively reproduce the ‘grown-up’ metaphor of the island
state for the simple reason that, via Hobbes and many others, the
norm of the hermetic, bounded nation state had already been nor-
malised in practice. It was yet to be fully in evidence worldwide –
and the process of state-formation is, of course, ongoing – but the
idea of the carto-realist island state was firmly established in an
increasingly ‘geo-coded’ world (Pickles, 2004). This has important
consequences in terms of the priority of spatial form with respect
to the state. As Steinberg notes 2005, p. 262), the very strong focus
on the internal organisation of the nation state produced a power-
ful asymmetry in the handling of interior and exterior space:

When these coastlines migrated to the mainland, they under-
went a transformation. Now, rather than separating the
enclosed space (the island) from the external environment that
mattered (the ocean), the purpose of coastlines was to separate
the controllable and developable internal space of the state
from the unimportant outside that was beyond the sovereign’s
control, whether this outside lay in the non-territory of the
ocean or the territory of another state.

In this process the utopic space of the island has become so
fused with the political realities of the modern state that it is no
longer visible. This does not mean that it is no longer utopic, rather
that the normative metaspace of the bounded state constituted as
‘reality’, has overtaken utopian representation. As Drayton wryly
observed (quoted in Gillis, 2003, p. 27), ‘The ideal of the microcosm
has yielded to that of the map’.7

The map – the world political map that is – that defeats the
utopic microcosm of the island does so by smuggling the coast-
as-line of Meiklejohn’s Treasure Island into the standard represen-
tation of the national border. A profoundly unstable and contest-
able graphic convention becomes, through the normalising trope
of literary island space, the standard way of both depicting the
state cartographically and enacting the state in terms of border
practices (Biggs, 1999; Cameron, 2011b). The result is a world con-
stituted as a series of interior spaces separated by lines that prolif-
erate over time. By the 1950s, the whole land surface of the earth is
enclosed by one state or another (barring the poles, but even these
are claimed), even if still nominally part of a multi-national empire.

As such, the spatial norm of the philosopher’s island has been
universalized in the form of the nation state, a process that has
been if anything strengthened by the forces of globalisation. Far
from sweeping away boundaries as some anticipated, the various
economic and technological processes associated with ‘globalisa-
tion’ have further incentivised states to create and strengthen their
linear boundaries (cf. Cameron and Palan, 2004). So, for example,
those few boundaries that were, even up until the start of the
21st century, not depicted as hermetically sealed – those between
Saudi Arabia and other states on the Saudi peninsula in particular –
are now marked both by fence-lines on the ground and solid lines
on the map. The ‘openness’ of the global economy and the concom-
7 This is not to suggest that ‘utopian’ ideas somehow disappear from adult fiction,
rather that their relationship with spatiality changes. As Reinhart Koselleck (2004)
has argued, there is a marked shift from utopian (no-place) to uchronian (no-time)
socio-political settings as metaphorical societies are constructed in distant time
(usually the future in sci-fi, for example) rather than distant space. Both, are of course,
possible.
itant mobility of people has led to a further securitization of the
borders separating the more prosperous regions of the world as
powerful states, in the name of sovereignty, seek to maintain the
integrity of a global endotopia. Despite this, spaces transgressive
of, exterior to and/or different from those of the nation state are
proliferating. And here the island reappears as the repoussoir figure
in a very different landscape.

4. Xenotopia: Island spaces beyond territory
‘‘Join the utopian scientists, great artists and successful entre-
preneurs who populate our tropical paradise of Next Island.
Travel through time to ancient Greece where you can fight myth-
ical beasts, quest to please the gods or discuss philosophy with
other residents. Pursue a wide range of professions from hunting
to hairdressing, craft weapons and fashions to use and trade, or
just socialise with other Islanders at our popular clubs.’’
http://www.entropiauniverse.com/entropia-universe/the-plan-
ets/next-island/ (accessed 18.07.11).

Throughout history, all human cultures have created complex
spatial worlds combining in various ways an ‘in here’ of particular
communities and nations, and an ‘out there’ for everything that
was different, alien and/or strange. These exteriors have always con-
sisted both of other, similar, places – those proper to other peoples –
but also a ‘bigger’ outside – a meta-exterior that despite being legi-
ble in quasi-spatial terms, lay beyond ‘normal’ human spatiality.
Such Edges of the Earth as James Romm (1994) characterised them,
often included the ‘river ocean’ encircling an island-like flat earth,
but also a series of fictional and semi-fictional islands that consti-
tuted both the end of the known and the beginning of the unknown.
Islands such as Ultima Thule, Atlantis, Taprobane, the Fortunate
Isles, the Isles of the Blessed, Cronus, the Tin Islands and others were
presented as real places beyond real space and as such gave a topo-
logical legibility to the meta-exterior of the world beyond the world.
Although unlike the ‘pure’ fictions of Utopia and later philosopher’s
islands, these were presented as ‘real’, their conceptual function was
much the same – to give a familiar form to that which could not be
comprehended in conventional spatial terms.

These fictional island elements helped mediaeval cosmogra-
phers make sense of a planet only very incompletely known. Is-
lands were important transitional elements in these
cosmographies because they offered a legible and familiarly spatial
form within which distant and strange things (monsters, inverted
social practices, demons) could safely be housed (Romm, 1994).
Although in their ancient form these islands now seem anachronis-
tic, the spatial metaphor of the island remains powerful even when
there is, according to world maps, satellite images and Google
Earth at least, no place for an exterior space to be.

But, as the quote advertising the delights of ‘Next Island’ above
suggests, new ‘island’ spaces external to the world of territorial
states are being created. In fact Next Island is not an island at all,
but a synthetic planet in an online solar system under the collec-
tive name of Entropia Universe (henceforward EU). Created by
Swedish software firm MindArk, EU combines elements of fantasy
computer games, social networking and hard-nosed economics to
allow its many thousands of members to lead complex, entertain-
ing and, sometimes, financially rewarding alternative ‘lives’ online.
Like its older competitor, Second Life (SL), EU attempts to bridge the
economic and legal boundaries between the ‘real’ and online
worlds to produce an integrated ‘metaverse’.8 In the case of EU,
8 The term ‘metaverse’ was coined by Neal Stephenson in his 1994 science fiction
novel Snow Crash describing a utopian/dystopian future in which people lived more in
the virtual world than the real. It’s application to the online worlds is largely due to
the efforts of Corey Ondrejka (2006), one of the original designers of Second Life.

http://www.entropiauniverse.com/entropia-universe/the-planets/next-island/
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members can join for free, but to gain full access to the features of
the world and to progress through its gaming levels they must both
participate in ‘in-world’ trade using the Project Entropia Dollar (PED)
and buy virtual goods using ‘real world’ credit cards. The PED is
exchangeable into several ‘real’ currencies (at the time of writing
its value is pegged at PED10 = $US1), leading to EU’s marketing boast
that it is the first virtual world with a ‘real cash economy’. Second
Life might also make that claim, having pioneered the use of inter-
world currency exchange some years earlier (Castronova, 2006,
2007; Dibbell, 1998, 2006). SL’s ‘Linden Dollar’ is also exchangeable
with the $US through the world’s dedicated ‘Lindex’ exchange. Un-
like the PED the Linden Dollar’s value is allowed to vary with respect
to the $US, though the value is relatively stable at approximately
$L260 = $US1. The Linden Dollar is used by members to buy every-
thing in-world, ranging from virtual houses, clothing, cars and food
to financial services, gambling and synthetic sex. Whereas in EU al-
most everything in the online world is ready-made (and thus gener-
ates revenue for MindArk with every transaction), in SL members are
free to construct their own virtual products and services and ex-
change them freely – known locally as ‘user generated content’
(Ondrejka, 2006, 2007).

For all their many differences, there are two fundamental sim-
ilarities shared by EU and SL. Firstly, in both worlds users are rep-
resented by ‘avatars’ that act as vehicles for the user’s personality
and are, like ‘real’ bodies, intrinsically limited (Boellstorff, 2008).
The second similarity, and the most important for my purposes,
lies in their use of islands to represent and limit ‘land’.

Land needs to be limited in online worlds simply because it is
one of the key components in the creation and maintenance of va-
lue (Castronova, 2006; Balkin and Noveck, 2006). Unlike ‘real’ land,
the simulated territory available to participants in online worlds is
potentially unlimited, or, at least, subject only to server and band-
width capacities. As land is the basis of value, and since unlimited
availability would destroy that value, the available territory is con-
structed in the form of islands. This is particularly pronounced in SL
where, as the world’s continually updated map reveals, the entire
‘land mass’ of the world is presented as an extended and growing
pelagic ocean space populated by islands of various kinds and
sizes.9 The foundational territories created by Linden Labs at the
game’s inception are larger islands on which participants can buy
parcels of land. Beyond them, individuals, companies, schools, uni-
versities and governments can buy islands of varying sizes according
to their online needs. Some are used as online meeting places and
conference venues, some are used for distance-learning courses,
some as online recreational and/or fantasy spaces, some as shop-
windows for online retail services. Whatever their actual use, the
many thousands of ‘islands’ in SL serve to mediate a spatial under-
standing of socio-economic relations that have no necessary rela-
tionship to ‘real’ plastic space.

The purpose of ‘Next Island’ and the other planets in EU is more
explicitly recreational: the issue of land-ownership being less fore-
grounded. Players can buy houses and other attributes of real-es-
tate but unlike SL owning land is less fully integrated into the
economic life of online citizens. As the blurb for ‘Next Island’ sug-
gests, however, the figure of the island is no less important because
in addition to its economic function it provides a sort of grab-bag
brand identity for the place, drawing directly on the long tradition
of philosopher’s islands. The resulting combination of utopian ide-
alism (discussing ‘philosophy’ in Ancient Greece), monstrous
adventure (fighting mythical beasts) and the banalities of everyday
life (clubs and hairdressing) is not perhaps as ridiculous as it first
seems. More’s Utopia, after all, may have been idealised, but it
9 A searchable and zoom-able map of Second Life is available from http://
maps.secondlife.com/ (accessed 14.07.11).
was also a quite detailed description of what everyday life ought
to look like on the philosopher’s island.

EU’s ‘Next Island’ and the many thousands of ‘islands’ in SL may
seem little more than distant parodies of the philosophers’ islands,
but in practice might be better understood as their logical, if per-
haps flawed, extension. Both EU and SL are exercises in a kind of
capitalist utopics – imagining, and to some extent creating a ‘per-
fect’ economic/legal environment that not only breaks down the
boundaries between the ‘real’ and the online worlds, but between
recreation, gaming, business and social life. And these capitalist
philosophers’ islands are not merely games. Although only a rela-
tively small proportion of their tens of millions of members are
economically active, both have seen significant (if uneven) growth
in recent years. This is particularly true of EU and is likely to con-
tinue following a partnership agreement with the Beijing Munici-
pal People’s Government announced in 2007 (Keegan, 2007). This
will ultimately create an online business and gaming environment
for China vastly exceeding the current scale of online worlds.

Although the worlds conjured up by EU and SL are unprece-
dented in many ways, their extraterritorial ‘island’ spatiality is
not new. As was highlighted in the aftermath of the credit crisis
of 2007–2008, significant aspects of the global economy now lie
beyond the regulatory reach of nation states in the domain of ‘off-
shore’ (Palan, 2003). When the UK government, for example,
sought to nationalise the ‘British’ bank Northern Rock in 2008 it
quickly emerged that this was only partly possible. Like many large
companies, the bank had created a complex structure for itself de-
signed to protect one part of the business from risks taken by an-
other. Northern Rock had created what is known as a Special
Purpose Vehicle (SPV) in which to house a substantial proportion
of its investments. An SPV is a so-called ‘bankruptcy-remote en-
tity,’ a legally separate subsidiary through which a company can
engage in risky ventures, without threatening the integrity of the
whole. If an SPV crashes, the legal thinking goes, the rest of the
organisation cannot be held financially liable if there was sufficient
legal and jurisdictional ‘distance’ between it and its errant subsidi-
ary. In the case of Northern Rock, its SPV – Granite – was registered
in Jersey and thus, although the Channel Islands remain a part of
the sovereign space of the UK, lay outside of the regulatory reach
of the Westminster government. Granite was legally located on
an ‘offshore’ island.10

As illustrated by Granite, there is a subtle representational slip-
page being deployed in the terminology of contemporary corporate
finance. The concept of ‘off-shore’ in particular uses an apparently
simple topological figure – the boundary-line-as-shore derived
originally from the island coast – to describe (and in doing so, con-
ceal) a complex spatial praxis. That Jersey is an island and an off-
shore centre is important historically, but confusing in the
contemporary context. It is important historically because the
practices of ‘offshore’ have often, though by no means always, been
developed by either by various actual island jurisdictions (some
independent states, some subnational entities of various kinds) –
The Channel Islands, Cayman, the Bahamas, Nauru, the Isle of
Man, the British Virgin Islands, etc. – or by isolated remnants of
empires that are able to behave as sovereign ‘islands’ – Gibraltar,
British Guyana, Hong Kong, Goa, etc.). The confusion arises because
the language of ‘off-shore’ invokes images of maritime distance,
the shoreline and a certain island exoticism, despite originally
being derived more from ship-based pirate radio stations broad-
The case of Granite in some ways proved anomalous because it turned out that
the assets of the SPV were more secure than those of the parent company: all the
more frustrating, therefore, for the beleaguered British taxpayer who couldn’t get
hold of them. That part of the bank that was nationalised has now been sold, at a
substantial loss, to the Virgin Money Group.

http://maps.secondlife.com/
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casting from the distinctly un-exotic North Sea in the 1960s (Palan,
2003).

In practice, however, offshore centres, like the many ‘islands’ of
the metaverse, have an ambiguous relationship to ‘real’ geograph-
ical locations, island or otherwise, because they are a function of
the willingness and capacity of a state to sell access to its legal
space in the form of certain sovereign rights (e.g. fiscal residency,
corporate registration) (Palan, 2003; Cameron and Palan, 2004).
Although the legal and territorial spaces of states might seem log-
ically to coincide (this is how they are represented on maps, for
example), the spatialities of law much more fluid than this (Teub-
ner, 1997; Twining, 2000). Just as boundary lines are able to float
free of the territory they traditionally are claimed to define, so
the spaces that lie beyond them are not necessarily territorial
(Cameron, 2011b). Thus it is that cities such as Amsterdam, London
and Tokyo, the array of Export Processing and Special Economic
‘Zones’ (Easterling, 2005), the peculiarities of maritime space (e.g.
the international shipping register of land-locked Luxemburg) all
constitute spaces that are ‘offshore’ largely irrespective of their ac-
tual physical location or proximity to the sea.11 They take the form
of islands of special legal jurisdiction and practice in a sea of state
and maritime jurisdictions. An ambiguous spatial ‘newspeak’ of
exteriority is evolving to explain and ‘locate’ aspects of economies,
businesses, finance and societies that for one reason or another are
held at some distance. The corporate strategy of offshoring, for exam-
ple, has recently been joined by nearshoring and midshoring to de-
scribe different degrees of legal and physical proximity of low cost,
low tax locations to which manufacturing can be outsourced.12

For all their many differences, the ‘islands’ conjured up by the
worlds of the metaverse and of offshore finance have certain signif-
icant aspects in common.13 Both are very deliberately seeking to
innovate legal and economic spaces beyond state territories in a
world ‘filled’ by state spaces. To do so, both use island-derived
representational strategies to create spaces that are both entirely fic-
tional but highly functional – what I am referring to here as ‘xeno-
spaces’.The term xenospace is derived from Brian Rotman’s well-
known essay on the meaning and function of ‘zero’ in western
thought, Signifying Nothing, in which he redefined Eurodollars – the
placeless currencies of global finance that first emerged in the
1950s – as ‘xenomoney’ (1987, p. 90). Although, as Rotman argues,
xenomoney is ‘not geographically located’ this does not mean that
it is not spatially located: only that it cannot be plotted on a conven-
tional map of ‘territory’ (cf Wood, 1992; Pickles, 2004). Xenomoney,
this is to say, inhabits a particular type of externalised spatiality – a
‘xenospace’14 – conjured up for it by combinations of bankers,
accountants, lawyers, computer technicians and politicians and
embedded in the institutional structures of the global economy.

All of these new terms and socio-economic spatial practices rely
on the figure of the island: the same one used to define the linear
boundary of the endotopic nation state, but here used to describe a
spatiality that stands as its opposite. The shifting and multiple
boundaries of the state now separate ‘us’ and ‘here’ from a range
of spaces that are only locatable by virtue of being outside. As such,
11 Which is why, for example, Liberia’s ‘sovereign’ international shipping registry is
run by a private firm operating out of the town of Vienna, VA in the USA (http://
www.liscr.com/liscr accessed 18.11.11).

12 Cf. http://www.nearshoreamericas.com/ (accessed 20.10.10).
13 One of the most important differences is that the metaverse worlds are not (or

not yet) ‘offshore’, but remain bound by national legal structures wherever they are
registered. Their precise legal status, however, has yet to be fully determined. Cf.
Balkin and Noveck, 2006.

14 Literally, ‘strange spaces’. I prefer this to the more literal ‘exospace’ (outside
space) suggested by one of my referees, partly to retain a semantic link to Brian
Rotman’s notion of ‘xenomoney’ (above) and partly because, in addition to being
‘exterior’, such concrete/fictional spaces appear to most people to be very strange
indeed.
xenospaces are defined negatively in relation to state space – not
here, not us. That they are presented as islands is in part because
some are, ostensibly at least, located on islands, but far more pow-
erfully because of the pivotal role that the metaphoric island has
long played in our collective spatial imaginations. The strange
and esoteric are a lot more manageable, it seems, if they inhabit
a space that is presented in terms that conjure up both familiarity
and distance.

5. Conclusion

‘The ‘‘ordering of space’’ that is, according to Schmitt, constitu-
tive of the sovereign nomos is therefore not only a ‘‘taking of
land’’ (Landesnahme) – the determination of a juridical and a
territorial ordering (of an Ordnung [ordering] and an Ortung
[localisation]) – but above all a ‘‘taking of the outside,’’ an
exception (Ausnahme)’ (Agamben, 1998, p. 19, emphasis
original).

‘There is no outside’ (Sloterdijk, 2005, p. 223).
The changing form and function of the philosopher’s island has

less to do with islands as such, and far more to do with the nature
and construction of social space. As we have seen above the meta-
phor of the island a constant feature of the active constitution of
complex social spaces for many centuries. It has proved so very
useful in so many different contexts because the figure of the is-
land combines an apparently effortless, commonsense spatial leg-
ibility15 with a profound complexity and ambiguity. The plausibility
of the island as a spatial form masks the ways in which small
changes in its parameters – the selective openness of Utopia and
many other ‘literary’ islands, most clearly – can fundamentally alter
the nature of the spatial form it represents and/or creates. It is for
this reason that the island functions equally well as both the model
of the hermetically bounded, sovereign state and as the means of
opening up its antithesis: the growing array of placeless fictional/
functional xenospaces.

The spatial polysemy of the philosopher’s island places it some-
where in between the two contrasting statements from Sloterdijk
and Agamben above. Although they state the problem very differ-
ently both are attempts to reconcile the same fundamental prob-
lem: any attempt to define a spatial identity, an ‘in here’, is also
confronted with the problem of how to define the ‘out there’. Slot-
erdijk gets round this (or tries to) by simply asserting that human
spatiality is constituted in a series of nested interiors: all of them
‘designed’ in one way or another. What we call the exterior is sim-
ply a bigger (or someone else’s) interior. Whilst this is plausible in
many ways, it relies on an assumption that liveable space is finite.
In the absence of any likely extra-planetary expansion in the fore-
seeable future, the physical extent of the earth is, of course, our
ultimate territorial limit, but as spatial theory over many years
has demonstrated, human spatiality cannot be reduced to the
physical. Although there is a powerful conceptual and practical
connection between spatiality and territoriality, the actively con-
structed nature of human spatiality means that this connection is
not fundamental. Counterintuitive though it may seem, we do
not need territory to create social space, however much it may
be useful in making it legible and governable (cf. Ross, 1989),
rather we need an idea of what territory ought to be. Agamben’s
proposition (after Carl Schmitt) that the ‘ordering of space’ neces-
sarily involves the active constitution of an outside, is therefore
perhaps closer to social practice and understanding. For Agamben,
the outside, the exception, is immanent to the constitution of the
15 As Edmond and Smith (2003, p. 1) note, ‘‘islands, unlike continents, look like
property’’ (cf. also, Gillis, 2004, p. 84–85).
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inside, irrespective of what we call it. And that normative outside is
not a function of territoriality in any simple sense.

The philosophers’ island, therefore, appears as an intermediat-
ing element in a spatial semiotics that is far more complex than
our spatial praxis often admits (Wood, 1992). It has proved
particularly useful as a means of conceptualising the relationships
between different qualitative spaces – whether or not we under-
stand them to be interiors or exteriors. As Mackay argues with re-
spect to Charles Avery’s Islanders (2010, p. 432):

[T]he island has always defined an important relationship
between the two [philosophy and literature]. The island is a
kind of conceptual laboratory for transplanting stories into
ideas, for imbuing narratives with concepts, for bringing ideas
alive through myths.

This is undoubtedly true, but as we have seen the metaphoric
island’s affective power is no longer confined to literature and phi-
losophy: these stories and narratives are increasingly having con-
crete outcomes for real people in real places. Perhaps what is
most strikingly new about the spaces of the emergent xenotopia,
therefore, is that in them the philosophers’ island is evolving be-
yond the realms of myth and imagination to become ‘real’. Philos-
opher’s islands were always functional as sites of reflection, but
only now can we begin to actually use them as integral aspects
of the spaces of our daily lives. In doing so the contemporary xeno-
topic philosopher’s island is not so much changing the ontology of
spatiality (which has always been considerably more than the
merely ‘physical’), but extending it. Just as islands allowed mari-
time empires to grow in stages into terrae incognitae, so the islands
of the emergent xenotopia are allowing social space to extend far
beyond the merely territorial. By means of the philosophers’ island
the world is growing beyond the map.
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