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INTRODUCTION

HIS book is a story of two islands—the Island of Utopia

and the Island of Britain. These islands have parallel histories
which help to explain each other, and that is what I have tried to
make them do. For Utopia is really the island which people
thought or hoped or somctimes feared that the Britain of their
day might presently become, and their thou, '- R, #re affected not
only by the books they had read and the id€as with which they
were familiar, but by what was going on in the real world about
them, by the class they belonged to and by the part that class was
playing and wanted to play in relation to other classes.

I have called it the Linglish, and not the British, Utopia mercly
because the Utopias that have come my way have in fact becn
English and not Scottish, Irish or Welsh. Swift is only a partial
exception to this generalisation. And I have been happy to con-
fine myself to the Utopia of this onc country because our literature
is peculiarly rich in such books. This, I think, is niainly becausc of
the very carly development of bourgeois soctety here, and the
classic form which that development took, so that English
political thinkers had a peculiar pride in our history and fclt a
special duty to the world. This Iinglish pride sometimes takes the
form of an odious smugncss, and we shall discover that smugness
is one of the vices which Utopia was lcast successful in elimin-
ating, but sometimes 1t is large and generous, the desire of 2 man
who is on to a good thing to shate it with his neighbours. So
here, one of the main motives of the makers of utopias is the
desire to present their conceptions of democracy, of social living,
of a true commonwealth, in the most popular, most acceptable
way. I have “deliveted my conception in a fiction, as 2 more
mannerly way,” wrote Samucl Hartlib of his Macaria.

A second reason for the richness of the English Utopia is the
simple one that England is an island. For it is always easier to
imagine anything in proportion as it resembles what we are or
know, and it is as an island that we always think of Utopia. The
fact that g¢n island is self-contained, finite, and may be remote,
gives it just the qualities we require to set our imagination to
work. True we shall find utopias underground, under the sea,
surrourrded by mountains in the heart of Africa or Asia, cven on
another planef or perhaps remote in time rather than space,
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nevertheless the vast majority of utopias are still to be found on
islands.

The English Utopia is so vast a field that I have not often been
tempted to stray beyond it. But here and there I have done so,
when this seemed necessary in the intcrests of perspective. I could
not, for example, discuss Morris properly without saying some-
thing of Bellamy, nor could the French Utopian Socialists be
altogether ignored. *

Similarly, fg™*  not felt myself too strictly bound by my
definition of Utop... 4s an imaginary country described in 2 work
of fiction with the object of criticising existing society. Some such
definition was necessary to keep my book within reasonable
bounds, and it excludes from consideration both attempts to
found Utopian communitics and works in which the clement of
fiction is abscnt. Yet something had to be said of Godwin, Owen
and Winstanley, and in some of the books 1 discuss the clement
of social criticism has been reduced to very small proportions.
Samuel Butler once defined definition as *“‘the enclosing of a
wilderness of ideas within a wall of words,” and it would be a
poor thing if 1 could not now and again turn my back on my
wilderness to take a look over the wall at other men’s gardens,
All the same, a discussion of such figures as Winstanley and Owen
at a length at all proportionate to their importance would have
turned this book into something quite different from cither the
thing I planned or the thing it has grown 1ato. So I have contented
mysclf with, in the one case, a bare reference, and, in the other,
an outline cut down to the minimum, though I am fully aware that
this course will satisfy nobody.

Perhaps a note on the word Utopia might be hclpful. It comes
from two Greek words meaning “No place” and was adopted
by Sir Thomas More as the name of his idcal commonwealth.
From this it has been extended to cover all imaginary countries
as well as books written about them. Here 1 use Utopia when 1
refer to the book by More, Utopia when T am refetring to an
imaginary country, and utopia when 1 am referring to a book
about such a country. The distinction between the second and
third uses is convenient, but not always easy to draw in practice,
and anyone who took the trouble to look for them would prob-
ably find inconsistencies on this matter in the following pages.

CLARE. A, L, MogTton.
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POOR MAN’S HHEAVEN

O see ye not yon nartow road,
So thich beset wi' thoras and briers?
I'hat 15 the Path of Righteousness,

Though after 1t but few inquires, 2
.a

And sce ye not yon braid, brad 1044,
‘I'hat hies across the ly leven?

That 1s the Path of Wichedness,
Thouch sorwe call it the Road to llcaven.

And sce y¢ not yon bouny road
That winds about the ternie baac?
‘That v the Road to fan 1 Mlaad,
Wbere thou and I this night maun gac

OId Baliad I'/omas the Rhymer.

1. The Lanid of Cokavgne

N the beginning Utopia is an 1magc of desite. Later it grows
more complea and various, and may become an claborate
means of cxpressing social criticism and satire, but 1t will always
be basced on somcthing that somebody actually wants. The history
of Utopia, thetetore, will rcflect the conditions of life and the
social aspirations of classes and individuals at different times. The
specific character of the land is reported varyingly according to
the taste of the individual writer, but bchind these variations is
a continued modification that follows the normal course of
historical development: the Lnglish Utopia is, as 1t were, a mirror
image, mote or less distorted, of the historical England. Poets,
prophets and philosophers have made it a vchicle for delight and
instruction, but before the poets, the prophets and the philoso-
phers there were the common people, with their wrongs and their
pleasures, their memories and their hopes. It is just, therefore,
that the first chapter of this book should be given to the Utopia of
the folk. It is the first in time, the most universally current and the
most enduring, and it gives us a standard of values against which
all its Suctessors can be judged.
The Utopia of the folk has many names and disguiscs. It is the
EnglishCokaygne and the French Coquaigne. It is Pomona and Hy
Brasil, Venusberg and the Country of the Young. It is Lubberland
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and Schlaraffenland, Poor Man’s Heaven and the Rock Candy
Mountains. Brueghel, who of all the world’s great artists comes
nearcst to the common mind, has even painted it in a pictare
that has many of the most characteristic features: the roof of
cakes, the roast pig running round with a knife in its side, the
mountain of dumpling and the citizens who lie at thcir ease
waiting for all good things to drop into their mouths. The ginger-
bread house which Hansel and Gretel find in the enchinted wood
belongs to the‘ *  Huntry, and so, at the other end of the scale,

does Rabelais’ Avuaye de Théleme, whose motto is “Do what
you will.”” It reaches back into myth, it colours romance, there is
hardly a corner of Europe in which it does not appear. It would be
idle, thercfore, to attempt to look for its origins 1n any single
place or period, much less in any onc poem or story. Instead, 1
propose to discuss one version, the early Fourteenth Century
English poem The Land of Cokaygne, and to work backward and
forward from that point, finding parallels in myth and romance
and tracing the development of the Cokaygne theme towards
our own time.

This treatment is all the more suitable because this folk Utopia
has preserved through the ages a remarkably constant character
and all its main features are to be found at their clearest 1n The
Land of Cokaygue. 1t is a poem of ncarly two hundred lines which
describes an carthly and carthy paradisc, an island of magical
abundance, of cternal youth and cternal summer, of joy, fellow-
ship and peace.

Literary textbooks, when they mention this poem at all, treat
it cither as an anti-clerical satire or as a pleasant joke at the
expense of those who want everything for nothing. Anti-clerical
it certainly is, and no doubt it does intend to ridicule monastic
gluttony and evil-living. Perhaps it may even be that the writer sct
out to usc a familiar theme as a means of attacking current abuses.
But if 50, the theme quickly got out of hand, and the satire was
swallowed up in the Utopia. After opening with a comparison
between Cokaygne and Paradise very much to the advantage of
the former:

“Though Paradis bc miri and bright,
Cokaygne is of fairir sight.
What is ther in Paradis
Bot grasse and flure and grene ris? .
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Ther nis halle, bure, no benche,
Bot watir, manis thurst to quenche,”?

whereas in Cokaygne,

“Watir servith ther to no thing
Bot to sight and to waiissing’2

the poet is quickly carried away with the delights to be found.
Only towards the end does he appear to remember his ostensible
subject, in an amusing passage describing ‘{4 #ic sports, and
even here one feels that condemnation is coustderably tempered
with something like admiration.

The first point of interest is the situation of the island:

“Fur in sec bi west of Spayngne
Is a lond ihote Cokaygne.”s

This westward placing cleatly conncects Cobaygne with the carthly
paradise of Celtic mythology. Throughout the Middle Ages the
existence of such a paradise was firmly bclieved in, but the church
always placed its paradise in the Last and strongly opposed the
belief in a western paradise as a heathen superstition. In spite of
this ccclesiastical opposition the belief persisted, kept alive by
the frequent washing ashore on the Atlantic coasts of foreign
wood, nuts and even, 1n 4 few cascs, of canoes of Indian or
Esquimau construction, driven 1o sea by unfavourable weather.
So strong wete these heliefs that in the form of St. Branden’s
Isle the western paradise had o be christianised and adopted by
the Church itself, :nd 1 number of expeditions were sent out from
Ireland and elsewherc in scarch of the Isle. Nevertheless, the fact
that Cokaygnc is a wec/ern island is an indication that the Cokaygne
theme is of popular and pre-christian character, and the western
placing may in itself be taken as one of the specifically anti-
clerical features.

Further, Cokaygne has many of the characteristics of the pagan
Island of Apples, or Pomona, where, as Baring-Gould says —~

“all is plenty and the golden age cver lasts. Cows give their
milk in such abundance that they fill large ponds in milking.

1 Tho?xgh ‘Patﬂdlsc 1s merry and bright, Cokaygne 15 yet morc beautiful, What is
there in Paradise but grass and flowess and green boughs? . . . Thesc is nuther hall
nor chamber nor bench, and noth.ug but water to quench man’s thiist,

2 W atef serves there for no purpuse except sight and washing.

3 Far 1n the sca, %o the West of Spain, 1s a land called Cokaygne.
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There, too, is a palace all of glass, floating in the air and recciv-
- ing within its transparent walls the souls of the blessed.”

Or, to quote from an Irish description:

“milk flows from some of the rivulets, others gush with wine;
undoubtedly there are also strecams of whisky and porter.”

Thesc descriptions may be compared not only with the abundance
to be found in Cg'-aygne, but also with the pillars that—

.-turned of cristale,
With har bas and capitale
Of grene jaspe and rede corale,”?

with the richness of precious stones and the windows of glass
which turn into crystal whenever they are needed. The palace or
hill of glass, is, indeed, a regular feature of the earthly paradise
in all mythologies.

Above all else, however, Cokaygne is the land where everything
comes true. It is the Utopia of the hard-driven setf, the man for
whom things are too difficult, for whom the getting of a bare
living is a constant struggle. 1f this aspect predominates to the
cxclusion, with one cxeeption to which I shall come presently, of
any clear sense of the class struggle, this is not unnatural consider-
ing the citcumstances of the time. Of course there was a class
struggle in the Middle Ages. There was oppression and explot-
ation, of an extremely harsh and nakcd character. There was a
glaring contrast between the lives of the serfs and the lives of the
gentry and rich clergy, and it is quite possible that part of the
object of this poem was to point the contrast between serf and
monk. Nevertheless we have also to remember the gencral
poverty of the Middle Ages, the result of an extrenly poor
technique of production, which made available only a relatively
small surplus aftcr the bare nceds had been provided for the
working population.

Conscquently, men werc much more directly aware than they
are today of the tyranny of necessity, the essential hardness in the
nature of things. Man was so far from being the master of his
cnvironment that he was always prone to feel that.it gas bis
master. He depended on the weather not only because bad weather
is unpleasant, but because a bad scason might mean absolute

1 The pillars are fashioned of crystal, with their bases and ca;zitals of gieen jasper
and 1ed coual,
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famine. And, under the very best conditions, long hours and a
bare living were still a necessity from which he could see no
possible way of escape. Even the overthrow of his masters,
supposing that to have been possible, would not have released the
serf fiom this compulsion to any appreciable extent. It was
probabiy an advance that by the Fourteenth Century men were
becoming consctous of this burden. By this time the period of
migration ang invasions, with its consequent breaking of socicty
into small, self-contained units, was well over {o-operation and
the division of labour were extending to wiv' 1%:Las, and, with
the growth of trade, towns wcre also growing and were winning
a measure of local sclf-government. There was a slow but in the
aggregate quite considerable advance in technique, and, in
ingland at any rate, scrfdom was in decline and its harsher
features were becomuing modified. As a result, what had formetly
been so universally endured without question or hope was at last
beginning to I felt as a burden: the serf was becoming aware of
his servitude and the Fourteenth (cntury was the great period of
peasant insurrcction. N
Out of this situatton, this begimning of hope, spriags The L and
of Cokaygne. Without the hope it could scatcely have arisen at all,
1f the hope had been sironger or better grounded it would not
have taken shape as a fantasy, a grotesgque dream of a society
wished for but not scen as an actual possibility, Tt is this fantastic
quality which has led to it being regarded as a clumsy joke, and,
mndeced, it is casy enough to ridicule the vision of the great abbey:
“Fleuren cakes beth the schingles alle,
Of cheiche, cloister, boure, and halle.
The pinnes beth fat podinges,
Rich mect to priicez and to kinges,”?
or the
“rivers gret and finc
Of oile, mclk, honi, and wine,””2
the
“gees irostid on the spitte
Fleez to that abbai, God hit wot,
And gredith, ‘Gees al hote, al hot!’”’s

1 All the shidigles of the church, the cloister, the chamber and hall are made of
flour cakes. The pinnacles ate of fat puddings, grand food for princes and kings.

2 Gteat and splendid tivers of oill, muk, honey and wine.

3 Roasted, geese on spits, by God’s truth, fly to that abbey crying out, “Geesc all
hot, all hot.”
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and
“The leverokes that beth cuth,
Lightith adun to manis muth,
Idight in stu ful swithe wel,
Pudrid with gilofre and canel.”1

But is this, apart from the simplicity of its language, any more
laughable than Malory’s account of the first appearance of the
Grail: *

“Then t.. | itered into the hall the Holy Grail covered
with white samite, and there was none might see it, nor who
bare it. And therc was all the hall fulfilled with good odours,
and every knight had such meats and drinks as he best loved in
the world.”

In fact, in this side of Cokaygne we can sec the fusion of the
pre-christian naturc cults of abundance with the very practical
needs and desites of the people, into a picture of a land whose
happiness is none the less material and carthy for the grotesque
form in which it is presented.
An especially interesting aspect of this abundance is the spice
tree:
“The rote is gingevir and galingale

The siouns beth al sedwale

Trie maces beth the flure,

The rind, canel of swet odur,

‘The frute, gilofre of gode smakke.”?

This is not merely a pretty fancy. Spices were specially prized in
the Middle Ages and even later because of the monotonous and
unpalatable diet, espccially in the winter. Owing to the difficultics
of trade with the Fast, they fetched prices which put them out of
the reach of all but the rich, so that a plentiful supply of spices
growing ready to hand would be a most desirable object to find
in the Land of Cokaygne.

This abundance of spices also, together with the four wells of
“triacle and halwei, of baum and ek picment”,? connect Cokaygne

L Tasty larks fly down into men’s mouths dressed in most excellent stew and
sprinkled with gillyflowet and cinnamon.

2 The root 1s ginger and sweet cyperus, the shoots are valetian, the flowers choice
nutmegs, the bark odorous cinnamon and the fruit sweet scented sulyflower.

3 T'riacle 15 medicine, halwer 1s healing water and piement isa kind of wine.
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with yet another mythological feature, the Well of Youth ot of
Life, which flows through so many Earthly Paradises, eastern as
well as western, and of which Sir John Mandeville writes:

“And undecr that citie is an hyll that men call Polombe
[Colombo] and thereof taketh the citie his name. And so at
the fote of the same hill is a right faire and clere well, that hath
a full gooq and sweete savoure, and it smelleth of all manner
of sortes of spyce, and also at eche hourr of the daye it
changeth his savour diversely, and who d. *’f%: on the daye
of that well, he is made holc of all manner sickness that he
hathe. 1 have sometime dronke of that well, and methinketh
yet that I fare the better; some call it the well of youth, for they
that drinke thercof seme to be yong alway, and live without
great sicknesse, and they say this well cometh from Paradise
terreste, for it is so vertuous, and in this land groweth ginger,
and thither come many good merchaunts for spyces.”

Not only is Cokaygne a land of plenty, it #s a land where this
plenty can be enjoyed without cffort, and it is perhaps this
characteristic more than any other which has infuriated the moral-
ist and which was responsible for the disrepute into which
Cokaygne presently fell. Yet it is clear that in a world where
cndless and almost unrewarded labour was the lot of the over-
whelming majority, a Utopia which did not promise rest and
idleness would be sadly imperfect. 1dleness is, indced, rather less
stressed in The Land of Cokaygne than in some other versions, that
of Brueghel, for example, and the modern Rock Candy Mountain.
While, indeed, the larks alight ready dressed in the mouth, what
is really insisted upon is that meat and drink can be had “withoute
care, how, and swink”, that is, without the grinding and excessive
labour that filled the whole life of the medieval setf.

And there is very much morc in Cokaygne than gluttony and
idleness. What is specially insisted on and most morally im-
pressive is that it is a land of peace, happiness and social justice:

“Al is dai, nis ther no nighte,
Ther nis baret nother strif,
Nis ther no deth, ac ever lif;
. Ther nis lac of met no cloth,
The, nis man no womman wroth. . . ..
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Al is commune to yung and old,
To stoute and sterne, mek and bold.””?

It is this social fecling, this sense of fellowship, which lifts
Cokaygne out of the realm of the grotesque, or, rather, makes it
one of those rare yet characteristic popular testaments in which
the grotesque and the sublime unite to give a true and living
picture of the mind of the common man. One is conscious here,
as clsewhere, that the class feeling that is never directly voiced
lies only just g™ - the surface.
This feeling is $irengthened by the curious and ironical closing
lines:
“Whose wyl com that lond to,
Ful gret penance he mot do:
Seven yere in swin-is dritte
He mote wadc, wol ye i-witte,
Al anon up to the chynne
So he schal the londe winne.
Lordinges gode and hende
Mot ye never of world wend
Fort ye stond to yure cheance,
And fulfil that penance,
That ye mote that lond ise
And never more turne a-ghe.
Pray ye God, so mote it be
Amen, per scinte charite.”’?

The meaning is clear enough: Cokaygne is, like the Kingdom of
Heaven, harder for a rich man to cnter than for a camel to go
through the eye of a needle. Only by seven years spent up to the
chin in swine’s dirt-—only, that is, by living the life of the most
wretched and exploited serf, can a man find his way thither. And
the specific address to the “Lordinges gode and hende,” though
such dedications were, of course, common form, gives the point
additional emphasis.

1 All is day, there is no night there, there is neither quarrelling nor strife, there is

no death, but eternal life; there 1s no lack of food and clothes, and ncithe r man nor

woman is angry. . . . All is common to young and old, to strong and stern, to meek
and bold.

2 The 1nan who wisbes to come to that land must do very gteat penance. He must
wade for scven years, no doubt about tt, right up to the chin in swinc’s dirt to win
his way there. My good, kind Lords, you will never go from the world unless you are
prepared to endure and to fulfil that penance, so that you may see that land and never
more rcturn. Pray to God that it may be so, by boly charity.
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This linking of social justice with abundance in Cokaygne
suggests an interesting parallel with the ancient tradition of
classical stoicism, the most radical philosophy of the Greek and
Roman world. Benjamin Farrington, in his essay on Diodorus
Siculus, 2 Grecek historian of the first century B.c., cites the passage
in his Unwiversal History which contains an account of the Stoic
Utopia, “The Islands of the Sun”, a Utopia which certainly
influenced Campanella’s City of the Sun (1623) and most probably
More’s Utopia. REN

Farrington points out that the sun “who dispénses his light and
warmth equally upon all”, was closely connected in classical
thought with the conception of justice:

“There is abundant evidcnce that in many circles, where the
religion of the stars had blended with aspirations after a
juster socicty, the sun was looked upon in a special sense as
the dispenser of justice, the guarantor of fair-play, the redresser
of grievances, the one who held the balance straight. . . . In
the third century B.C., the sun had become thc centre of the
millennial aspirations of the dispossessed among mankind. It
was belicved that at recurrent periods the sun-king would
descend from heaven to earth to re-establish justice and make
all men participators in a happiness without alloy.”

Such belicfs were especially encouraged by the Stoics. 1n the
account of their Islands of the Sun given by Diodorus, apparcntly
in the belief that he was describing a real country, we can recog-
nise a number of the features we have already found to be
characteristic of Cokaygne. There is the magical abundance and
perfect climate:

“The air of their land is perfectly tempered, for they live on
the equinoctial line and are troubled neither by heat nor cold.
Their fruits arc in season all the year. . . . Their lifc is passed in
the meadows, the land supplying abundant sustenance; for
by reason of the excellence of the soil and the temperate air
crops spring up of themseives beyond their needs.”

The sea round the islands is sweet to the taste, thus recalling
the sweet springs of Cokaygne, and

“The watet of their hot springs, which is swect and whole-
some, keeps its heat and never grows cold, unless cold water or
wine is added.”
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The element of magical healing is present, too, in the form of an
animal whose blood

“has a wonderful property. It immediately glues together a cut
in any living body, and a hand or other part that has been cut
off can be fastened on again by it while the cut is fresh.”

All this is combined with an unbreakable social solidarity:

“Sincc thgg~ is no jealousy among them there is no civil
strife, and 8 ,iteep theit love of unity and concord throughout
life.”

What I am suggesting is not, of coursc, any direct or conscious
borrowing by the medicval folk-poets, but the persistence of a
tradition, and, perhaps, of a common stock of legend upon which
they and the Stoics all ultimately drew.

In the same stream of thought were the political thcories
widely held in the earlier Middle Ages, even by those in authority,
that a right socicty was one with goods held in common and with-
out classcs or oppressive state apparatus. Government and
private property was considered to have been the inevitable
result of the Fall and of man’s sinful state. Such ideas wcre related
to those about a Golden Age and perhaps embody memories of
primitive communism. After the thirteenth century, and with the
growing influence of Aquinas the official theorists began to argue
that private property and class divisions were a natural feature of
human society. Neverthcless, the old ideas about communism
being the true form of socicty persisted, and, among the masscs,
took a form very different from those official theories which had
placed upon the sinfulness of man the blame for his inability to
realise the ideal. We can see something of this in the preaching of
John Ball and in the social character of the Land of Cokaygne.

There is a further development in the Cokaygne theme, not
found in this particular version, though possibly hinted at in its
closing lines, which is of peculiar sociological interest. This
feature, pointed out by R. J. E. Tiddy in The Mummers® Play, is the
regular juxtaposition of the abundance theme with the theme of
the reversal of the normal, of topsy-turveydom, as he calls it. This
topsy-turveydom is another familiar topic of medieval popular art
and literature, which delighted in such situations as the hawk
being pursued by the heron, the sack dragging the ass o the mill
or the fish hooking the fisherman. Often, too, it <akes the form of
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rough verbal nonsensc. In the Western-sub-Edge Mummers’
Play, for example, Beelzebub makes a long speech of this kind:

“I went up a straight crooked lane. I met a bark and he
dogged at me. I went to the stick and cut a hedge. . . . I went of
the morroe about nine days after, picks up this jeid (dead) dog,
romes my arm down his throat, turned him inside outwards,
sent him down Buckle Street barking ninety yards long, and
1 followed after him.” Pt

He is followed immediately by Jack Finney wuxi:grocceds:

“Now my lads we come to the land of plenty, rost stones,
plum puddings, houses thatched with pancakes, and little pigs
running about with knives and forks stuck in their backs
crying “Who’ll eat me?””

Similarly in thc Ampleford Sword Dance:

“I’ve travelled all the way from Itti Titti, where there’s ncither
town nor city, wooden chimes, leather bellsyblack puddings for
bell ropcs, little pigs running up and down the streets, knives
and forks stuck in their backsides crying ‘God save the King.””

Once again, the cssentially significant point has to be looked for
bencath the jest, and we have a clue that leads straight to the
rebellious cote of the populat thought of the time. Two strands,
formally opposed but in practice complementary, run through
the tevolutionary thought of the Middle Ages. One is that of
cquality: “When Ad-m delved and Eve span, who then was the
gentleman?” The other is that of upheaval and reversal, of the
world turned upside down: “‘He hath put down the mighty from
their seats and hath exalted the humble and meck.” It is the second
of these strands which historically has paturalised itself in the
Land of Cokaygpe.

The connection here shows itself in the various popular
festivals of which the Feast of Fools may be taken as the type.
Strictly, the Feast of Fools was a religious affair in which the
subdcacons and others in minor orders in certain churches took
control of the ceremonies for a day, while the usual authorities
were relcgated to a subordinate position. There can be no doubt,
however, that this was also a time of more general licence and
merry-making, and that there were other similar festivals of a
more exclusively.secular nature like the crowning of the Lord of
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Misrule, referred to by Philip Stubbes in his Anatomie of Abases
(1583). Usually the Feast of Fools began on the eve of the Feast
of the Circumcision (New Year’s Day—in itself a significant
detail, since the New Year has always been a time when the idea
of making a change or a new start is powerful).1 The signal was
the rcaching at evensong of the verse from the Magnificat already
quotcd—He hath put down the mighty. At this point the choir
and the minor orders would take the bit between their teeth. The
versc, always ' -an of revolt, was repeated over and over again.
A master of cefémonics, known by varying titles such as the
King of Fools, the Lord of Mistule or the Boy Bishop, was
elected. Mass was celebrated with all sorts of ludicrous additions:
an ass would be led into the church with a rider facing its tail, and
braying take the place of the responscs at the most solemn parts:
censing was parodied with black puddings: the clergy turncd their
garments inside out, changcd garments with women or adopted
animal disguises: soon the excitement and licence would spread
beyond the church throughout the town or city.

The higher ecclesiastical authorities tried for centuries without
great success to suppress or cven tone down these proceedings.
Professor E. K. Chambers quotes a letter from the Theological
Faculty of the University of Paris which both expresses the
official view and gives a lively picture of what happened:

“Pricsts and clerks may be seen wearing masks and mons-
trous visages at the hours of office. They dance in the choir,
dressed as women, pandars or minstrels. They sing wanton
songs. They cat black puddings at the horn of the altar while the
celebrant is saying mass. They play at dice there, They cense
with stinking smoke from the soles of old shoes. They run and
leap through the church without shame. Finally they drive
about the town and its theatres in shabby traps and carts; and
rouse the laughter of their fellows and the bystanders in
infamous performances, with indecent gestures and verses
scurrilous and unchaste.”

Professor Chambers summarises the general character of the
Festival by saying:

“The ruling idea of the fcast is the inversion of status, and

the performance, invariably burlesque, by the inferior clergy of

11t 1s worth noting that the offictal New Year at this time—Match 25th—brings
us close to another similar Festival, that of All Fools’ Day. *
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functions properly belonging to their betters. . . . Now I would

point out that this inversion of status so characteristic of the

Feast of Fools is equally characteristic of folk festivals. What

is Dr. Frazer’s mock king but one of the meanest of the people

choscu out to represent the real king as the priest victim of a

divine sacrifice, and surrounded, for the perind of the feast,

in a naive attempt to outwit hcaven, with all the paraphernalia

of kingship?”
When we remember that these folk-rites were jifanned to ensure
favourable weather and an abundancc of food, their connection
with the Cokaygne theme is casily explained. They link similarly
with the Roman Kalends and Saturnalia,? themselves relics of the
pre-classical religious practices of the country people, in which
thcre was in the same way a time of general licence, and whose
most striking fcature was the temporary equality of slaves with
their masters. Once niore, rites and customs possibly prehistoric
survive because they still correspond to exjsting realities, and
supply the mould in which the revolutionary fecling of a later
age expresses itself.

It may be argued that in these fantasics, Cokaygne dreams and
symbolic festivals, this revolutionary fecling was canalised,
diverted and rendered harmless. It would be truce to say that this
was a period in which revolution was not objectively possible
though popular riots were, of course frequent, and that they
were the means of keeping alive hopes and aspirations that might
otherwisc have dic' away, and which at a later date would
prove of immensc value. The same may be said about the closely
related witch cult. llere, alsc we have a surviving pre-christian
religion, driven underground and forced to cxist sccretly, yet
claiming countless adherents. The cult appears to have been
highly organised and at times to have served as a focus for move-
ments of political revolt, though, in the nature of things, the
direct evidence here must be extremdly meagre. \What is certain
is that periodical meetings or Sabbats were held, at which the
main features were an clabotate and lavish, if rudc, feast and
ceremonics that were a deliberate reversal of the normal, as,
for example; in the dances performed anti-clockwise and in the
inverted mimicry of Christian ritual. It should be remembered,

1 Saturn was the ancient ruler of the Gods, whose reign was a time of peace and
univeisal abundance Befote the development of classes,
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also, that dancing of any kind was discouraged by the priests as
something devilish and pagan, and but for the wide diffusion of
the witch cult might have been stamped out altogether. It is by no
means impossible that the account of Cokaygne may be in part
at any rate a veiled description of the Sabbat, which was probably
not, in the earlier times at least, the horrific and diabolical affair
which it was represented as being by ecclesiastical writers. Such
speculations lead us far into the land of conjecture, however. We
must rememb@¥, st nothing survives to give us the point of view
of the witches except a few chance answers in cross-examination
which have found their way into the accounts of their trials.

2. The History of Cokaygne

Summing up the account given in the last section, we can say
that the Land of Cokaygne cmbodies the profoundest feelings of
the masses, cxpresses them in an extremely concrete and earthy
fashion, and is related to the main theme of popular mythology
on the one hand and the main stream of popular revolt on the
other. It is really quite central, and could hardly have failed to
receive much more attention than has been given to it, if it had
not from the start been constantly ridiculed or ignored by the
learned and trespectable. The literary references to it are few and
indirect, and always it is treated as something too childish or too
disgusting to be worthy of scrious attention. iven Shakespeare,
whose broad human understanding brings him so close to the
mind of the people, and who puts into the mouth of Gonzalo
(Tempest, Act 11, Scenc 1) what appears to be a sympathetic if
rather classicised account of Cokaygne, hardly trcats it as a serious
matter and allows Gonzalo to be laughed out of countenance for
a pedlar of old wives’ tales. Ben Johnson in Bartholomew Fair is
openly contemptuous: and we should note that Cokaygne has now
become Lubberland—the country of idle good-for-nothings—
an attitude that may be connected with the new respect for
diligence and the accumulation of wealth that accompanied the
rise of the boutgeoisie. Dame Purecraft, in the authentic accents of
Mr. Bumble, rebukes Littlewit for wanting pork, to which he
replies:

“Good Mother, how shall we find a pig if we don’t look
about for’t? Will it run off o’ the spit into our mouths, think
you? as in Lubberland and cry we we?”
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Two other examples of this contemptuous attitude may be
given from the utopian writers of the seventeenth century. The
first is from Mundus Alter et ldem, wtitten by Bishop Hall,
probably about 1600, and published in 1607. Though in Latin, it
was a popular work which had more than one imitator and which
was translated by John Heeley in 1608. It is from this translation
that I shall %uote. The book itself is of intercst as being the first
of the ncgative or satirical utopias, books in which the social
criticism takes the form of describing in inr{i{nary countrics
those vices and follies the author would have us avoid. It des-
cribes a voyage to Terra Australia and the discovery there of
Crapulia, the land of excess. It is divided into five provinces:
Pamphagoia, or Gluttons’ Land, Yvronia, or Drunkards’ Land,
Viraginia, where women rule, Moronia, or Fools’ Land--said to
be the largest, the least cultivated and the mnst populous of all—
and Lavernia, the Land of Rogues, most of whosc inhabitants find
a dishonest living at the expense of their neighbours the Moron-
ians. Nearby is situated Terra Sancta, marked on the accompany-
ing map as “non adhuc satis cognita.”

In the main no doubt, Bishop [ail intended to satirisc the fail-
ings of his age, but there are also clear indications that a part of
his intention was to portray a sort of anti-Cokaygne, to cxpress the
disgust felt by the cultivated mind of the comfortable churchman
at the grossness of popular delusions. This is evident in the chapters
describing Pamphagoia, whose god is the great Omasius Gorgut
or Gorbelly. Here:

“Thete atc certaine creatures grown out of the carth in the
shape of Lambes, which, being fast joyned unto the stalke they
grow upon do notwithstanding cat up all the grassc about
them . . . the fishes . . . are naturally so ravenous and grecedy
that you can no sooner cast out your angle-hook among them
but immediately . . . you shall have hundreds about the line,
some hanging on the hooke, and rome on the string besides it,
such is their pleasure to gne to the pot, such their delight to
march in pompe from the dresser.”

There follows a series of revolting descriptions of the manners of
the people, and the condition to which they arc brought by
over-indulgence. So in Idleberg, which is but another name for
Lubberland,
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“The richest sort have attendants: one to open the master’s
eyes gently whenheawaketh: onetofannea coole ayre whilest he
eateth, a third to put in his viands when he gapeth, a fourth to
girdle his belly as it riseth and falleth, the master onley exct-
ciseth but eating, digesting and laying out.”

And there is a real touch of horror in the account of the city of
Marchpane, which:

“hath but vegg few inhabitants of any years that have any teeth
left: but all®am 18 to the grave, are the naturale heirs of
stinking breaths.”

Mundns Alrer et Idem is a vigorous and entertaining work which
ranks quite high in the peculiarly English genre of the satirical
utopia. Samuel Gott’s Novz Solyma, on the other hand, is perhaps
thc most dreary and rcpellent utopia ever written.® Yet it docs
contain one passage that is recally striking, the fable of Philomela.
It describes a palace of pleasure, where guests are invited to
a perpetual banquct, in the midst of which they are suddenly
precipitated into a sewet:

“Thete the remains of the banquets and the vomit of over-
charged stomachs and other filthy excrements lay rotting, and
with thera the skeletons of those who by violence or discase
had come to an untimely end or by hunger and cold had been
the victims of the cruellest usage. There was a horrid noise, too,
of rattling chains, and the roar of wild beasts scizing their
prey, and at your fect was a great, steep precipice, and below
that a huge, impassable river, into which many of the wretched
captives willingly drowned themselves, rather than suffer the
prolonged torture of so horrible a fate, and the lacerations of
the wild beasts.”

So, for thc middle-class Puritan, ends the Earthly Paradise, in
disgust, in unspcakable miscry and in dcath.

This kind of moral reprobation can be seen, too, at 2 much
later date in Chatles Kingsley’s The Water Babies (1863). He tells
of the sad fate of the Doasyoulikes, who lived in the land of
Readymade at the foot of the Happy-go-lucky Mountains:

“They sat under the flapdoodle-trees, and let the flapdoodle
drop into their mouths; and under the vines, and squeezed the

1 See Chapter 111, Scction 2,
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grapejuice down their throats; and, if any little pigs ran about
ready roasted, crying, ‘Come and cat me,’ as was their fashion
in that country, they waited till the pigs ran against their
mouths, and then took a bite, and wete content, just as so many
oysters would have been.”

For which shameful disrcgard of the Victorian Gospel of Work
they arc visited with a progressive series of catastrophes and with
ultimate extinction, X

The people themselves have never share [Ruese opinions.
Whatever their betters might say they have continued to cherish
the dream of Cokaygne. In song, in stoty and in play, the theme
persisted, breaking only rarely into printed literature and then
only in broadshects and chapbooks circulating among the half-
literate, The frequent references in the folk plays have been men-
tioned alreadv. Another appearance, for knowledge of which I
am indebted to Jack Lindsay, is in a volame of Songs of the Bards
of the Tynme, published in 1849 buat containing poems written
considerably carlicr and somerimes employing themes obviously
traditional. One poem has the following passage:

“Aw gat in to sce Robin Hood,
Had two or thrce quairts wi John Nipes, man;
And Wesley, that yence preached sac good,
Sat smokin’ and praisin’ the swipcs, man:

“Legs of mutton hcre grows on each trec,
Jack Nipes said, and wasn’t mistaken—
When rainin’ therc’s such a bit sprec,
For there comes down great fat sides o’ bacon.”

Whether Wesley had reached Cokaygne because or in spite of the
excelleace of his preaching is by no means clear. Another poem
from the same collection says:

“As aw cam doon, aw passed the mcun,
An’ ner greet burning mountains—
Her turnpike reals aw found out seun,
Strang beer runs therc in fountains.”

It is intéresting to note that both these poems have as their
subject the theme of the magical cure, especially since it is always
in the part of the folk-plays dealing with the cure and the res-
toration to life of the dead hero that the Cokaygne passages occur.a
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Here once more we find the link betwecn the Cokaygne of popular
tradition and the mythological Fortunate Isles with their fountain
or well of perpetual youth. The same connection can be seen in
one of the very few modern literary Cokaygne references, W. B.
Yeats’ poem The Happy Townland. Here:

“Boughs have their fruit and blossom
At all times of the year;

Rivers are running over

Wﬂ ‘ed beer and brown beer.”

And, while the inhabitants enjoy themselves by fighting, cvery
night:

“All that are killed in battle
Awalken to life again.

1t is lucky that their story

Is not known among men,

For O, the strong farmers

That would let the spade lie,
Their hearts would be like a cup
That somebody had drunk dry.”

Yeats, who commonly looked for subject-matter to his native
mythology, naturally approaches Cokaygne indirectly through
the Celtic Earthly Paradise. Far more direct and definitely work-
ing class in origin, and for both reasons more important for our
purpose, are the numerous references in modern American folk
songs and tales. The most complete Cokaygne pictures ate in two
songs, The Big Rock Candy Mountains and Poor Man's Heaven.
Supetficially similar, these songs contain most of the usual
Cokaygne featurcs: the abundance of food, the miraculous
streams, the eternal summer and the delight of idleness. Thus:

“In the Big Rock Candy Mountains

All the cops have wooden legs,
And the bulldogs all have rubber teeth,
And the hens lay soft boiled eggs.?

1In Brueghel’s Schlaraffenland there 15 a boiled egg in a cup, rinnithg about
1cady opened, with a spoon sticking out of the top. Obviously the makets of this
song knew nothing of Brucghel, but the persistence of all these minute details 1s an
indication of a clear and continuous verbal tradition of which we have®only acct-
dental and disconnected evidence.
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The fatmers’ trees are full of fruit

And the barns are full of hay,

Oh I'm bound to go, where there ain’t no snow,
Where the rain don’t fall, where the wind don’t blow.”

There:

“The little streams of alcohol
Come a-trickling down the rocks. . . .
Therc’s a lake of stew and of whisky ton',&’

and: gAY
“There ain’t no short-handled shovels,

No axes, saws or picks,

I’'m bound to stay whetc they sleep all day,
Whete they hung the Turk that invented work,
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains.”

Similarly:

“In Poor Man’s Heaven we’ll have our own way,
Thete’s nothing up there but good luck,
There’s strawbeiry pie
That’s twenty feet high
And whipped cream they bring in a truck. . . .
We'll eat all we please
Off ham and cgg trees,

That grow by the lake full of beer.”

The Cokaygne theme crops up in a varicty of other forms and
places. Among the Negrocs, for example in one of the stories
about John Henry, that mythological hero of so many legends
in which the bounds of human possibility arc miraculously
enlarged. In this one he find . a tree made of honey and another of
flitterjacks:

“Well, John Henry set there an’ et honey an’ flitterjacks, an’
after while when he went to git up to go, button pop off’n his
pants an’ kill a rabbit mo’ ’n hundred ya’ds on other side o’ de
trce. An’ so up jumped hrown baked pig wid sack o’ biscuits
on his back, an’ John Heury et him too.

“So John Henry gits up to go through woods to camp for
suppér, “cause he ’bout to be late an’ he mighty hongty for his
supper. John Henry sces lake down hill an’ thinks he’ll git him
a drink o’ water, ’cause he’s thirsty, too, after eatin’ honey an’
flitterjacks ant’ brown roast pig an’ biscuits, still he’s hungry
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yet. An’ so he goes down to git drink water an’ finds lake ain’t
nothin’ but lake o’ honey, an’ out in middle dat lake ain’t
nothin’ but tree full o’ biscuits too.”

Again, there is the story of Jack’s Hunting Trips, a composite
version made by Richard Chase from the narrations of a
number of mountain story-tellers in Virginia. In the course of
the tale, Jack (who is indecd our old friend Jack of the Beanstalk)
goes hunting along a river of honey, shaded by fritter trecs, and
little pigs conf@ut of the brush with a knifc and fork stuck in
there backs, squealing to be eaten.?

Here, I think, we can see something of the kind of way in which
the Cokaygne theme crossed the Atlantic, and A. L. Lloyd, to
whom I am heavily indebted for information about 1ts American
versions, has suggested that the immediate ancestor of The Big
Rock Candy Mountains is a popular Norwegian song, with a very
similar tune, which first appecared in print in 1853 and became
a popular classic throughout Norway. In it the legendaty character
Ole Bull invites onc and all to leave their miscrable lives for the
freedom of Oleana. Some of the verscs of this song run roughly
as follows:

“In Oleana, that’s where I’d like to be, and not dragging the
chains of slavery in Norway.

“In Oleana they give you land for nothing, and the grain just pops
out of the ground—it’s money for jaml

“The grain threshes itself in the granary, while T stretch at case
in my bunk.

“And Munich beer, as good as Yetteborg can brew, runs in the
creeks for the poor man’s delight.

“And brown roasted pigs leap about so prcttily, asking politely
if anyone would like ham.”

To the Norwegian peasant and fisherman the Larthly Paradise
lay in America, to which thousands were cmigrating throughout
the Nineteenth Century: when the emigrant arrived he quickly
found that this Utopia had existed only in the imagination. In life

1 Honey. another echo of the Middle Ages, when supar was almost unknown and
honey greatly prized as the one substance available for swectening. Perhaps the same

kind of condittons were found n outlying patts of the U.S.A. where the pioncers
were largely self-supporting and imported sugar would also be a luxury.
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it was something that had to be fought for or pushed away into
a distant, fantastic, Never-never Land.!

It is startling to find the same thoughts and desites expressed
in almost the same words in a new continent and after six cen-
turies, in fourteenth century England and in the United States of
the carly twentieth, or, more probably in the late nineteenth
century,? the one fcudal, dccentralised and almost entitely
agricultural, the other a highly organiscd, industrial country with
an advanced technique and with capitalism alrea ly reaching the
stage of monopoly. Nevertheless, the U.S.A. altnough the Fron-
tier in the old sense had disappecared by the last decades of the
nineteenth century, still contained vast arcas incompletely opened
up. Consequently there was a mass of migratory, unskilled labour,
building railways and roads, digging canals and irrigation works,
attached to no particular job but prepared to lcave at short
notice for any point in the Union where therc werc reports of
good wages and plenty of work. And, at thc same time, the
battle with naturc had not yet been won. While there was intensc
class exploitation, it was stul often possible to feel, in the primitive
hardness of the conditions of life, that the mass of the people
were not only up against the rule of the rich but also against the
incvitable oppression of natural forces. This is the common factor
which may accounr for the reappearance in sno many new forms of
the Cokaygne thene.

Nevertheless, time does not stand still, and the theme reappeats
with significant modifications, which account not only for the
differences between  oth Poor Man's Heaven and The Big Rock
Candy Mountains and the medicval Land of Cokaygne, but between
these two songs themselves. The Big Rock Candy Mountains is
closer in fceling to the origiral. Tt is fantastic and passive, and,
indecd, for all its surface gaicty, has an underlying weariness and
cynicism born of a fuller realisation that Cokaygne under modern
conditions s no more than a dream. It is a song of the bum, the
more demoralised clement among the migratory workers It is
a decadent Utopia, as any Utonia must be in our time which turns
away from the class struggle.

1 Lloyd also suggests that Oleana may have suggested to Ibsen the Utopia of
Gyntiana, 1m Act 1V of Peer Gynt. Ibsen 1s perhaps an even more unexpected person
than Wesley to meet in the Land of Cokaygnel

2 Like most folk song: and talcs these aie hard to date, but thete scems to be a
reference 1n *Poor Alan's Heaven to the Populist anti-trust and cheap tnoney agitation
that culminated 1n Bryan’s clection campaign of 1896,
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Poor Man's Heaven is active and positive where The Big Rock
Candy Mountains is passive and negative. It is Cokaygne with some
of the old fantastic elements, but with the addition to them of the
class struggle, even if in a somewhat anarchist form. Thus, for
example, whereas:

“In the Big Rock Candy Mountains
The jails are made of tin,
And you can walk right out again
As ggon as you are in,”

in Poor Man's Heaven:

“We’ll take an iron rail
And open the jail,
And let all the poor men out quick.”

And again, while in the first case:

“The brakemen have to tip their caps
And the railroad bulls are blind,”

in the second:

“We’ll ride in a train,

And sleep in a pullman at night,

And if someone should dare to ask for our fare
We'll hold up and put out his light.”

In Poor Man's Heaven, also, the conception of idleness tahes a new
and more revolutionary form with the addition of the idea of
class reversal:

“And we will be fed
With breakfast in bed,
And served by a fat nullionaire.”

Most striking of all is the contrast of the concluding lines,
where in place of the rather pathetic jauntiness of:

“I’ll sce you all this coming Fall,
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains,”

we have:

“In Poor Man’s Heaven we’ll own our own.homes
And we won’t have to sweat like a slave,

But we will be proud to sing right out loud,
The land of the free and the brave.”
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Whereas in the hand of the bum, theidea of Cokaygne loseseven
the implication of class revolt which it originally had, among the
genuine 1nigratory workers, the men who built up the LW.W."
with its unsurpassed record of fearless militancy, these impli-
cations, always present, are developed and enriched by their
contact with modern socialism.

And, indeed, fantastic as its form may have been, Cokaygne
does anticipate some of the most fundamental conceptions of
modern socialism. Socialism, if it is to be anything but an ica-
demic fabrication of blueprints, must take its rise f lom the desires
and hopes of the people. It is from this that it derives its life,
its actuality and its assurance of final victory. The classless society
is Cokaygne made practical by scientific knowledge. Socialism is
in agrecment with Cokaygne, above all, in the belief that abund-
ance is possible without the burden of unending and soul-destroy-
ing toil: the naive and pictorial expression in which this perfectly
correct belief found expression in the Cokaygne literature was a
result of the impossibility of finding any practical realisation in
view of the low levcl of the technique of production in the Middle
Ages. The conquest of nature was then cnly beginning, and so the
final triumph of man over naturc could only be expressed magic-
ally and symbolically. 1n this way Th Land of Cokaygne is the
beginning of a dialectical growth of the conception of Utopia,
which has its culmination in the greatest and the most fully
socialist work of this type, W illiam Morris® News from Nowbere,
a book which gathers up all the riches and experiences of the
philosophical Utopias of the intervening period and relates them
once again to the neglected but undying hopes of the people.
It is the tracing of this basic pattern in the history of the English
Utopia which is one of the 1 ain objects of this book.

Therc is onc other important point that must be touched on:
the conception in Cokaygne of the relation between man and
nature. Medieval man was, as we have scen, strongly aware of his
struggle against his environment. Fle fclt decply the hostility of
the world, the brietncss and uncertainty of life. Man was a stranger
and a sojourner, passing from J.rkness to twilight and thence into
darkness again, a darkness only slightly alleviated by the church’s
promises, of, heaven and rendered even mote impenctrable and
hortifying by its threats of hell. This was the source of the sense of
the limitation of n.an which round its theological exptession in
the dogma of otiginal sin. The church saw man and naturc as
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separate and opposed forces, and the duty of man to resist both
the world and the worldly within himself. The struggle between
man and the world was the only means of avoiding a collapse into
brutishness, and, the nature of man being what it was, the mere
avoidance of such a collapse, and the salvation of the individual
soul, was the very most that could reasonably be looked for.

In Cokaygne there is implicit the rejection of this pessimistic
and reactionary outlook. Here, happiness and the enjoyment of
plenty in fellowship is the outcome of the establishment of a
harmony between man and his surioundings, of the conquest of
nature by man, but a conquest possible because man is a part of
nature instead of being in opposition to it. In this way, Cokaygne
can be seen as a rough and early foreshadowing of Humanism,
the philosophy of the bourgeois tevolution. About Humanism
more will have to be said in relation to More and Bacon; what
must be noted here is that, in spite of its narrow and mechanical
conception of the nature of progress, Humanism was a necessary
and valuable belicf with its insistence on the possibility and fact of
progress, as against the static world picture of Mcdicval philo-
sophy, and on the goodness and dignity rather than on the sinful-
ness and hclplessness of man. Humanism made it possible to
believe that man could mould the world in accordance with his
desires, whereas the church taught him that he could only save
himsclf from the world. Without such a belief the very conception
of Utopia is impossible, and this is why we find no conscious and
fully developed utopian thought between the philosophers of the
classical world and those of the dawn of the bourgeovis revo-
lution.



CIIAPTFR II

THE ISLAND OF THE SAINTS

Quick-witted Sir Thomas More traveld in a cleane contrarie province, tor
he seeing mogt commonwealths corrupted by 1ll custome, and that princip-
alitics were nothing but gicat piracies. which gotten by violence and
murther were maintained by private undermining and bloudshed, that in
the cheefest flourishing kingdomes therc was no cciuall or well devided
weale one with another, but a manifest conspiracic'of tiche men against
poore men, procuting their owne unlawful commoditics under the name
and interest of the commonwealth. hee concluded with himself to lay down
a petfect plot of a common-wealth or government, which be would intitle
his Uropia.

TroMmAs NasHr, The Unfortunate Traveller, 1594.

1. More the tumanist

BETWEEN the writing of The Land of Cokaygne and the
writing of Ufepia lic two hundred years, and in that time
a great transformation had taken place. A rapid process of differ-
entiation was taking place among the peasantry, and the feudal,
subsistence cconomy of the middle ages was giving placc to a
modern economy based on the production of goods for sale in
the markét. In the fourtcenth century, as we have seen, serfdom
was already undergoing profound moditications: in the fifteenth
it had almost disappearcd and the scrf had become a free culti-
vator. It would bc v rong to cherish any illusions about this
time, but it is not altogether without reason that it has been
described as a golden age. Yet in the very nature of things, such
a statc of affairs was onlv par-al and transitory, and if Fngland
‘was ever merry the metriment was but short-lived. The breaking
up of the medicval village communc emancipated the serf, but it
also destroyed the very basis of his sccurity: in frecing him from
his attachment to the soil it created the conditions under which
he could be driven off the soil altogether.

The creation of a frce peasaatry implies the development of
an cconomy based on simple commodity production, and this in
its turn ithplics the creation of a new kind of landowner, whose
power was not based on the multitude of his dependants but on
the amount of cash profit he could extract from his estates. In
England this protess was specially marked because England was
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the main producer of wool, and wool was the article which more
than any other could always be turned into money. At the same
time, the wool industry, and the enclosures which it involved,
was only the most outstanding example of a general tendency,
so that when More wrote—

“Your sheep that were wont to be so meek and tame, and
so small eaters, now, as I heare saye, be become so great
devowrers and so wylde, that they eate up, and swallow
downe the very men themselves,”

he was only describing in particular terms this general process,
the replacement of a subsistence agriculture by an agriculture
based on the production of goods for the market and the develop-
ment of a purcly money relation between the different classes
drawing their living from the soil.

This process, together with the corresponding growth of
merchant capital, of trade and of urban industry, which, though
still on a handicraft basis, catered more and more for a national
and even an international market, involved the birth of a new
class, the proletariat. And, as Morc was onc of the first to sce, it
was accompanicd by the greatest amount of suffering and dis-
location since the dispossession of the pcasantry and the discharge
of many of the retainers and other parasites of the old nobility
whom the ending of internal wars among thc nobility for the
control of the state apparatus now rendered superfluous, ran far
ahead of the absorption of the unemployed into industry. This
was, indeed, the inevitable consequence of the fact that 1n Eng-
land capitalism developed first in agriculture and trade and only
afterwards and more slowly in industry, which rcmained on a
petty, scattered and individual basis. In one of the best known
passages in Utopia Morc describes the sufferings of this new,
disinherited class.

“Theteforc that one covetous and unsatiable cormaurante
and very plague of his native contrey maye compassc about and
inclose many thousand of akers of grounde together within one
pale or hedge, the husbandmen be thrust owte of their owne, or
else cither by coveyne and fraude, or violent oppression they
are put besydes it . . . by one meanes therefore or by another,
either by hooke ot crooke they must needes depart awaye,
poore, silly, wretched soules, men, women, husbands, wives,
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fatherlessc children, widows, woefull mothers, with their
yonge babes. . . . Away they trudge, I say, out of their knowen -
and accustomed houses, fyndynge no place to rest in. . . . And
when they have wandered abroad tyll [all] be spent, what then
can they else doo but steale, and then justly pardy be hanged, or
els go about a-beggyng.”

The early dixteenth century was a black enough time: en-
closutres, widespread unemployment and beggaty, prices rising
far morc rapidly than wages, savage repressive laws against the
exploited, constant wars betwcen the national states springing up
out of the ruins of feudal socicty, cotruption, if not greater than
before, at least enjoying fuller oppottunity. And out of it all there
arose a general sense of bewilderment and despair. Everything
known and sccure sccred to be in question: the static, sclf-
contained feudal world where the lord ruled over the masor and
the Pope at Rome reigned over a universal and undivided Church
was passing and there scemed nothing to take its place. Yet in fact,
all this suffering and uncertainty, real as it was, was still rather a
symptom of growth than of dccay, though, as often 1n an age of
rapid transition, it was the decay 1ather than the growth which
was most apparent. Over and against the misery and as it were
complementary to it, was a2 new growth, the tise of a great mer-
chant class, strong and contident, mapping and parcelling the
world, of great cities and new industrics, and, to make this
possible, of new powecrful states guverned by dynasties like the
Tudors who had seizcu power over the bodies of the old nobility
and had cstablished an absolutism, which, for all its oppressive-
ness, was not without a gennis -» popular basis, since 1t stood for
order, for national as opposcu to local nrganisation, and for an
internal stability and a sccure and considerable market without
which the position of the bourgeois could r.ot be consolidated.

Such was the world in which Thomas More grew to manhood:
a world of despair and hope, of conflic! and contrast, of increas-
ing wealth and increasing pov.tty, of idealism and corruption, of
the decline at once of the local and international societies in face
of the national state which was to provide the frame within which
bourgeois society could develop.

More himsclf helonged to 4 body which welcomed the new
order, to the class of rich London merchants who were one of the
principal stays oftthe Tudor monarchy. His father was a prominent
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lawyer, later a Judge—a member of the upper civil service
which was increasingly being drawn from the ranks of the
upper bourgeoisie. More was brought up in the houschold of
Archbishop Morton, the chief minister of Henry VII, and,
rather against his will, since he was strongly attracted by the life
of scholarship, became himsclf a lawyet. Quite early he was elected
to Parliament and he acted as the spokesman of the I.ondoners on
a number of important occasions. In this way he wds brought into
close touch with national affairs, and finally, as we shall sce, was
drawn into the service of the crown, unwillingly and with tragic
results. In 1529 he became Lord Chancellor, holding office with
considerable distinction but with increasing discomfort till he
resigned, in 1532, on account of his reluctance to carry out
Henry VIIV’s church policy. Shortly after he was sent to the
Tower, and, in July 1535, he was bcheaded on a charge of treason.
It will be necessary to discuss some parts of his carcer in greater
detail in relation to the views he expressed in Utopia, but first of
all it will be well to say something of his character and intellectual
background.

Pethaps the fullest and most intimate picture of More is that
given by his friend Lirasmus in a letter to Hutten. Erasmus speaks
of his “kind and friendly chcerfulness, with a little air of raillery,”
of the simplicity of Lis tastes, his capacity for friendship and his
affection for his family. This was the impression Morc gave to all
who knew him, and even today it is scarcely possible to read either
his writings or those of his biographers without arriving at a scnsc
of peculiar intimacy such as we receive from few other historical
characters. We admire the man for his courage and honesty, for
the simplicity which he combined with his learning and his
capacity for affairs. More, like Swift, though not altogether for
the same reasons, was one of those figures around whom an
apocrypha gathers—a body of anccdotes which may not be true
but which are valuable because they are in kecping with a brilliant
personality vividly felt. And yet, behind it all, there is something
clse, something a little withdrawn and a little contemptuous of
common life, which comes out most plainly in More’s patronising
treatment of his wives. We are constantly reminded that More was
strongly drawn to the extreme austerity of life of the Carthusian
order. We feel that though he would have been a delightful
companion, equally prepared to discuss philosophy or to indulge
in a gentle kind of practical joking, only a patt of him would
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have been engaged. At hottom it is the typical conflict between
old and new, between the humanist and the medieval ascetic,’
which made him write of the married and celibate orders of labour
monks that

“the Utopians counte this secte the wiser, but the other the
holier.”

Perhaps it would be truer to say that Humanism itself, especially
in England, was the ficld of such a conflict. Humanism, though it
was a ncw doctrine, and the belief of 2 new histnric class, still
arose out of the dogmatic and scholastic thinking of the Middle
Ages, and was shot through with the very things against which it
was in revolt. So that we gct at the one time, and even in the one
petson, the sceptical and pagan thought of the Repaissance and
the puritan and dogmatic thought of the Reformation. Even in
Italy, where Humanism was first established and most firmly
rooted, this was so. Humanism reflected the boundless optimism
of a new class which saw the world opening béfore it. 1t discarded
the dogma of original sin and the conviction that Satan 1s the
Lord of this world for the dogma that both man and world are
only hindered by external checks from infiuite improve ment:

“You get at this time the appeatcnce of a ncw attitude
which can be most broadly described as an attitude of accept-
ance to life, as opposed to an attitude of renunciation. As a
consequence of this there emerges a new interest in man and
his relationship t¢. is ¢nvironment. With this goes an incrcas-
ing intercst in character and personality for its own sake” (T. E.
Hulme, Specalations, p. 25).

This new attitude was not only the result of the emergence
of a new progressive class but of a new conception of history. Up
to this timc men had been living in the shadow of the past. They
looked back from the squalor of frudalism to the real and
imagined glories of thc ancient world as to a golden age. But at
the close of the fifteenth cen: * v it would be roughly true to
say that civilisation had reached and in some respects passed the
level attained in the Gracco-Roman world. And, consequently,
instcad of looking back to a past more glorious than the present,
it was possible to lnok forward to a future more glorious than
either. This growth of civilisation transformed man’s whole
outlook: :
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““It was likely that as prosperity and stability of civilisation
gradually increased, the distinction between nature and super-
nature would become less and less harsh. The doctrines of
‘grace’ and ‘original sin’ may, as has been suggested, havearisen
out of the despair accompanying the disintegration of the
ancient world; ‘but as life became more secure man became less
otherwordly’” (Basil Willey, The Seventeenth Century Back-

ground, p. 33).

This future happiness was to be attained by the removal of all
artificial and external checks, that is, by thc excrcise of reason,
which meant in practice the adoption by princes and statesmen
of the views of the Humanists.

“For whercas your Plato,” wrote Morce, “judgeth that weale
publiques shall by this means atteyn perfect felicitie, eyther if
philosophers be kynges or else if kynges give themselves to the
studie of Philosophie, how farre, T praye you, shall commen
wealthes then be from thys felictic if philosophers wyll
vouchsaufe to enstruct kinges with their good councell?”

And finally, though the common pcople had no part to play in this
transformation of the world, Humanism at its best, in the hands of
men like More, did look beyond the immediate future and the
narrow class interests of the bourgeoisie towards the happiness
of man as a whole.

Consequently, again, there was an internal contradiction and
conflict. Humanism could not but be conscious of increasing
misery as well as of progress, and the individual Humanists
reacted either towards a superficial and hedonistic paganism or
towards 2 moral earncstness and desire for social and religious
reform. It was this latter aspect that was most strongly marked in
England and Northern Iiurope, where Humanism never became
very firmly rooted but remained, outside a group of intcllectuals,
a generalised and diffused influence which finally made its
contribution, in a modified form, to the Revolution of the
seventeenth century. And Colet, through whom more than
through any other one man Humanism reached this country, had
made his contact with it in Italy at a time when it was in its most
highly Christian and sectious phase, when the influence of
Savanarola and of Pico della Mirandola was at its hcight.

Freed to a certain extent from the theological absolutes of
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scholasticism, the Humanists felt the need for a new set of
absolute values. These they found partly in a more rational
Christianity, but even more, perhaps, in the works of Plato and
the neo-platonists. Greek philosophy came to them afresh through
the study of the original texts instead of the impetfect Latin
summaries that had had to serve throughout the middle ages. And
Plato, above all, with his conceptions of ideal truth, beauty and
justice, discoverable by the exercise of the reason, and to which
man and his institutions—churches, states, cities and universities
—could be made to conform, appealed irresistibly to men who
saw in history not a development towards new forms of society
but towards their own form of society. The urban life of the
fiftcenth and sixteenth ceaturies had a sufficient superficial
resemblance to that of the Greek city states to allow of thc drawing
of all sorts of parallels, some valuable and some, to our way of
thinking, fantastic enough. Plate’s Republic had been known, at
second hand, throughout the middle ages, and it was inevitable
that it should serve as the starting point for any draft of a model
commonwealth.

Such a commonwealth was entitely static in character. Plato
believed that what was necessary was to devise o city state with
a sufficient hinterland und a fixed optimum population, to give
it a finished and perfect constitution, regulating the relations
of classes, the nature and scope of industry, the type and extent
of the education necessary for the various classes, the religion
best calculated to serve its social stability. The foundation-stone
was justice— which meant the due subordination of classcs and
the recognition by all of their respective duties and rights. Such
a state, he supposed, if it ¢. ald once be established, might cn-
dure unchanged for cver.

These assumptions, in some cases modificd, constitute the
starting point of More’s Ufopia, but, to a large extent, they remain
unstated. More was not concetned to repeat what had already
been done in the Republic, to build iogically, step by step, the
principles upon which a + mmonwealth should be based.
Instead, he takes the principles for granted and presents us with a
living picture of such a Commonwealth alrcady discovered in
full working order. The result is a book that is narrower but far
more lively and vivid than the Repablic, the picture of a society so
fully realised that Morc feels able to answer all doubts by saying,
as it were, “But‘it really is so, I have secn it, and in fact it works.”
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And in some important respects More goes far beyond Plato.
Utopia is not a city state, self-sufficient and self-contained, but
anation-state coveringan area roughly that of England and having
a full national life in relation to other states. Further, Plato’s state
was a small aristocratic community living on the labour of a large
number of slaves and serfs, and its communism was confined to its
ruling class. Plato advocated communism not because this is the
only means of securing the abolition of class expfloitation, but
because he thought that a preoccupation with worldly goods was
bad for the morals of his philosopher ‘guardians’. More’s Utopia
was an approximation to a classless society, and was nccessarily
communist because he believed that

“where possessions be ptivate, where money bearcth all the
stroke, it is harde and almoste impossible but there the weale
publique maye justelye be governed and prosperouslye
floryshe. Unless you thinke thus: that Justyce is there executed
where all thinges come into the handes of evill men, or that
prosperctye there floryshcthe where all is divided amonge
a fewe.”

Morte had too great an cxpericnce of the world to believe that any
class, however well intentioned and carcfully educated, can
possess state power without oppressing and exploiting the
propertyless majority. Through the whoie of his book the ques-
tions of the state, of class and of property are continually being
raised, and, in the main, are answered in a strikingly modern way.
It is to More’s treatment of these fundamental questions that any
serious and socialist analysis of Uzgpia must be dirccted, since it is
its treatment of them which makes the book a landmark along the
road towards scientific socialism. It is the link between the social
theory of the ancient world and that of the present day.

This does not mean, of coutsc, that it was not a book of its own
time, written with a very close and deliberate attention to the
contecmporary situation. It is perhaps becausc of this close
attention to what actually was, and to the tendencies and direction
of his age, that More was able to louk so far into the future. 1t was
because he understood more clearly than those around him the
changes that were then taking place that he was able to forecast
the society which those changes were ultimately to make possible.
He wrote Utopia at the turning point of his life and in the full
maturity of his powers, In 1515 More was thirty-séven. He was the
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honoured friend of the greatest scholars of his time, of Erasmus
and Colet, of Linacre and of Grocyn. He had already sat in Parlia-
ment where he had distinguished himself by his opposition to the
demands of the crown. He was an outstanding lawyer and a
recognised leadcr and spokesman of the London metchants. And,
though he had refused to enter the roval service, he was sent upon
an important diplomatic mission to Flanders.

It was at Antwerp, in the coutse of this mission, that Usopia
was begun, and it is in Antwerp that the machinery of the tale is
laid. There, says Morc, in the house of one Peter Giles, he met
Raphael Hythloday, just home after having set out upon a
voyage with Amerigo Vespucci, in the course of which he had
been separated from his companions and had spent five years in
Utopia. Hythloday is described with a vividness recalling Swift
and Defoe, and the substance of the book is what he told Mote
and Giles in the course of an aftcrnoon and cvening. In a letter
published at the end of the book Giles expresses his wonder at
More’s *

“perfect and suer memorie, wnica could welniegh worde by
worde reheatse so many thinges once onely hoard.”

Only in one respcct was this miemory at fault —over the situation
of the island:

“For when Raphacl was speahing thercof, onc of Master
More’s scrvauntes came to hiin, and whispered in his care.
Whetefore I beinr then of purpose more earnestly addict to
heare, one of the company, by rcason of cold taken, I thinke,
a shippebotde, coughed out so loude, that he took from my
hearinge certen of his wordes.”

In this way the great secret was lost, “for we heare very uncerten
newes” of Hythloday after this time.

An account of the voyage of Vespucci, in which Hythloday is
supposed to have taken part, was printed in 1507 and was certainly
well known to More. In it is (¢ cribed the simple, pre-class society
of the Indian tribes encounte.ed. H. W. Donner, in Introduction
to Utopia, writes of this account:

“They’ despised gold, pearls and jewelry, and their most
coveted treasurc s consisted in brightly coloured birds’ feathers.
They neither sell, he says, nor buy, nor barter, but are content
with what nature freely gives out of her abundance. They live
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in perfect liberty, and have neither king nor lord. They observe
no laws. They hold their habitations in common, as many as
six hundred sharing one building.”

In 1511 Peter Martyr’s De orbe novo appeared, giving an even
more idealised account of the natives of the West Indies. Clearly
these reports form part of the material that went to the making of
Ulopia, as More in effect acknowledges by making Fythloday the
narrator. This picture of primitive innocencc, as interpreted by the
Humanists with their belief in the classical Golden Age and
rcinforcing the still unforgotten communist ideas of the Middle
Agcs, made an important contribution towards More’s conception
of a just society that looks at once backwards and forward.

Actually, the second book of Utopia, in which a detailed
description of the country was given, was written in Antwerp in
the autumn of 1515. The first book, which contains a long dis-
cussion on the nature of kings and the social condition of
England, was added in the spring of the next year. The whole was
published in Latin at Louvain towards the end of the yedr and
between then and 1519 was republished in a number of European
cities. It is curious that, in spite of the great success and popu-
larity of Utopia, no edition was published in England in More’s
lifetime, nor was any English translation printed till Robinson’s
edition appeared in 1551. It is from Robinson’s revised edition
of 1556 that I quote, modernising the spelling to a certain extent.
Since then a number of new and in some tespects morc accurate
translations bave appeared, but Robinson’s has a warmth and a
quality of style that scems to bring it closest to the original,
and it is in this translation that More’s book has passed into
English literature.

It may scem strange that a book by so distinguished an author,
and one that had such a wide and immediate influence, should
have had to wait so long for publication both in the author’s own
country and in his native language. For this there were several
reasons. After Morc’s death his memory was proscribed so long
as Henry VIII was alive. The Tudors maintained a strict control of
the press and it would have required very great courage to issue
a book by 2 man who had been executed as a traitor. And while
More was alive he had probably no great interestinitsappearance in
English. He was a member of the international of scholars, among
whom Latin was the common and familiar mtdium of com-
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munication. So long as his friends in all countries could read his
work he was satisfied, for, as we shall sec, More was no revolu-
tionary in the sense of wishing to arouse the people to a sense of
their wrongs or to start any kind of movement among the mass of
the exploited. But, more important still, the book sailed far too
close to the wind for its immediate publication in Lnglish to be
altogether safe. Not only did it advocate communism: that might
have been passed over as the pleasant conceit of a platonic
philosopher, but it contained the most savage criticism, explicit
as well as implied, of the actual government of Lingland. As
Erasmus said:

“He published his Uzgpia for the purposc of showing what
are the things that occasion mischiefs in commonwealths;
having the English constitution especially in view, which he
so thoroughly knows and under-tands.”

It was far wiser to leave such a book in a learned tongue and to
allow it to be published unostcntatiously in Louvain or Paris.

2. More the Communist

No one could possibly doubt that Utepia was a picture of an
England in which money did not “bear all the stroke”, and with
its criticism of the power and corruption of wealth went an equally
devastating picture of the abuse of royal power. The Utopians
certainly had a prince and a magistracy who, while they were in
office, were given -hsolute authority within the limits of the
constitution. But they were clected autocrats whose power was
derived from the people and who were temovable if that power
was abused. In practice, moteover, the main work of the magis-
tratc was to control and organise the econnmic life of the country:

“The chiefe and almooste the onely offyce of the Sypho-
grauntes is to see and take heede, that no manne sit idle: but that
everye one applye hys owne craft with earnest diligence.”

The obligation upon all to w.rk (except for a small number of
scholars who were delibcrately sct free to specialise in the pursuit
of learning), had as its counterpart the right of all to enjoy the
products of this social labour:

“In the myddest of every quatter there is a market place of all
manner of thunges. Thither the workes of cvery familie be
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brought into certeyne houses. And everye kynde of thing is
layde up severall in batnes or store-houses. From hence the
father of everye familie, or everye householder fetcheth what-
soever he and his have need of, and carrieth it away with him
without money, without exchange, without any gage, pawne or
pledge. For whye shoulde anything be denyed him? seeing there
is abundance of all things, and it is not to be feared, leste any
man wyll aske more than he necdeth. For why should it be
thoughte that any man woulde aske more than enough, which
is sure never to lacke?”

This communism of the Utopians, based upon abundance and
security, passes far beyond the vulgar equalitarianism of the
petty bourgeois socialists who failed to see that equality could be
nothing but the abolition of classes, and approaches the con-
ception of the ‘higher phase of communist socicty’, where, as
Marx said in the Critigue of the Golha Programme,

“when the productive forces of society have cxpanded pro-
portionally with the multiform development of the individuals
of whom society is made up —then will the narrow bourgeois
outlook be utterly transcended, and then will socicty inscribe
upon its banners; ‘From cveryone according to his capacities,
to cveryone accordaing to his nceds!””

More understood, what Morris understood later, but what many
even among socialists still fail to understand, that this principle
is not an idle fantasy but the only practical basis for the organi-
sation of a classless socicty. Reason led the learned Humanist to
the same conclusions as those already instinctively grasped by
the simple men who had depicted The Land of Cokaygne.

In some ways it was casier for them and for Mote to reach this
conception than it has been for others who had to live in a fully
capitalist society. England in the sixteenth century, in spite of the
development of commodity production, still retained much of the
primitive agrarian collectivism that had persisted under cover of
feudalism. Though the family had an individual tencment, this
land lay scattered with those of the other members of the town-
ship throughout the common fields and its working depended on
the joint plough team and involved a considerable co-operation
at certain times. And even in Mozrc’s day, when the gap between
town and country was widening, even quite considerable towns
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had still their common fields, and when More writes of the
Utopians that:

“When their harvest day drawcth ncare, and is at hand,
then the Philarches, which be the head officers and bailiffs of
husbandrie, send worde to the magistrates of the citic what
number of harvest men is needfull to be sent to them oute of the
citie. The whiche companye of harvest men being ready at the
day appoynfed, almost in one fayre day dispacheth all the
harvest worke.”

he had in his mind a pictutre not very different from what might
still have been scen in the England of bis own time. Mote’s
communism, that is to say, is not merely an in.aginative picture
of something that might happen in the future, but even more the
extension and transformation of something already existing to the
conditions of a socicty different from his own but nevertheless
related to it and ansing out of it.

The most difficult question was that of the’means by which
this transformation could be eflected, and here More, in common
with most of the Utopian<, was at his weakest. Certainly he had
not, and could not have had, any conception of the long, painful
and still far from complcted historical process by which capital-
ism was to creatc its antithesis. Consequently the picture of Utopia
is touched with meclancholy, rising to the conclusion:

““So must I needs confesse and graunte that many thinges be
in the Utopian wea.. publique, which in our citics I may rather
wishe for, than hope after.”

The least attractive feature >f the Utopian life is its lack of
trust in the ordinary activities of common people. Liven in the
communal dining-rooms the old must sit with the young, to
“keep the youngers from wanton licence of wordes and be-
havioure”. There are to be “no lurkinge corners, no places of
wycked counsels or unlawfu' nssembles. But they be in the
prescnte sighte and under the eycs of every man”, No citizen may
travel about the country, much less go abroad, without special
leave from the magistrates, and, though this leave is casily
obtained, “‘no man goeth out alone but a companie is sente forth™.
And, though laws are few and punishments merciful by the
standard of More’s time, we have to infer that in spite of the
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abolition of private property and of classes, crime is still common
enough to provide a considerable number of bondmen. Man, in
fact, is changed much less than his surroundings, and it is clear
that this aspect of Utopia reflects More’s own lack of confidence
in the common man. This arises both from his own class position
and that of the Humanists generally and from the whole relation
of class forces at that time.

More came from the upper section of the London merchants,
a class which always suffered in periods of disorder and which had
just passed through the dislocatinn caused by a prolonged civil
war. The memory of Cade’s Rebellion, of which Shakespeare
gives us the typical uppet-class view, was still fresh and was
reinforced by more recent disturbances. And More, who, as we
have seen, frequently acted as the spokesman of the city, shared
much of its outlook 1n spite of his genuine concern for the suffet-
ings of the people. As Kautsky says:

“Now More was in a practical respect the representative of
their interests, although in his theoretical outlook he was more
advanced. Capital has always called for ‘order’, only occasionally
for ‘freedom’. Order was its most vital element; More, who had
become great in the minds of the London middle class, was
therefore 2 ‘man of ordet’ who disliked nothing more than the
independent acticn of the people. All for the people but nothing
by the people was his watchword.”

He was not the man to lead a revolution, even if revolution had
been possible, and later he looked with horror at the Peasant War
in Germany, seeing in it a natural consequence of Luther’s errot in
encouraging the masses to concern themselves in matters which
they had not the capacity to understand.

It must also be remembered that the suffering masses in Moze’s
time were very far from being a proletariat in the modern sense of
the word. They were expropriated peasants, servants turned
adrift, or, at best, handicraftmen exploited by the rich merchants
—More’s own class. In any case they were individuals, just losing
their accustomed occupations and social groupings and not yet
reintegrated by the cducation of large scale machine industry.
Such a class was capable of outbursts of revolt, -damgerous in
proportion to their sufferings and their despair. It did not afford
the basis on which a new social order could be established. Yet,
if Utopia was to be more than a dream, such.a basis had to be
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sought, This search gives us the key, not only to the under-
standing of Utopia but also to More’s whole career, and it
involves some consideration of the role of the state in the sixteenth
century.

The modern state is one of the consequences of the tise of
capitalistn. Produciion for the market demands a larger unit than
the medieval village or even the small town springing up around
some castle og abbey. The state provides a national basis for
production and distribution and a greater security for inter-
national trade. It ensures more cfficient policing, better com-
munications, uniform laws and customs and common standatds
of measurement. For all these things a strong central govern-
ment is necessary, capable of reducing the nobilitv to order.
Heuce the king, who under fcudalism in the form in which it
existed in the Middle Ages is no more than the strongest land-
owner, now becomes the pivot of the state apparatus. It was this
fact, together with the fact that the bourgcoisic is still in a state of
transition, not strong enough to rule independently but ready to
lend its support to a government which was capable ot giving
1t the conditions necessary tor its continued progress, which
detcrmined the form taken by the Tudor monarchv.

But the Tudor state had a double nature. ‘The statc was progres-
sive because society was ready to emerge from feudal atomism:
the state stood for social stability and organisation as against
anarchy. And so the bourgcoisic, and thercfore More and the
Humanists, were bound to apptove and support the growth of
the state. On the oti.r hand the state was clearly and openlv
predatory and oppressive and its rulers were obviously corrupt
and selfish, so that any man * ho genuinely cared, as More did
about social justice, could nct but find himself frequently in
opposition both to the state and to its rulers. Ilence More’s batter
inner conflict, which finds expression in the first book of Utopia
and colours his whole life. The only hope of progress was for
the Humanists to sccure the ear of princes, to guide and mould
their policies. But was this po: ~ible in view of the known charac-
ter of the actually existing princes? “From the prince, as from a
perpetual wel sprynge, commethe amonge the people the floode
of al thatis good or evell”, without the prince nothing could be
done, but did not this mean that the case was hopeless? So the
argument develops between More and Hythloday.

Kautsky, I think, fails to understand the point of it:
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“In estimating the book,” he writes, “we must no more be
misled by the homage paid to the King than we should judge
the materialists of the eightecnth century by the reverence they
occasionally accorded to Christianity. . . . More assigned the
championship of his idcas to Fythloday, while he introduces
himself as the critic of his ideas. . . . The whole passage is a
scorching satire on the contemporary monarchy. It constitutes
More’s political confcssion of faith, and his justification for
holding aloof from the Court.”

Kautsky, conscquently, finds it hard to understand More’s
subsequent action in entering the royal scrvice and has some
difficulty in defending him against the charge of inconsistency.
I think it would be far truer to say that the dialogue, whilc it
certainly voices a ruthless criticism of contemporary government,
is an cxpression of More’s argument with himself. Hythloday’s
criticisms certainly ring true, but so does More’s reply:

“What part soever you have taken upon you, playe that as
well as you can and make the best of it. .. you muste not forsake
the shippe in the tempest, because you cannot rule and keep
downc the winds. . . . But you must with a crafty wile and a
subtcll traine study and endeavour youre selfe . . . and that
which you can not turne to good, so to order that it be not
verye badde.”

Therc could but be one outcome to such an argument. More did
not wish to remain a mere satirist, isolated and ineffective. The
chance that something could be done through the crown might be
small, but there was no other chance. And so, regretfully and
heavy with misgivings, More entered the royal scrvice. His state
of mind is mirrored in the speech which he made upon taking
office as Lord Chanccllor:

“I ascend this seat as a post full of troubles and dangers and
without any rcal honour. The higher the post of honour the
greater the fall, as the example of my predecessor [Wolsey]
proves.”

His misgivings wetc only too well justified. Henry had no use
for a setvant who wanted to help the people or remould society
according to the dictates of philosophy. He wished to use More’s
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reputation for learning and sanctity and his powerful influence in
the City as 2 cover for his own selfish policies. For nearly three
years Morte attempted to reconcile conscience and policy, but in
1532 he felt himsclf bound to resign because of his opposition to
Henry’s divorce and to his attitude to church questions. Out of
officc he immediately became dangerous because his known
integrity was a standing argument against what the king was set
upon doing. ¥ became necessary to win him over or to silence
him. The former proved impossible: More was therefore sent to
the Tower and in 1535 beheaded on a manifestly absurd charge of
treason. He was the first, as hc has been the last, philosopher to
attempt to cngage directly in the government of Fngland.2

His tragedy was none the less moving because he made his
attempt with such faint hopes and with his eyes so fully opened
to the realities of the situation. He knew well what forces were
at work, and how strong they were, as is well shdwn in the famous
passage in Ufopia on the state, a passage strikingly in agreement
with the view reached centuries later by Marx, lingels and Lenin,
and as strikingly at variance with that of every kind of Liberal and
social-democratic political theorist from lus time to ours.

“The riche men,” he wrote, ““not only by private fraud, but
also by common laws do every day pluck and snatche away
from the poote some part of their daily living. So whereas it
seemed before unjuste to recompense with unkindness their
pains that have heen bencficiall to the publique weale, nowe
they have to this their wrong and unjuste dealinge (which is
yet 2 much worsc pointe) guven the name of justice, yea and
that by force of a law. Thercfore when [ consider and weigh in
my mind all these commonwealthes, which now-a-dayes any
where do flourish, so good help mc, 1 can perceave nothing but
a certein conspiracy of riche men procuring their owne
commoditics under the name and title of the commonwealth.
They invent and devise all meanes and craftes, first how to
keep safely, without feare of losing, that thcy have unjustly
gathered together, and next how to hire and abuse the worke
and laboure of the poore for as little money as may be. These
devices, when the riche men have decrced to be kept and observed
under the coloure of the commonaltie, that is to saye, also of
the poor people, then they be made laws.”

1 With the exccp;ion of Bacon and the possible exception of Arthur Balfour!
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The quotation that stands at the head of 'this chapter shows that
in More’s own time, or shortly after, this was recognised as one
of the central ideas in the Uropia, for the importance of Nashe is
that he was one of the acutest journalists of his time, 2 man with
no new or profound ideas of his own, but with a remarkable
aptitude for seizing upon whatever ideas were then current in
intellectual circles.

This conception of the state differs in one important respect
from that of modern socialism. It is unhistorical, allowing no
place for growth and development. Consequently the estab-
lishment of a model commonwealth could only be a kind of
accident or miracle, the work of a prince, who is imagined as
something apart from the class forces which normally dominate
the state. Utopia has very little history, but what we are told of its
origin bears this out: the island was conquered by, and took its
name from, the great King Utopus,

“which also broughtc the rude and wild people to that excellent
petfection in all good fashions, humanitye and civile gentil-
ness.”

Utopia bad to be a miracle. More could sec what was wrong and
what was needed, but he would have been more than human to
sce at that time the historical process by which socialism could
be realised.

There is a further deduction to be drawn from More’s theory of
the state. England was, as we have seen, a country of increasing
wealth and increasing poverty. More was one of the first to sce
the relation betwcen these facts, to understand that the rich were
becoming richer because they were finding new and more effective
ways of robbing the poor. Hence we find in his work what Morris
calls

““an atmosphere of asceticism, which has a curiously blended
savour of Cato the Censor and a medieval monk.”

Kautsky, too, speaks of the frugality of Utopia as a feature con-
tradictory to modern socialism. This is indeed the case. The
Utopians rejected all luxury and display. Their houses, though
made of the best material and carefully designed, were plain and
simple, their clothes uncoloured and all cut to the same pattern,
their meals ample and certainly far more balanced than those of
the England of the time, but plain and moderite. Jewels were
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playthings of children, and, as a lesson in the vanity of riches,
gold was employed to make chains for bondmen, and for chamber
pots.?

For this there were several reasons. To a certain extent it was
a part of the common heritage of classicism of the Humanists,
who, like the theoreticians of the French Revolution later, loved
to insist on the stern frugality of the republican heroes of ancient
Rome. But in’the case of More there were other reasons, more
petsonal and more important. The first was the connection, just
mentioned, betwecen wealth and poverty. More was revolted by
the luxury of the ruling class of his time because he saw that this
luxury was the result of the surrounding poverty. If poverty was
to be banished from Utopia, the luxury which produced it must
be banished also. The third recason was mote positive.

The Utopians were no killjoys, opposed to pleasure and
recreation in themselves:

“They be muche inclined to this opinion: to thinke no kind
of pleasure forbydden whercof commeth no harme.”

More looked around at the ceaseless labour of the people which
was necessary to provide the luxuries of the rich, and concluded
that the most important cnd to be secured in Utopia was an abun-
dance of leisure in which human faculties could be developed to
the full, so that people could become real men and women and
not mere drudges:

“The magistrates do not exercise theire citizens againste
theire willes in unneedful laboures . . . so that what time ray
possibly bc spared from the unnccessarye occupations and
affayres of the common wealth, all that the citizens shoulde
withdrawe from the bodily service of the same. For herein
they suppose the fclicitie of this life to consiste.”

To any socialist society at some point or another a choice may
present itself: more leisure or more production. In the modetn
world, with all the great and increasing resources of science and
technique, this point would certainly not be reached till long after
all the reasonable needs and desires of men have been satisfied.
Indced, it is possible that the problem may never really arise at all,
that under socialism we really may have our cake and eat it. But

1Lenin has also suggested that gold should be used for the construction of
public lavatories!

3
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for More, living in a world based on handicraft production, it
arose very sharply, and he solved it by insisting for his Utopians
upon a maximum working day of six hours. This, as he shows in
some detail, was ample for the provision of all necessaries as well
as for the comfort and pleasure needed to ensure that the best use
was made of thc ample Icisurc so secured.

One result of this ample leisure is the great importance of
education in Utopia. Education was neither a mystery confined to
a small literate class as in More’s Iingland, nor something doled
out in carefully measured packets to children during a cettain
number of ycars and then forgotten because it had little or no
relation to life, as in our own, but a continuous attempt to under-
stand the world in which the whole people took part, and in
which, though there were specialists in learning, these were not
a sect isolated from the people, but the advance guard of the
whole, the leadcrs of an enterprise in which all could participate.
And learning was valued and respected, not as a thing in itsclf nor
yet as an indication of a ccrtain social standing, but as a means of
developing man’s capacitics to their fullest.

For the rest, their leisure hours were spent by the Utopians
mainly in some form of social recreation, conversation, music or
games. More mentions two games not unlike chess, but all sports
involving cruclty were forbidden and nothing is said of any form
of physical exercises, probably because in that time these were
the pastimes of the ruling class and there was not then the present
large proportion of the population employed at cramping or
sedentary tashs for whom some such active form of recreation is
a necessary relaxation. Altogether it was a quict, dignified and
uncventful life which went on in Utopia, a land almost without
history, a land with a constant population and a constitution and
cconomy that had remained unchanged since the time of Utopus
the Good. And there is little reason to think that the Utopians
were not extremely happy in the same way that More himself was
happy when at home with his family and his friends, and not
vexed with the insoluble problems of social justice. It was, in fact,
the life that Morc would have liked to be able to live, and one
which could reasonably have becn expected to tend to produce
men like Morc.

1t was further, as we have seen, a society without exploitation
and therefore without classes. A few words should be said about
the apparent exceptions to this. First were the magistrates, rising
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in various grades to the king. But these were in no sense a class ot
caste. They were chosen frecly from among the most able of the
philosophers, as these were in turn chosen from the people, for
their capacity. They had no special privileges and were subject to
frequent re-election. Their children had the same education,
upbringing and opportunities as those of the rest of the citizens,
and no office was in any sense hereditary.

At the other end of the scale were the bondmen. These appeat
in Utopia for two rcasons. First as Mote’s solution to the problem
of crime. In his time death was the normal penalty for most sorts
of crime and hundreds of men were hanged every year for petty
thefts and similar offences. Minor offences were punished by
flogging, branding or exposute in the stocks or pillory. This,
Mote saw, was not only inhuman, but, because of its inhumanity,
actually helped to increase crime, which in any case sj-rang rather
from the nature of society than from the inherent wickedness of
the criminal. Rather illogically, he aaticipated that crime would
continue to cxist on a ccnsiderable scale in Utopiat and he pro-
posed as a remedy to employ criminals to do all the utipleasant and
degrading jobs which he supposed his free citizens (whose free-
dom included the right to choose their own trades) would not
willingly undertake, or which he was unwilling to allow them to
undertake because of the moral dangers involved. This system of
bondage, if it scems out of place in a classless socicty, was at least
far more humanc and far more practical than any thing that cxisted
in the sixtecnth centu y. .And sccondly, this system was a positive
solution of the problem, with which socialists arc always being
faccd, of who will do the unj leasant work in a socialist society.
1t is a problem which is now ~easing to exist as the development
of technique reduces the amount of such work, but it is one with
which many of the Utopian writers have been faced and which
they have solved in a variety of ways. It was a very real problem
for More, who had to construct a socialist socicty on the basis of
hand production. He solved it 2s we have scen, partly by reducing
wants through the abolition of luxury and partly by this systemn of
bondsmen. 1t must be noticed, however, that the bondsmen do
not constitutc a class, any morc than convicts constitute a class in
modetn “society. They were condemned to their tasks partly as
punishment but more with the hope of reformation. In many

1 Or perbaps he allowed himself o be a little illogical in order 10 have the oppos-
funity of preaching his sermon on the proper way to deal with criminals.
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cases their bondage was temporary. But in no case did it affect
the position of their families, who had all the normal rights of
citizenship.

A similar problem is that of the rclation of town and country.
In the Middle Ages the country was dominant, the town, with a
few exceptions, no more than an enlarged village. But the de-
velopment of capitalism created a continually widening gulf, the
town became more and more a centre of indeperdent life with
a distinctive urban culture, the country more and more its tribut-
ary and the country workers more and more sunk in what Marx
rather harshly calls “rural idiocy”. The town and the new class
of capitalists became identified with what was thought of as
progtess, the country identified with stagnation. It would be hard
to say whether town or country has suffered the greater loss by
this separation, and it is one of the tasks of socialism to restore
the unity of town and country on the higher plane of a common
social life. More had his own solution, based, again, on the
existing level of technique and transport, within the conditions of
which life in the country could not but be ruder and more iso-
lated than that of the towns.

Agriculture was carried on by large households and all citizens
had the obligation to spend at least two years in the country,
each city having its rural arca which it supplicd with labour and
from which it received its food. In this way everyone learnt the
rudiments of agriculture and a much larger labour force could be
mobilised on special occasions. This was done

“to the intent that no man shall be constrayned againste his
will to contynew long in that harde and sharpe kynd of lyfe, yet
manye of them have such a pleasure and delyte in husbandrye
that they obteyne a longer space of yeares.”

In this way the feeding of Utopia was secured without cutting off
any of the people from the civilised life which More regarded as
proper to man: at the same time the townsmen were not cut off
from the simplet and more primitive life of the countryside.

One more detailed point requires consideration, especially as it
has led to some dispute and misunderstanding. This is the religion
of Utopia and the religious toleration practised there. Unlike
England and all other countries known to More, Utopia was
able to accommodate a variety of religions. These were all mono-
theistic and sufficiently similar and undogmatic to allow of a
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common form of worship which did not offend the followers of
any. Priests were of exceeding holiness ““and therefore very few”.
Hythloday began the conversion of the Utopians to Christianity,
with which their pre-existing religions did not greatly conflict.
The peculiarity of the Utopians, however, was that the principle
of toleration was fully recognised, King Utopus having made a
decree that “it should be lawfull for everie man to favoure and
folow what rcligion he would”. Even atheists were tolerated,
though they were forbidden to advocate their views publicly and
were not eligible for any public office.

This undoubtedly represents More’s view of what is desirable,
and it is often argued that when hc became Chancellor his
conduct in attacking and cven persecuting Luthetans was at
variance with and a descent from, the doctrines he had preached
in Utopia. More, 1n fact, is held to have sinned against the Light.
Such a view is, I think, mistaken. Setting aside the question of
how far More actually was a persecutor, about which there is some
doubt, it can only arise from a failurc to understand what he
really says in Utopia. His position is perfectly clear. After referring
to the decree of Utopus which I have quoted above, he gocs on
to say that everyone had the right to persuade others to his belief,
so long as this was done peaccably, “without displeasant and
seditious words,”

“To him that would vchemently and ferventlyc in this cause
strive and contende, was decreed banishment or bondage.”

This was More’s own principle of action. We have seen that he
distrusted and feared any popul.r movement or any violent over-
turning of the existing order, aad to him Lutheranism, with its
appeal to the masscs and its apparent responsibility for the risings
of the peasantry in Germany, was such a movement. With indi-
vidual Luthcrans he was able to enjoy friendly relations, but
against the movement, which seemed to him to threaten ruin and
chaos, he could not but struggle. T am not here concerned with the
right or wrong of this attitude: what I am trying to show is that
this attitude was logical and self-consistent, arising from the
limitations imposed upon him by his class and age, limitations
which no-anc, however talented, can wholly escape.

And, after all, what is rcmarkable about More is not his limi-
tations but thc extent to which they were transcended, not the
fact that his tolerafice had limits but that the principle of toleration
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was so plainly set forth, not the occasionally reactionary features
of his Utopia but its broadly communist economy, not his fear of
popular action but his understanding of the causcs of poverty
and his rcal desire to remove them. And if, as I have tried to
show, his life and writings form a logical and consistent whole,
it is in the Utopia that these essential featurcs show most clearly.
Here the thought is most luminous, the passion most evident, and
here, in the nature of things, the socialism which could not but
be obscured in the practical difficuliics that beset the statesman
was able to find its fullest expression. And it is as a pioneer of
socialism rather than as a saint or a philosorher that More is
enduringly important.

Ulzopra is at once a landmark and a connecting link. It is one of
the great works of controlled and scientific imagination in which
the classless society is visualised and mapped out. And at the
same time it is the link connecting the aristocratic communism
of Plato, and the instinctive, primitive communism of the
Middle Ages, with the scientific communisin of the ninctecnth
and twenticth centuries. This modern communism has two main
strands or legs, and More, with his successors among utopian
socialists, provides one of them. But cven in More’s day there was
another socdialism, that of Munz.r and the peasant revolution-
arics, which in its turn passes through a clearly defined channel:
through the Levellers, the left wing in the French Revolution, the
l.udditcs and the Chartists, till it too is ready to find its place in
the structure of Marxism. More could not understand this other
socialism, and what he saw of it he hated and feared. This was
natural, for the synthesis of the philosophic and the popular
socialism could not take place before the creation of the revo-
lutionary class, the proletariat, for which it was the appropriate
theory. It is enough that More was Morc without our needing to
regret that he was not also Marx.

It does, howevert, follow from this that it is not till modern
times that his U/opia could be properly understood. Until the birth
of scientific socialism it was no more than a dream, a pretty
fantasy. Readets could admire this commonwealth in which peace
and justice were the ruling principles, but could only conclude
tegretfully, with More, that such a commonwealth was more to be
wished than hoped after. Today, when the power to establish
such a commonwealth lics rcady to our hands, it is possible to see

how exactly, within the limits imposed on him by the narrow
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handicraft technique of his age, More anticipates the most
essential features of a modern, classless society. 1t is fitting,
therefore, to quote in conclusion the words of the first great
English Marxist, William Mortis, who is also the writer of the
only book of its class which is worthy of a place beside Urgpia:

L}

“We socialists cannot forget that these qualitics and excel-
lencies meet tp produce a steady expression of the longing for
a socicty of cquality of conditions; a socicty in which the
individual man can scarccly conccive his existence apart from
the Commonwealth of which he forms a portion. This, which
is the esscnce of his book, is the essence also of the struggle
in which we are engaged. Though doubtless it was the pressure
of circumstances in his own days that made More what he was,
yet that pressure forced him to give us, not a vision of the
triumph of the new-born capitalistic society, the clements in
which lived the new learning and the new freedom of thought
of his epoch; but a picture (his own indeed, nor ours) of the
real New Birth which many men before him "had de sired, and
which now indecd we may well hope is drawing near to realisa-
tion, though aftcr such a long seties of cvents whici at the time
of their happening seemed to aullify his own complctely.”



CHAPTER III

REVOLUTION AND COUNTER-REVOLUTION

Ireton: All the main thing that I speak for, 1s because I would have an eye to propertv.
I hope we do not come hete to contend for victory—but let cvery man consider with
himself that he do not go that way to take away all property. For here 1s the most
fundamental part of the constitution of the kir,rdom, which if you take away, you
take away all by that. . ..

Rasmborough- Sir, 1 sce that it 1s impossible to have hiberty but all property must
be taken away. If it be laid down for a rule, and you will say 1t, 1t must be so.
But I would fain know what the soldier hath fought for all this while? Iie hath
fought to enslave himself, to give powet to men of riches

Debate of the General Council of the
Army. Putney, October 29th, 1647.

1. New Atlantis

T no other time is there such a wealth of Utopian speculation
in England as in the seventcenth century. And at no time is
this speculation at once so bold and practical and so dry and
narrow. In this age of revolution Utopia comes closest to
immediate politics and the everyday problems of government, and
in doing so it loses as well as gains. More, as we have seen, was
concerned with the relation of wealth and poverty, with the
abolition of classes, and, ultimately, with the questions of human
happiness and social justice. The typical Utopian writers of the
seventeenth century are concerned with political questions in the
narrow scnse, with the framing of a model constitution and with
its working machinery, with the formation and character of
governments and the perfection of parliamentary representation.
They are concerned, in short, not so much with justice as with
power.

As a result, there is a complete change in temper and style.
We find nothing to correspond to More’s breadth of vision, his
pity and anger, his doubts and the wry humour with which these
doubts are expressed. Everything now is dry, precise and lawyer-
like. There is a cool confidence, a bright, hard certainty that here,
in Macaria or Oceana, is the one true light, that hcre is a practical
programme that need only be adopted to carry the revolution to
its full perfection. And, to a very large extent, this confidence was
justified, for the problem which had baffled and tormented More
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had been solved, the bourgeoisie had won power, had the means
of making their desires effective. Hence, as this Chapter will
try to show, there was a close relationship between the Utopian
writings and the active framing of constitutions which went on
throughout the Commonwealth period.

This change in the climate of Utopia cotresponds exactly to
the change in the English political climate. We have seen some-
thing of the beginnings of the development of capitalism; of the
growth and decline of classcs, the transfer of wealth and the
peculiar rclations which existed between the boutgeoisie and the
House of Tudot. The Tudor absolutism gave thc men of the new
wealth the necessary shelter and breathing space in which to grow
strong: ample advantage was taken of this opportunity, till, by
the end of the century, the protection had ceased to be a necessity
and the protector had become a burden. In alliance with the
crown the bourgeoisie had dccimated the peasantry, humbled the
church, crushed Spain, traversed oceans and cexplored new con-
tinents. Now, appearing for the first time in history as an indepen-
dent force, they attacked the monarchy itsclf, deposed and
behcaded a king and cstablished a republic. For a brief space
Utopia ceased to be a fiction but was felt by thousands to be
just round the corner. If thete were any limits to the power of
this brave new class, they were not immediatcly apparent.

Beforc the confident motning of the revolution there was a
rather bleak dawn period, the generation in which the alliance
between crown and bourgeoisie was breaking, when the tension
of events created bewilderment, weariness and disillusion. It was
the period of Shakespeare’s trag lies, the age when the bounding
extravagance of Tamburlaine hac¢ given place to the extravagant
psychological hortors of Webster. To this period belongs
Francis Bacon’s New Atlantit, and in the history of the English
Utopia Bacon is the link connecting More with the utopian
writers of the revolutionary petiod.

Like Mote, Bacon was a member of a family which was
prominent in the service of the crown, was trained as a lawyer but
combined the profession of law witha continuing passion for philo-
sophy, became Lord Chancellor of England, and, at the height of
his fortuné, was disgraced and driven from office. Here, however,
the parallel ends, for few men have ever been more dissimilar in
their interests or character. There is perhaps no great English
writer whose persdnality is less attractive than Bacon’s, and all the
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elaborate apologias of his many admirers and the power and
magnificence of his prose only increase the distaste we feel in the
presence of the man. Never was such a subtlc and splendid intellect
employed to scrve meaner or more trivial ends, and neither pride
nor gratitude nor loyalty to friends were allowed to brake his
climb to wealth and influence. Grasping timidity and profuse
display seemed continually to deny the austere impersonality of
the philosopher’s creed.

Yect this is only a part of the truth about Bacon: it would be
quite wrong, I belicve, to imagine that the philosophy was not both
sincere and profoundly felt. Partly, it may be, the very subtlety of
the intcllect deceived itsclf, but more than that, Bacon’s character
expresses in a new form the esscntial contradiction within
Humanism, the contradiction that lics at the very heart of the
hourgeois revolution. Humanism fought to liberate mankind
from superstition and ignorance, but also to liberate capitalist
production from the restraints of feudal cconomy: the bourgeois
revolution was waged for the ultimate advantage of mankind as
a whole but also to secure for a new exploiting class power to rob
and to become rich, and in this revolution meanness and nobility,
cruel oppression and generosity are inextricably tangled. The
pursuit of truth'and the pursuit of wealth often scemed the same
thing, and, whatever Bucon’s faults may have been, about the
pursuit of truth he was always passionatcly in earnest.

And truth for Bacon meant power, not indeed political power,
since he was a loyal servant of the crown and well content with the
existing order, but power over nature through the understanding
of natural law. This is the core of all his work, and not lcast of the
New Atlantes, which, under cover of describing a utopian
commonwecalth is really a prospectus for a statc-endowed college
of experimental science. It was the work of his old age, written
when, over sixty, he was dismissed and ruined, but still hoping
against all reason that he -might be restored to power. It was a
fragment only, bcgun and laid aside unfinished, and never pub-
lished in his life-time. He began it in the hope that James 1 would
adopt and subsidise his proposals: its incomplete state is the proof
of the final abandonment of his hopes, and therefore of his intercst
in the work, since that interest was confined solcly to its possible
practical outcome.

Bacon, unlikec Mnre, was not concerned with social justice. He,
too, was a2 Humanist, but by the beginning ¢f the seventcenth
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century Humanism had run cold: the difference between Utgpia
and New Atlantis is not so much a difference of content as a differ-
ence of purpose, a shift of interest and a lowering of temperature.
The earlier Humanists belicved in reason and in the possibility of
the attainment of happiness by the unfettered exercise of reason.
Bucon and his contemporarics, while not denying the power of
reason had gradually shifted the weight of emphasis away from
teason to experiment. As Bacon wrote:

“Our method is continually to dwell among things sobetly. . .
to establish for ever a truc and legitimate union between the
experimental and rational faculty.”

And elsewhere:

“For the wit and mind of man, if it woih upon matrer, which
is the contemplation of the creatures of God, wothethaccording
to the stuff and is limited thereby; but if it work upon itsclf, as
the spider worketh its web, then it is endless, ahd brings forth
indeed cobwebs of learning, admirable for the fineness of the
thread and work, but of no substauce or profit.”

Bacon stood at the beginning of the first period of matcrialism,
in which it was confidently belivved that the whole universe,
from the solar system to the mind of man, was a vast and complex
machine and could be mastered absolutely by a sufficient under-
standing of the laws of mechanics. e saw it as his task to use his
prestige and his incomparable control over language to urge
upon his conteniporaries the undertaking of this tmal assault upon
the mysteries of nature. As Bas  Willey says in his admirable
book, The Sercnteenth Century Lackgronnd.

“Bacon’s role was to indicate with fine magniloquence the
path by which alonc *scicnce’ could advance. ‘This he did, while
other men, such as Galilco, Harvey or Gi'bert, in whom he took
comparatively little intercst, were achicving great discoveries
on the principles which he taught. Bacon’s great service to
‘science’ was that he gave it an incomparable advertisement.”

The information which we are given about the social and
economic and political organisation of Bensalem, the utopian
island of New Atlantis, is naturally, therefore, meagte and indirect,
since Bacon only intends the fiction to provide an interesting
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background for the pamphlet. But one cannot but be struck with
the remarkable decline from the standpoint reached in Urgpia,
and, since Bacon had obviously read Morc’s book, this may be
taken as an implied criticism in the points where they differ.
Bensalem is a monarchy of an orthodox type, with the inevitable
fixed constitution handed down from the founder-king Salomona.
It has private property and classes, as we have to infer from a
passage which says that on certain ceremonial occasions

“if any of the family be distressed or decayed, order is taken
for their relief, and competent 1neans to live.”

That is to say, that while the necessitics of the poor are provided
for, this is done as a charity and not as of right, and the need for
such charity appears normally to arise. Correspondingly there are
marked social gradations and inequalitics, and the officials and
leading citizens are distinguished by magnificent clothes and
lavish display and have numbers of personal servants.? There is
a strongly patriarchal family, quite unmarked by any trace of the
communism with which More tempered family lifc, and great
power is enjoyed by the heads of these families and by the old
generally.

Chancc voyagers, like the narrator of the stoty, were welcomed
in Bensalem and received hospitably, but intercourse with foreign
lands was discouraged because King Salomona,

“recalling into his memory the happy and flourishing cstate
wherein his land then was, so as it might be a thousand ways
altered to the worse, but scarce any one way to the better;
thought nothing wanted to his noble and heroical intentions,
but only, as far as human foresight might reach, to give pet-
petuity to that which was in his time so happily established;
therefore . . . he did ordain the interdicts and prohibitions
which we have touching the entrance of strangers.”

At the same time, as was fitting for a people given up to the
search for knowledge, every effort was made to discover and
import all that was known in other lands, and witb this object

1 We are reminded that Aubrey says of Bacon: ‘None of his servants durst
appeare before him without Spanish leather boots; for he would smelle the neates
leather, which offendea him.”

¢
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secret missions were sent out at tegular intervals to visit all
civilised lands and bring back reports.

To Salomona, also, was credited the establishment of Salomon’s
(or Solomon’s) House, whose “fellows’ were the object almost of
veneration among the Bensalemites. Herc we come to Bacon’s
teal point: New .-It/untis, like Bensalem itself, cxists only for the
sake of it. And in nothing morc than in his idcas about educa-
tion does Bacon differ from More. For Mote, as we have seen
education was a social and co-operative pursuit, with its object
the increasing of the happincss and the enrichment of the person-
alities of the whole pcople: for Bacon it was the atfair of 2 body of
specialists, lavishly endowed by the state and carrying on their
work in complete isolation from the masses (we are told that the
visit of onc of the fathers of Salomon’s House to the capital city
was the first for 4 dozen years). 1ts object was not happiness but
power:

“The end of our foundation is the knowledge of causes and
secret motions of things and the colarging of the bounds of
human empire, to the effecting of all things possible.”

Thete is a kind of holy simplicity in this unbounded belief in
man’s powers that is the most atrractive side of Bacon and which
makes him the truly representative mian of his time, but this same
simplicity limits his objectives to the quantitative and thcempirical.
There is little in Bacon of the desire to pass heyond catalogue to
synthesis, and he was a superh gencraliser with a deep distrust of
generalisation.

For this reason the method: of Salomon’s House were putely
cxperimental, and to the cauloguing of experiments Bacon
devotes the ten happiest pages of New _Atlantis, describing a great
variety of mectallurgical, biological, astrotnomical and chemical
marvels, as well as the practical application of science to the
making of new substances and fabrics, to medicine and even to
cnginecring: )

“We imitate also the flights of birds: for we have sone degree
of flying in the air: we have ships and boats for going under
water.'. , *We have divers curious clocks and other like motions
of return, and some perpetual motions. We imitate also the
motions of living things by images of men, beasts, birds,
fishes and serpents.”
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Bacon hoped to intcrest King James, who prided himsclf upon
his vittuosity and delighted to be called the modern Solomon, in
his scheme, and, no doubt, dreamed that the foundation of such a
college of science might lead to his return to public life and
favour. In this he was disappointed, for James had little interest
in science for its own sake and already the political struggle was
curtailing the resources of the crown.l It was not till 1645,
under the rule of the Long Parliament, that Bacon’s scheme
assumed a modest practical form as the “Collcge of Philosophy”.
Its founders, Samuel Hartlib, author ot the utopian essay Macaria,
and the Czech scholar Comenius, both admitted that theit scheme
was inspired by New Aftlantis. Similarly, when the College of
Philosophy developed into the Royal Socicty in 1662, Sprat,
Boyle, Glanville and others dcclared that this was only the carry-
ing into cflect of Bacon’s outline of Salomon’s House. Later still, it
was among the main influences which deteriined the form to be
taken by the work of the French Encyclopedists. Diderot, in the
Prospectus, stated specifically:

.

“If we have come at it successfully, we shall owe most to the
Chancellor Bacon, who threw out the plan of an universal
dictionary of sciences and arts, at a time when, so to say,
neither arts nor sciences existed. That extraordinary genius,
when it was impossible to write a history of what was hnown,
wrote onc of what it was necessary to learn.”

New Atlantis, therefore, belongs to the history of scienceas much
as to the history of Utopia or to the history of politics. Ncverthe-
less, the development of science and industrial technique was an
essential part of the advance of the bourgeoisie, and, as I have said,
Bacon’s preoccupation with applied scicnce as a form of power
links him with the cxtremely political utopian writers of the
Commonwealth with whom the next section will have to deal.

2. The Real :;ml the ldeal Commonwealth

The revolution in England was rich in heroic achievement: it
was rich also in heroic illusion. This is a necessary .feature of all
boutgeois revolutions, since their promises are far removed from

1 James is said to have remarked, upon the publication of the Novum Organum
that ‘it is like the peace of God—it passes all understanding’.



REVOLUTION AND COUNTER-REVOLUTION 67

their results, and their real meaning is often obscured even from
those most actively cngaged in them. They promise freedom for
all, and, more often than not, the promises are sincerely made,
but the frcedom they actually secure is always the freedom for
a particular class to pursue its own ends, while for the masses,
whose support is enlisted and whose hopes are aroused, the ad-
vantages arc indircct and often dubious, and always fall far short
of what was anticipated. In scventeenth-century England as in
cighteenth-cenfury France the wild cxpectations of universal
brotherhood and prosperity wete cruelly disappointed and the
defeat and consequent widespread disillusionment of the un-
privileged led in the end to a partial restoration of the old régime,
to a compromise between the different sections nf the exploiting
classes which left many questions unsolved bat left also the road
clear for future advanccs.

In England especially the religious forms in which the revolu-
tion found expression causcd the dreams of the niasses to take the
most cxtravagant shapes. The whole period is’ one of fantastic
speculation, human powcr and divinz power ran side by side and
become at times almost interchangeable. Men felt everywhere that
they were doing God’s work aad God theirs. The overthrow of
the royal power was not metcly = political change but the usher-
ing in of the rule of the Saints and the sign of the coming Millcnn-
fum in which Christ would appear in person to put the seal of his
approval upon the work his people were doing. Tor a time the
Fifth Monarchy Mecn hecame a powerful political force and the
Kingdom of God on carth seecmed a practical possibility.

As carly as 1641, with the calling of the Long Parliament, such
visions were abroad. Hanserd F.nollvs wrotc in that year:

““This is the work that is in hand. As soon as ever this is done,
that Antichrist is down, Babylon fallen, then comces in Jesus
Christ reigning gloriously; then comes in this lallelujah, Fle
Lord God Omnipotent reigneth. . . . It is the work of the day to cry
down Babylon, that it may i « more and more; and it is the
work of the day to give God no rest till he scts up Jerusalem
as the praise of the whole wotld. . . . God uses the common
people and the multitude to proclaim that the lord God
Omnipotent reigneth, As when Christ came at first the poor
teceived the Gospel —not many noble, not many rich, but the
poor—so in the reformation of religion, after Aatichrist began
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to be discovered, it was the common people that first came to
look after Christ.”’1

Nor was it only the poor, nameless and ignorant enthusiasts, who
expected this Millenium. Their expectation was shared by many of
the finest minds of the time. Milton, in the same ycar, was
declaring his belief that England would be

“found the soberest, wiscest and most Christian people at that
day, when Thou, the etcrnal ard shortly cxpected King,
shall open the clouds to judge the scveral Kingdoms of the
world, and distributing national honours and rewards to
religious and just commonwealths, shalt put an end to all
carthly tyrannics, proclaiming Thy wuniversal and mild
monarchy through heaven and carth.”

We might almost say that the Liden of Parudise Lost was
Milton’s Utopia, a Utopia which contains many of the traditional
features of the Earthly Paradiset described in Chapter T, and
which, in the first enthusiasm of the revolution he had hoped
to sce realised on carth. Later, after the slow fading of hopes
under the Commonwealth and the final blow of the Restoration,
he transferred his Fden to the distant past and the distant future,
but, “becausc he was a true Poct and of the Devil’s party without
knowing it”, there was a time when he had indeed thought that
men might cat of the forbidden fruit and become as gods, know-
ing good and cvil. For Milton the tragedy of the TMall was not that
man was wrong to desire this knowledge of good and evil but
that the promiscs of the serpent were false promises (like the

11t is interesting to see how Jerusaleni and Babyion develop from mainly religious
into social and political symbols, Robert Button (1he .lnatomy of Melancholy,1621,
Part IT1, Section 1) quotes Augustine: ““T'wo citics make two loves, Jerusalem and
Babylon, the love of (God the one, the love of the world the other; of these two cities

we all arc citizens, as, by examination of ourselves, we may soon find, and of which.”
An army hymn of the Civil War pericd bas the lines:
“The Lord begins 1o honour us,
The Saints are miarching on;
The sword is sharp, the atrows swift
To destroy Babylon.” .

Blake carrics the process much further, for which sce p. 124, below.

2 It may be argucd that it is rather the case that Cokaygne contgins any of the
features of the Biblical Fden. Pcthaps this is then the case: the important thing is
that Eden and Cokaygne both contain a number of traditional features common to
a number of mythologics in various parts of the world. And the thing that has to be
explained is not really the diffusion of these myths but their abiding popularity in the
minds of the people.






