


Is Thomas More’s ‘Utopia’ an idyll or ideal?

	In the Aleksndrovsky Gardens, near the Kremlin, stands an obelisk plastered with names.  Originally installed to mark three hundred years of the Romanov dynasty, the obelisk was hijacked by Lenin to commemorate nineteen influential thinkers who “promoted the liberation of humankind from oppression, arbitrariness, and exploitation”.  The roll-call of Lenin’s heroes begins conventionally with Marx and Engels.  However, in ninth place, we find “Thomas More”, sandwiched between Gerrard Winstanley and Saint-Simon.  More’s inclusion seems bizarre – an example of “extreme ideological retrofitting” – but it can be explained.  

In his life, Thomas More was “a man for all seasons” and had many talents: lawyer; councillor; and Lord Chancellor.[footnoteRef:2] In death, he has been a man of many faces: A Catholic martyr and saint; a humanist reformer; an oppressive persecutor of Protestants; and – apparently – a prescient Communist.  One reason for the many interpretations of More’s life and views is the ambiguous and enigmatic character of Utopia, his most famous work.  Published in 1516, Utopia comprises two books. The first is an imagined dialogue between a traveller, named Raphael Hythloday, and “Thomas More” himself, in which Hythloday criticises contemporary society and the two men argue about whether one should be politically active.[footnoteRef:3]  In the second book, Hythloday gives an account of ‘Utopia’, a fictional land near the Americas.  Utopia has no private property or privileges, in contrast to Europe, which leads Hythloday to suggest that it is “the best state of the Commonwealth”.  More’s vision of an alternative society remains shockingly different even today; its egalitarian and anti-property ethic explains why Lenin considered him a prescient Communist.  However, the complex layers of irony, and the varied intellectual heritage of the work (Platonism, humanism, and various monastic ideals) have ensured that it continues to stir debate.  Using terms borrowed from Brendan Bradshaw’s famous article, “More on Utopia”, I will explore whether we should best interpret Utopia as an ‘idyll’ or an ‘ideal’. Is it, at one extreme, a “jeu d’esprit” written by an overly-clever lawyer or, at the other extreme, a genuine cry for radical social change (as Lenin clearly saw it)?[footnoteRef:4]  Or does the answer lie in the middle?  To answer the question fully, I will assess three sub-questions in this essay: [2:  Robert Whittington, a Tudor grammarian, used this phrase in his description of More in 1520. It was later (famously) used as the title of the Academy Award winning biopic about More.]  [3:  In order to distinguish between Thomas More, the author, and “Thomas More”, the character in the book, I place “More” in inverted commas whenever I refer to the latter.]  [4:  B. Bradshaw, ‘More on Utopia’, Historical Journal 24 (1981), 1-27, p. 2.] 

Does More intend the reader to take ‘Utopia’ seriously? Here, I will address the work holistically and attack R.W. Chambers’ view of Utopia as only a literary conceit.
If we accept Utopia as an ideal, then what sort of ideal is More promoting? Is Utopia a ‘Christian’ ideal, as Hexter’s interpretation suggests, or perhaps complex humanist ideal, as Skinner argues? Here, I will mostly analyse Book II.
Further to II., did More intend his ideal to be genuinely achievable?  Here, I will address the question of counsel raised in Book I.

Admittedly, this approach reads the book ‘backwards’. However, this is justifiable for two reasons.  Firstly, as Hexter identified, More wrote Book II “earlier, when at leisure; at a later opportunity, he added the first in the heat of the moment.”[footnoteRef:5]  More created a “seam” into the beginning of Utopia, into which Book I’s dialogue was inserted.  It therefore makes sense to follow More’s thought pattern as he wrote it.  Secondly, there a dense field of historiography covering Utopia, which is best untangled in chronological order.  I agree partly with many of the historians, but fully with none: More’s Utopia presents a humanist ideal civilisation, in the Platonic mould, but he intended it to be achieved through compromise, and covered the radicalism of his ideas with dense irony.  This will be shown in the first section. [5:  J. H. Hexter and E. Surtz, ‘Introduction’, in More, Utopia, eds J.H. Hexter and E. Surtz (The Complete Works of St Thomas More, vol. IV) (1965).] 


I.

	In one of the first major interpretations of Utopia, the Catholic historian R.W. Chambers saw More’s text as an ‘idyll’ – an ironic joke intended to poke fun at society’s corruption.  In his most famous phrase, Chambers argued that More aimed to “prick the conscience” of Europe by showing that pagans behaved more morally than supposed Christians: “with nothing save reason to guide them, the Utopians do this; and yet we Christian Englishmen, we Christian Europeans…!”  However, Chambers did not consider Book II as a serious proposition for how to organise society.  Rather, it was only a literary conceit intended to mock the follies of contemporary Europe outlined in Book I.  Furthermore, Chambers did not view More as a radical, arguing instead that Utopia was a “reaction” against the “progressive” ideas of his age; that More was looking back to the “corporate life of middle ages” and reviving “medieval collectivism”.  I agree with Chambers with regards to More’s satirical intention, but strongly disagree his ‘reactionary’ interpretation, his ideas about “medieval collectivism”, and his notion of Utopia as solely a literary conceit.

Chambers was right to identify More’s tone as satirical. Utopia is full of jokes.  Often, the jokes are phililogical, where More invents semi-Greek names which have oxymoronic implications.  ‘Utopia’ itself derives from ‘u-topos’, meaning ‘no-place’.  The river ‘Anyder’, which flows through Utopia, translates as ‘waterless river’.  Most notably, Raphael Hythloday’s surname translates as ‘nonsense peddler’.  Even “More” is a play on ‘moria’, the Latin for ‘folly’.  More uses these jokes to subvert the reader’s expectations of what it is intended to be taken seriously: the “nonsense-peddler” Hythloday condemns Europe and praises “no-place”, while his views (many of which are not nonsense) are reported by a character who bears the author’s name, but who dissociates himself from most of them. Interpreting this irony is extremely difficult.

We could, as Chambers does, suggest that the entire book is a satirical joke.  However, this is unwise for four reasons.  The first is the polemical force of Hythloday’s critique of late medieval society.  If More were ‘only joking’, why does a sense of outrage shine through so strongly?  Hythloday has many targets. He attacks anybody who does not work, including the “great lazy gang of priests” and “all the rich, especially the landlords”, whom he describes as the “idle classes of Europe”.  By contrast, the Utopians only need to work “for six hours a day”, because all people work collectively.  Hythloday also attacks contemporary views of war as ‘glorious’, which was a particular thing More’s ‘Erasmian’ circle disliked.  While the King of France in Book I schemes how to conquer Italy, the wise Utopians “count nothing so inglorious as glory sought in war”.  More also seems to mock himself through the Utopians’ views on lawyers: “They have no lawyers among them, for they consider them as a sort of people whose profession it is to disguise matters, and to wrest the laws”.  This is an ironic, self-deprecating joke, as both More and his father were lawyers.  So, even though More was serious in his criticism, he laughed at his own profession too. More pokes fun at himself, showing the book is not solely about strict and visionary political method. 

Secondly, as Nelson and Romm have shown, More deploys no fixed strategy of naming in Utopia.[footnoteRef:6]  Many words are just complete nonsense, like “tranibor” (the name of a Utopian official).  Others have literary connections.  They follow no pattern, therefore perhaps the best way to interpret them is as a set of literary conundrums intended to be unwound and picked apart by More’s group of Greek-loving acquaintances. Thirdly, More shares his “seriocomic” tone with Erasmus, the leading member of the northern humanist group, who used a very similar technique in ‘In Praise of Folly’.  Published in 1511, Erasmus’ work also deployed bewildering layers of irony, in which Folly lauds folly, establishing a verbal hall of mirrors. The ‘Moria’/‘More’ pun was intended as an affectionate gesture towards More himself, to whom the book was dedicated.  Utopia must be seen as More’s equally affectionate response.   [6:  E. Nelson, ‘Greek nonsense in More’s Utopia’, Historical Journal, 44 (2001), 889-918; J. Romm, ‘More’s strategy of naming in the Utopia’, Sixteenth century journal 22 (1991), 173-83.] 


Fourthly – and most importantly – we can find classical precedents for these literary effects.  More’s satirical influence was Lucian, who is name-checked by Hythloday when he describes how the Utopians reacted to the books he brings from Europe: “they are… delighted with the witty persiflage of Lucian”.  More also followed the rule of Horace that literature should both entertain and inform.  In the preface of his Latin original, he wrote the Horatian epigraph “nec minus salutaris quam festivus” (“No less profitable than it is diverting”).  These points are made by Hexter, Skinner and Bradshaw.  However, the parallels to Plato’s Cave, from The Republic, are less often noted.  Hythloday has gone to the New World and experienced things which the character “More” has not; like a wise man returning to Plato’s Cave, the cave-dwellers (like “More” and the rest of the Europeans) think he is a “nonsense-speaker”, while he (Hythloday) thinks they are “fools”.  This is the most convincing explanation for More’s otherwise strange choice to call both of his dialogue participants ‘fools’: it is a dynamic borrowed from Plato. These classical references have an additional importance, in puncturing Chambers’ interpretation with regards to medieval collectivism: clearly, More is working from a humanist perspective, and Book II is based upon Plato’s ideals of collective property.  Having thus argued that Utopia is an ideal, we must discuss what type of ideal it is.

II.

	The first major historiographical breakthrough for interpreting Utopia an an ideal came from J.H. Hexter, in the 1960s Yale edition.[footnoteRef:7]  Hexter’s interpretation is important for two reasons.  First, he took Utopia at face value: he suggested that it depicted how best humans might organise society relying on reason alone.  In taking More at his word, he immediately avoids reading the work as an ‘idyll’ or as a joke.  As Bradshaw identifies, Hexter is the origin of the ‘ideal’ school of thought.  Secondly, he set Utopia in its correct ideological context: neither as a work of late medieval Catholicism (as Chambers would have it) nor one of prescient communism (as Lenin would) but of ‘Erasmian’ humanism.  Although this phrase is problematic, it loosely means that both More and Erasmus were concerned about the sterility of contemporary religion, the corruption of society, and eager for reform through humanist learning.  Hexter was right that Book II must be interpreted as a Christian humanist statement about religion and society.  Secondly – and more startlingly – Hexter suggests that More intended Utopia to be a Christian community, not pagan.  In his view, More aimed to create a paradox, in which a Christian community exists beyond the Church, to demonstrate the “real substance of Christianity” – according to humanists.  The Utopians, despite lacking Christian practices, are ‘real’ Christians, while the inhabitants of Europe, despite having Christian practices, are not.  This may seem quite like Chambers’ argument, but it is different in a key respect: Hexter argued that the Utopians’ practices represented a humanist model of religious faith, in which faith was demonstrated by activity.  He supported this by examining the ‘Erasmian’ calls for church reform and placing More in that context. [7:  J. H. Hexter and E. Surtz, ‘Introduction’, in More, Utopia, eds J.H. Hexter and E. Surtz (The Complete Works of St Thomas More, vol. IV) (1965).] 


Utopian society certainly has many Christian influences.  In particular, it shares some of the monastic ideals espoused by Cistercians: uniformity in clothing (“all of them are dressed in the same clothes”), public meals, sharing the same living conditions and practical labour.  More reveals his monastic influence in remarking that the Utopians are “very much drawn to the fact that Christ approved of his followers’ communal way of living and that among the true groups of Christians the practice still prevails”.  Notably, both More and Erasmus spent time in monasteries, before later spurning many orders as corrupted – this turns the phrase “true groups of Christians” into a stinging reproach to the ‘unworthy’ orders.  Furthermore, More notes that if any people “aware of hatred or anger towards anyone, they do not attend the sacrifices until they have been reconciled”, thus mirroring the rules governing Christian communion.  The most potent ‘borrowing’ from Christianity is Hythloday’s essential attack on the sins of pride and greed.  He (and More through him) identifies pride as “the prime plague and begetter of all others” – the structural fault in European society.  By contrast, the Utopians “abolished not only money but with it greed.”  Thus, despite taking their collectivist ideals from Plato, the Utopians’ moral centre is a Christian one.

However, despite acknowledging Hexter’s importance, I disagree with him for two reasons.  First, the Utopians have practices which are completely anti-Christian.  Some examples of these include: the targeted assassination of enemy princes and generals to prevent any form of fighting (the Utopians even have groups within their army who focus on the assassination of the enemy commander); euthanasia; and colonisation.  These behaviours (as will be explained) are not justifiable from a Christian ethical perspective; they point to a different moral code.   Secondly, the Utopians have previous had no access to scripture and therefore cannot be Christian.  More shows that the Utopians convert to Christianity willingly: “after they heard from us the name of Christ, and learned of his teaching… you would not believe how eagerly they assented to it.”  But we must reject Hexter’s interpretation that More intended the Utopians to represent the ‘true’ nature of Christians as an error, because it was inconceivable for More to be Christian without knowledge of Christ.

It is better to see Utopia as a humanist ideal, for the following reasons.  First, we must recognise More’s Platonic and Aristotelian influences.  More was writing as part of a genre on “the best state of the Commonwealth”, which Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics had started.  I have already shown how More uses Plato’s Cave and borrows from his ‘collective property’ ideal.  However, Plato also inspires his idea of having female warriors, and the Utopians’ laws: for Plato, the aims of punishment are restitution, deterrence and reformation of criminal, which are better achieved through forced labour than death or prison.  Secondly, the form of Utopia is clearly drawn from classical genres, which were revived by humanists. This can be seen in Book I’s dialogue, and in the ‘epideictic’ genre of Hythloday’s praise of Utopia.  Thirdly, Utopia has a strong emphasis on teaching, which falls in line with contemporary humanist though.  Their “daily public lectures before dawn” represent the humanist ideal of curiosity and public education.  Fourthly, we must place Utopia’s strong Greek influences in the context of More’s own circle of Greek-loving friends.  Unlike their humanist predecessors in Italy, Erasmus, John Colet, and More were famous for preferring Greek texts to Roman ones.  Unsurprisingly, Hythloday is “not so well versed in Latin as in Greek”, as he believes apart from Cicero and Seneca, there are far more worthy pieces to read in Greek.  Utopia is therefore mainly drawn from Greek ideals, with some Roman influences.

Finally, the best evidence of More’s humanist ideals (and an answer to the puzzling moral code of the Utopians) can be found in his use of the Hedonic Calculus.  More notes three times that the Utopians believe pleasure is the highest good, and “keep a lesser pleasure from standing in the way of a greater one, and avoid pleasures which are inevitably followed by pain”.  This is drawn from Greek philosophy.  It also explains why they choose actions which run contrary to Christian morals.  For example, they choose euthanasia, because death is a greater pleasure than pain.  And they value their soldiers’ lives more than their enemies’, so they use mercenaries and assassins.  There are two further implications.  First, the Hedonic Calculus ensures that the Utopians always resolve dilemmas between equally valid goals in favour of action.  This becomes important in the context of the debate over counsel, which I will discuss later.  Secondly, Bradshaw asks whether More could really have meant that Utopia was “the best state of the commonwealth” if the Utopians were morally wrong.  I think that we have to carefully distinguish between the best state of people, and the best commonwealth.  More can’t have thought pagans to have been the best people without knowledge of God, but he could still think their institutions were the best.  Thus, I maintain More intended Utopia as an ideal.




[bookmark: _GoBack]III.

	So far, I have argued that Utopia is more ideal than idyll.  The true test of this lies in judging whether More thought that the values and merits of Utopia’s society could be translated back into his contemporary society; is it a fanciful ideal, or a practical one?  There are two problems here, which I will briefly outline.  The first is the ‘question of counsel’, which is raised in Book I, where More and Hythloday argue about whether it is effective or moral to involve oneself in politics, in trying to advise a prince.  More adopts a Ciceronian position that political involvement is a moral duty – “there is in fact no greater duty than this one incumbent upon a good man” – and that he would benefit his country – “you would best perform your service… by inciting him [the prince] to just and noble actions”.  By contrast, Hythloday argues from a Platonic position: all men are motivated by self-interest, which means that kings and counsellors will only act to advance their own interests, and not those of the commonwealth.  He thus affirms Plato’s conclusion in The Republic: “commonwealths will be happy only when philosophers become kings or kings philosophers”.  This debate is never concluded, and is a key source of the book’s ambiguity.  If we take More’s approach, then Utopia is perhaps realisable because those with good intent will try to create it.  However, if we agree with Hythloday, the Utopia remains ‘utopian’.  The second problem is how to interpret the ending of Book II.  “More” tells us “there are very many features [of Utopian society] that I would wish rather than expect to see” – suggesting that he is not optimistic of success.  Furthermore, he criticises Utopia: “my chief objection is… their communal living and their moneyless economy”.  This is a very difficult conclusion to interpret.  Are we intended to sympathise with “More’s” criticism, or with Raphael when he commends Utopian life?  Or are we to find no resolution?  I will address the problem of counsel first.

More’s treatment of the problem of counsel is distinctive and, as Skinner identifies, “differs from that of most other social or political writers of the period”.[footnoteRef:8]  Cicero and other Italian humanists praise political involvement on the assumption that all men can be persuaded with the right form of rhetoric.   In a famous book called “The Courtier”, by Castiglione, it is proposed that courtiers can guide the prince towards great deeds by intervening subtly.  More destroys this illusion through Hythloday’s emphasis on man’s natural self-interest.  In Hythloday’s extended monologue about enclosure, he argues that a desire for the most expensive wool has caused enclosure.  In turn, the greed of the rich has led to “enclosure of every pasture” and “sharply rising food prices in many districts”.  Concluding with the dramatic line that England “will be ruined by the crass avarice of the few”, Hythloday’s analysis views the commonwealth as a system, in which greed prevails to the detriment of the common good.  The same applies at court, where princes are “more set on acquiring new kingdoms… than governing well those they already have” and “counsellors flatter the most absurd statements”.  Hythloday argues that a good man in court will not succeed; in another reference to Plato’s Cave he states “while I try to cure the madness of others, I’ll be raving along with them myself”.  However, we should not assume that More, as the author, agrees with this view.  Indeed, in a crucial passage, the character “More” proposes an alternative, through a ‘compromising’ approach: “by an indirect approach, you must strive and struggle as best you can to handle everything tactfully – and thus what you cannot turn to good, you may at least make as little bad as possible.”  Importantly, he takes Plato’s metaphor of the ship of state, which is wrecked when all sailors serve themselves, and inverts it: “Don’t give up the ship because you cannot hold back the winds”.  In short, “More” argues that one must struggle to make things better, rather than abandoning them altogether.  This is a Roman compromise of the Platonic view.  Furthermore, I believe this argument conforms to the Utopians’ Hedonistic calculus: “More” is proposing to minimise pain (“make as little bad as possible”); and resolves conflicts in favour of action.  Although the debate itself is never concluded, this is convincing evidence that we are meant to side with More, in both character and author. [8:   Q. Skinner, ‘Sir Thomas More’s Utopia and the language of renaissance humanism’ in Q. Skinner, Visions of Politics (3 volumes, 2002), Vol. 2.] 


Finally, we must confront Book II’s ambiguous ending, where “More” attacks Utopian practices as “really absurd”.  I think there are two ways we can interpret this, without negating the significance of the entire work.  First, we must see “More” in the guise of a Platonic cave-dweller.  When he writes that “communal living… utterly subverts all the nobility, magnificence, splendour and majesty which (in the popular view) are the true ornaments and glory of any commonwealth”, we must read this as the expected response of a man who lives in a capitalist system.  However it is probably intended ironically.  The clue is the slightly knowing inclusion of “(in the popular view)”; More (the author) knows that Hythloday’s proposals would unpopular and undermine hereditary privilege.  I think he agrees with Hythloday regardless.  The second interpretation follows from this. Could More openly associate himself with the stinging critiques of privilege which Hythloday advocates?  Perhaps his dense layers of disassociation and irony serve to protect him from charges of dissent.

	I believe More intended Utopia as an ideal.  It is a Platonic vision of society, with a Christian core – namely, the rejection of pride and greed.  It is also a model of a society which values work over privilege, and learning over vanity.  It is a humanist paradise.  Despite drawing on Christian ideals, the Utopians are not Christians themselves, as Hexter believes.  Nor is the book solely an ironic literary conceit, as Chambers argues. It is more than an idyll; the force of its criticisms and complex mix of classical and Christian ideals shows that.  This does not deny More’s polemical intent, nor his frequent use of jokes.  However, rather than undermining More’s seriousness, these jokes serve to enhance his critique.  I also believe that More views Utopia as a desirable, if not easily attainable, society.  His failure to resolve the question of counsel may lead to a mixture of conclusions: that he was uncertain himself; or that he regarded Hythloday’s proposals as fanciful.  I am more persuaded that More seeks a compromise between the Ciceronian and Platonic extremes: engaging in politics through a ‘temporising’ approach, but always favouring action over idle philosophising.  This point raises a key trend in the historiography of Utopia: namely, that the work is often viewed through a dichotomous lens.  Due to the nature of Book I’s dialogue, we can force ourselves into making a choice to believing “More” or Hythloday.  Likewise, this title – and Bradshaw’s terms – force us into a duality between idyll and ideal.  In fact, we are probably meant to agree with both men at different points.  Indeed, we may wonder whether Hythloday is a representation of what More could have been, had he chosen a different path in life – as a social radical, rather than a cautious lawyer.  More importantly, the binary option provided in the title proves false; in fact, Utopia has three characteristics: an ideal, an indictment, and an idyll – in that order of importance.  There is a habit in the secondary literature of focusing on one aspect of Utopia and diving down a rabbit hole of interpretation.  Sometimes, this becomes confusing to follow.  I think we are best served by looking at the work holistically – just as More looks at society – and recognising the competing influences of serious critique and in-jokes between a literary friendship group.  However, there is no single valid interpretation of Utopia: More remains a man of many faces.  Even after five hundred years, More can be found in Utopia, in a book of martyrs – or even in Moscow.
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