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1. An Introduction to Our Nowhere

Utopia is not somewhere you can go. I’ve never been there, and can’t describe its tourist highlights, can’t tell you where to stay or where to eat. There’s no airport or train station. I can’t advise on exchange rates.

Nor is it merely imaginary, however. Utopia is not an idle fantasy about a perfect place where (some) people would like to live, or about a pristine past, a land where fish would leap into the fisher’s hand. That is, though, the way the word is used in everyday speech. We say that an idea is ‘utopian’ to mean that it’s impractical, or that a design is ‘utopian’ because it cannot be realized. Utopianism never improves the world; at best it’s unrealistic, at worst it’s a distraction from the rough grind of engagement with practical realities. When people claim to be ‘utopian’ in a positive, affirmative sense, they mean that they’re holding onto and working towards unattainable ideals because they’re nonetheless the right ideals, intellectually, morally, perhaps aesthetically. If you lose sight of utopia entirely you could find yourself wearing a grey suit in the middle reaches of managerial bureaucracy listening to Talking Heads’ ‘Once in a Lifetime’ without any sense of irony.

That’s the currency of the world in its everyday uses. If you look up ‘utopian’ in the Oxford English Dictionary (the big, historical version, which extensively traces the uses of words), you’ll learn the adjective means ‘Of or relating to Sir Thomas More’s imaginary island of Utopia, or another imaginary place of the same name’ (sense 1). Or: ‘Originally and chiefly disparaging. Of a vision, plan, etc.: expressing or founded on an unrealistic belief in the perfectibility of society; excessively idealistic; impracticable; (of an ideal condition) illusory, unattainable. Now also in neutral or positive sense: idealistic, optimistic’ (sense 2a). Or: ‘Of a person: that imagines or proposes a utopia; that believes in the perfectibility of social and political conditions; visionary, idealistic. Frequently (esp. in early use) disparaging, with connotations of idle speculation and impracticality’ (sense 2b); and more. The disparagement is strong here. If anything, the OED understates the facile negativity of the adjective in the present day. Don’t be utopian! That proposal is utopian rubbish! My opponents, well, they’re utopians! It’s been a dismissive term for a good while, but the tapering years of the twentieth century chased away the residual, more affirmative connotations of the word.

So a utopia is an imaginary place that’s too good to be true, and utopianism is an impracticable form of idealistic dreaming. Sometimes ‘utopia’ has an additional sense in everyday use: a place it would be gratifying to live in. This could be a society without private property, class difference, sexism, racism, homophobia, ableism, or any other mode of prejudice, and with good universal healthcare; or it could be a society where you can play World of Warcraft or Minecraft all day on a giant TV. In either case, it’s defined by affect: it’s a place you’d like to live. What makes it ideal is how you feel about it. Because in this mode of thinking the utopian society is reduced to purely subjective experience, we hear the common opinion that ‘one person’s utopia is another person’s dystopia’. It’s a matter of perspective, and that’s all. It’s a utopia because I like it, but it’s okay for you to feel differently. The only difference between utopia and dystopia is whether or not you’d want to live there.

There are several things wrong with this. It’s vague, simplistic, hyper-individualistic. The word ‘utopia’ originates in literary traditions: Utopia is a fiction written by Thomas More, which is engaged with and developed by the series of fictions outlined later in this book. It has a silent pun embedded in it: ‘eu-topia’, or ‘happy place’. It’s a highly literary word, and it would be wrong to lose sight of this, even in the hands and writings of those who tried to turn utopia into a practical reality. The noun ‘dystopian’, which antedates ‘dystopia’ though it means one who describes a dystopia, was first used by the British utilitarian philosopher John Stuart Mill in 1868: ‘It is, perhaps, too complimentary to call them Utopians, they ought rather to be called dys-topians, or caco-topians. What is commonly called Utopian is something too good to be practicable; but what they appear to favour is too bad to be practicable’ (OED). He was speaking in parliament, referring to the Conservative government. Another utilitarian, Jeremy Bentham, had used the word ‘Cacotopia’ (literally, a shit place) earlier, in 1818, as the antithesis of utopia: ‘As a match for Utopia (or the imagined seat of the best government), suppose a Cacotopia (or the imagined seat of the worst government) discovered and described’ (OED). ‘Dystopia’ did not take hold in English until the mid-twentieth century. However, the force of the word leans heavily on a genre of writing about imaginary bad or chaotic places, including perhaps Joseph Hall’s Mundus Alter et Idem (1605), Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) and, more directly and less playfully, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) and George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) and their illustriously dark successors. Dystopia follows utopia, as its less complex imitator.

So, thinking of utopia/dystopia in subjective terms, and of utopia as something that’s just pleasant, is to miss its rich literary dimension and to eradicate the history of thinking about ideals. It disengages precisely what’s interesting about utopias and utopianism. It turns a complex cultural heritage into a buffet: don’t think too hard, eat what you like. It also suggests that the ideal society is just about you – and not about principles, and not about the collective, not about how to reflect on morals and turn them into social practices and institutions. What you like, what makes you feel good, that’s perfect, that’s ideal. Moreover, your liking it is the only relevant and valid criterion for judging.

[image: A line graph tracks the linguistic frequency of ‘Utopia’ and its derivatives from 1800 to 2022. The horizontal axis represents the years from 1800 to 2020 in increments of 20 years. A key depicts the various types of trends that represent utopian, utopia, dystopian, dystopia, and utopianism. While ‘Utopia’ and ‘Utopian’ dominate the historical discourse, both show a sharp, unconventional decline after 2018. Notably, ‘Dystopia’ surpassed ‘Utopianism’ in usage around 2010.]
1 Usage of ‘utopia’ and derivatives, 1800–2022. Since 2020, ‘dystopia’ is used more frequently than ‘utopianism’, and since 2016 both ‘utopia’ and ‘utopian’ have displayed a curious dip.

What does ‘ideal’ mean, anyway? Once again, in everyday speech it generally means highly satisfactory. Such as: ‘3 p.m.?’ ‘That would be ideal.’ ‘What’s your ideal job?’ ‘More pay, less work.’ ‘What does your ideal woman/man/other look like?’ and so on. If we want to take the relationship between utopia and the ideal society seriously, we need to look closely at the meaning of the word ‘ideal’, as I will in the next chapter, suggesting that it might be useful to bear another meaning in mind.

We end up at a funny (peculiar) impasse if we accept the everyday uses of ‘utopia’. Either it’s very ordinary and personal and ultimately uninteresting. It makes no difference, unless you’re invested in the subjective decisions of the person who says it’s a utopia. Something that is about public things is accordingly made dull by turning it into something entirely private or personal. Or, in the other ordinary, everyday use, it’s only a distraction from reality. Impracticable dreaming. It makes no difference. Either way, ‘utopia’ imports nothing to us. It is a word that, like ‘democracy’, has been almost entirely denuded of meaning.

Let’s try to fix this. Both the word and the idea of utopia are useful, as are the derivations ‘utopian’ and ‘utopianism’. They will help us to understand the history of culture, both close and far away. They will provide a useful way of thinking about the ways in which political and social ideals can be put into practice. They will assist our deliberations on morals and how they relate to political structures. More radically (a word, from the Latin radix, that means going down to the roots of things, digging down to see how things grow in the soil that lies below the surface), thinking about utopia, and using the word in a more informed way, will help us challenge our ingrained habits of thought, our unchallenged assumptions about how society has to be – unchallenged because, well, that’s the way things are.

I’ll begin with Plato, and trace the genesis of the idea of a non-place. But soon my focus will spiral out to the relationship between writing (because utopia is not a place you’d like to live, but a category of text and a paradoxical, interrogative device) and practice (because some people did try to establish intentional communities). And from there to the history of feminism and separatist utopias, slavery, music and freedom, political structures, geography and time travel, architecture and urban planning, the nature of liberty, and the pursuit of thinking differently.

I have no answers, only a restless machine for asking questions.




2. Plato’s Republic

Are happy people good; are good people happy?

Why be good when you can be happy? Why not please yourself by ignoring conventional accounts of moral conduct? Isn’t morality only for the weak?

These questions echo throughout history. They’re in play in a dialogue situated in Greece around 420 BCE, in which a philosopher named Socrates (who lived from about 470 to 399 BCE) sets about destroying conventional answers. He’s in conversation with a group of men in Piraeus, a port near Athens, among them Polemarchus, in whose house they sit. The other interlocutors include Polemarchus’ father Cephalus, his brothers Lysias and Euthydemus, and also Thrasymachus, Glaucon, Adeimantus, Niceratus, Charmantides and Cleitophon. Socrates controls the dialogue, strategically feigning ignorance and steering the exchange so that his opponents all ultimately agree with his positions. He has an infuriating knowingness that always triumphs. The first of his antagonists is Thrasymachus, an angry Sophist, who is committed to knocking down others’ arguments for the fun of it, and who maintains the position that moral behaviour always advantages others. After Thrasymachus is dismissed, the brothers Glaucon and Adeimantus step into the foreground. Socrates’ interlocutors barrage him with queries and counter-arguments, but all eventually succumb to his logic and eloquence.

One of Socrates’ key arguments is that literature is usually bad. Imaginary representation involves distortion, and it carries you away from the true and real in a way that’s damaging. Before we take this too literally, as Plato’s own opinion, we must remind ourselves that this Socrates is a fiction, and the whole dialogue is imaginary. It was written about forty years after the conversation takes place, and about twenty years after Socrates’ death. The dialogue is implicitly set during the Peloponnesian War of 431–404 BCE, though it was written in its aftermath, and refers anachronistically to later events. So it’s not exactly what it seems to be. The author, Plato, was born around 429–423 BCE and lived to 348–347, so he was not yet ten years old in 420. He would become, however, Socrates’ star pupil. For good measure, and perhaps pursuing the appearance of credibility, Plato depicts his own brothers, Glaucon and Adeimantus, as active participants in the conversation. Nonetheless, the scenario is a fiction, and this plays a more crucial role than in Plato’s many other dialogues. He uses the fact to engineer a paradox – an imaginative account of a polity that restlessly demonstrates the strengths and weaknesses of the imagination as applied to politics – and it’s this paradox that resonates through history to the present day in how we think about the ideal society and how morality is put into practice at a social level. Are happy people good; are good people happy? It begins here.

In English the dialogue is usually called the Republic. The Greek title is Πολιτεία, or Politeia, which means something like ‘the political and social life of the public’. However, modern Europe inherits much of ancient Greek culture through Latin, and the Latin equivalent is res publica, literally the ‘public thing’, hence we arrive at the English title, the Republic. This is confusing, as in modern English the word tends to specify a particular kind of system: government without a monarch, or a society in which people are equal. Socrates’ ‘republic’ – that is, the place he collaboratively imagines in the dialogue – is more multifaceted than that.

Morality

Socrates’ central contention is that morality is real, and the moral life is a happy one. To see how this is so, though, requires a masterstroke. He asks:


‘Wouldn’t we say that morality can be a property of whole communities as well as of individuals?’

‘Yes,’ [Adeimantus] said.

‘And a community is larger than a single person?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘It’s not impossible, then, that morality might exist on a larger scale in the larger entity and be easier to discern. So, if you have no objection, why don’t we start by trying to see what morality is like in communities? And then we can examine individuals too, to see if the larger entity is reflected in the features of the smaller entity.’

‘I think that’s an excellent idea,’ he said.

‘Well,’ [Socrates] said, ‘the theoretical observation of a community in the process of formation would enable us to see its morality and immorality forming too, wouldn’t it?’

‘I should think so,’ he said.1



In other words, morality exists in the same way in the individual human mind as in a society, and it’s easier to see in society, simply because it’s bigger. The analogy works like a microscope. The foundation both for the Republic (Plato’s dialogue) and ‘the Republic’ (the social model the interlocutors construct) is a metaphor.2

Socrates and his friends then form their community through a dialogue, in words and in their imaginations. I’ll describe their model, but it’s important to remember that this is a dialogue, and that the proposals I sketch here are arrived at indirectly and at length. There’s a process of conversation that leads to them, and there’s something two-dimensional about extricating them in this way. However, this is what they come up with.

It all begins with morality. The constitutional or political blueprint of the Republic, with its specific suggestions around social organization, is a section within a larger frame discussing the relationship between the individual, society, morality and happiness. One of the central ideas is that a well-organized society depends upon a principle of specialization. Everyone has a particular talent, and is better at doing one thing than all other things – so ideally everyone should do the thing they’re best at, and only that thing. Correspondingly, society should harness excellence by requiring that each job is done by the person best suited to do it.

The most important role is governing. The leaders of the Republic constitute a class of Guardians. These protect the community: they’re courageous, strong and fleet of foot, passionate, gentle, they love knowledge. People who are identified from birth with this aptitude, with the virtues of wisdom, morality, self-discipline and courage, are educated appropriately. And this leads directly to the topic of poetry. In the extended discussion of the education of the Guardians, Socrates outlines the dangers of false representation, as part of which he considers at length the different forms of poetry. The stories we hear in our childhood, he tells his listeners, influence us deeply. If these are the deceptive tales of the likes of Hesiod and Homer, which give a distorted image of heroes and gods, as capable of evil, or being willing to cavort around the earth in disguises, then they deceive and mislead us, and they should be banned. In any kind of poetry, reality must be portrayed as it is.


‘It follows, Adeimantus,’ [Socrates] said, ‘that none of our poets is to say, “The gods travel around human habitations disguised as all sorts of visitors from other lands.” Nor are they to tell lies about Proteus and Thetis, or present Hera in a tragedy or any other kind of poem in an altered form, as a mendicant holy woman begging alms “for the life-giving children of the Argive river Inachus”, or repeat the mass of other similar lies that have been told. Furthermore, we should neutralize the poets’ influence on mothers, which makes them scare their children with terrible stories about how some gods tend to prowl around during the hours of darkness in a wide variety of unfamiliar human guises, so that we stop the mothers blaspheming against the gods, and at the same time stop them making their children too timid.’3



Humans can lie – to enemies, or even to our friends if they’ve lost their senses – but gods can’t. ‘There’s nothing of the lying poet in God.’4 Misleading texts must be banned. Texts that inspire virtuous behaviour, however, are welcome, as are texts that simply narrate, because that’s quite different from representation. Representation, the imagining of a speech or the creation of a character, is quite distinct from a plain account of what happens.

There’s more to the suspicion of poets than this, however. Because it’s essential to the community that everyone sticks to their specialism, that a shoemaker is a shoemaker and isn’t a captain on the side, and that a soldier doesn’t also run a business, then equally a poet shouldn’t go around imitating the roles of others, such as shoemakers or soldiers. Poetry is impressive, but it’s closely related to lying. Lies wreck a community. If a physician or a carpenter is caught lying, they are to be punished. A Guardian, however, is authorized to ‘lie for the good of the community’.5 There are kinds of untruths that shore up society for the general good. Poetry isn’t among these. Socrates continues:


So it follows that were a man who was clever enough to be able to assume all kinds of forms and to represent everything in the world to come in person to our community and want to show off his compositions, we’d treat him as an object of reverence and awe, and as a source of pleasure, and we’d prostrate ourselves before him; but we’d tell him that not only is there no one like him in our community, it is also not permitted for anyone like him to live among us, and we’d send him elsewhere, once we had anointed his head with myrrh and given him a chaplet of wool. Left to ourselves, however, with benefit as our goal, we would employ harsher, less entertaining poets and story-tellers, to speak in the style of a good man to keep in their stories to the principles we originally established as lawful … 6



Founding Myth and Founding Lie

One of the consequences of specialization is that society must fall naturally into classes, three classes according to Socrates: the Guardians, the auxiliaries (these are the militia), and farmers and other workers. In order for the society that Socrates and his company are founding to work, this notion has to be deeply ingrained in its citizens. Though it’s a meritocratic hierarchy, it’s necessary for citizens to believe that hierarchy is part of creation. This leads Socrates to three apparently linked and, as he pre-emptively admits, extreme conclusions. I’ll discuss the third later (p. 20, below), but for the first: all members of society will have to be educated or ‘indoctrinated’ into believing that they were formed in the earth from different metals, gold for the Guardians, silver for the auxiliaries and iron or copper for the farmers and workers. The hierarchy is founded on natural ability and not inherited status, and a child can be born into a different class to its parents, so the child of auxiliaries can be tinged with gold and so on. It is nonetheless part of the story that they were formed that way, deep in the earth, by God. This is, says Socrates, a necessary ‘noble lie’.7

This idea of a founding myth we will see again and again. It legitimates a society, encourages cooperation among citizens. In this case, for it to be effective – to be met with credulity rather than scepticism – it relies on a founding moment, effectively the founding moment of the Republic. Succeeding generations will be more easily convinced than the first; but, for the first generation to believe, they will need to be taught the founding myth, within a community that universally believes the myth. They will be told that the earth gave birth to them, and their education was a kind of dream while they were in the earth’s womb. The only way to do this – and this is the second of Socrates’ extreme conclusions, which he discloses much later in the dialogue – is to banish everyone over the age of ten into the countryside. By this means a founding generation will be brought up according to the ideal laws of the Republic, without the shadow of existing conventions.8

How else can a perfect society come into being? How can you manufacture goodness or virtue? Does it begin with the devising of good laws? With good laws, human behaviour’s inevitable tendency towards corruption and depravity (as is widely thought) can be corrected. Good laws make good people. But don’t good laws depend on good people to frame them? These good people have to precede the formulation of the laws, though the laws perpetuate that virtue through promoting a stable, well-regulated social order. For this reason good people make good laws. We’re stuck in a circle. The fictions of ancient history found a way around this problem, and his name was Lycurgus.

Lycurgus

Lycurgus was the celebrated lawgiver of Sparta in the ninth or eighth century BCE. He is mentioned in passing in the Republic as an example of a ‘reformer’, though it’s possible that the austere life of the Guardians and auxiliaries is indebted to his precedent.9 Plato writes about him in the Laws, his final surviving dialogue and his longest. We learn about Lycurgus’ life from several sources, most importantly Plutarch (c. 46 CE–after 119 CE), but also Thucydides (c. 460–c. 400 BCE) and Herodotus (c. 484–c. 425 BCE). According to the biography in Plutarch’s Lives, ‘There is so much incertainty in the accounts which Historians have left us of Lycurgus, the Law-giver of Sparta, that scarcely any thing is asserted by one of them which is not call’d into question, or contradicted by the rest.’10

Despite the uncertainty, this semi-mythical figure is very useful in thinking and writing about how to organize society in an effective and moral way. This is in two respects: first, in some of the social reforms he introduced; secondly, in his own authority as an absconding ruler.

To the first. Lycurgus established in Sparta a balanced constitution, in which the monarchical, aristocratic and democratic elements of government held each other in check. A balanced constitution such as this was perceived, by Aristotle (384–322 BCE) and by later republicans, to be stable – and stability is one means of ensuring that a constitution endures. Longevity in government is an a priori good. Lycurgus also introduced land reforms, creating a less unequal division of land. He reformed currency, to make it less valuable and thus less likely to result in theft, bribery and coin-clipping. Further reforms discouraged the use of arts in fashioning luxury, and instead ensured that creative ingenuity was targeted at useful things, such as furniture and everyday domestic utensils, cups and so on.

Lycurgus reformed food too, recognizing the logic of sharing meals, which improves overall nutrition and creates collective spirit. This also fitted into his agenda of expelling luxury and improving equality. He ordered ‘that they should all eat in common, of the same meat, and of such kinds as were specify’d in the Decree: by which it was expresly forbid to pamper themselves in private’.11 This, for Plutarch, was to strike ‘at the very roots of Luxury’, and these ‘publick Tables’ and communal eating have a long future in utopian writing. Another means of preventing luxury was to forbid overseas travel, which could bring in ‘foreign vices and vanities’ (according to Plutarch, Lycurgus had himself travelled widely). Among these was the itch for fashionable clothes, and exotic forms of alcohol. This appetite for novelty was not only a misuse of wealth, but could make men ‘desire new forms and fashions in the Government too’.12 In the pursuit of constitutional and political stability, closed borders have their uses, even better when the state is an island. I’ll refer to this as ‘island thinking’.13 It’s important, as much for the political thinking underpinning utopias as for the imaginative storytelling and the construction of fictional scenarios.

Why is keeping out luxury so important? It fits the austere, severe ethos of Sparta. But there are clear practical reasons: luxury expresses and fosters inequality, wears away the spirit of citizenship, drains the wealth of the state. In a society of finite resources – and utopias are commonly preoccupied with the distribution of finite resources – luxury is a threat.

Lycurgus’ reforms challenged the social norms of his time, but his rethinking of gender distinctions and of the family remains a challenge to our own. Young women were to exercise as men, including wrestling, running and other athletics. At feasts and sacrifices they would dance and sing naked.14 There’s nothing lascivious about this: they possess ‘true modesty’ and are ‘clad in their native innocence and simplicity’, like Adam and Eve (the phrase in this 1683 translation intentionally echoes Milton’s Paradise Lost, published sixteen years earlier).15 Bachelors are publicly mocked. There is no gender equality, however. Married couples do not live together; a newly wed bride, chosen by the man and possibly without the woman’s consent, dresses as a man and has her head shaved. Married couples only encounter each other occasionally at night: this keeps desire alive and hence encourages reproduction. Men can lend their brides to whomever they choose, to facilitate pregnancy.16 The species should be propagated by the best men, after all, just as we breed horses and dogs. There’s nothing Adam-and-Eve-like about this.

The family is reconceived. Children belong not to their parents but to the commonwealth. A child’s education is not determined by the father, but by a council, which also allots each child a parcel of land. At the age of seven every child is sent off to a military-style school, and their education there and thereafter is harsh, instilling both obedience and hypalgesia. The ancient Greek attitude to young, male lovers prevailed in Lycurgus’ Sparta, however.17 Lycurgus – and Plutarch’s account of him – did not entirely abolish the family, but did reorient it, so that centralized state education and collective responsibility for each child becomes a means of improving society overall.

Finally, and anticipating a theme we will encounter repeatedly, Lycurgus believed that, as with words, the fewer laws the better. He also, again according to Plutarch, resisted having his laws written down. This was because the most important were more effective when ‘imprinted on the hearts of their youth by a good education’. However, minor regulations were best not prescribed, but left open to discretion, so they could be adapted according to circumstance, and determined according to the best judgements.18 They change with the times, but core principles remain embedded in the hearts of the citizens.

Many of these motifs will recur throughout this book: the effective use of the arts, greater social equality, common meals, island thinking, the challenge to gender difference (though not to treating women as possessions) and to family structures, the importance of education, the benefit of few laws. But perhaps the most significant and resonant aspect of Lycurgus’ interventions in government was the way he took his leave of it. Wanting to make his constitution immortal, he told the people that he needed to consult the oracle of Apollo at Delphi, and ‘in the mean time his desire was that they would punctually observe his Laws without any the least alteration until his return, and then he would doe as the God should direct him.’ The assembled Spartans swore their consent. Lycurgus then travelled to the oracle, who approved of the laws he’d established. He wrote this pronouncement down and sent it to Sparta, then resolved to die on his way home, ‘that the Spartans might never be releas’d from the Oath they had taken’. He starved himself to death, setting a model of ‘temperance to his Country-men’.19 Thus not only did Lycurgus establish an ideal constitution, he also left his countrymen avowed to preserve it. His authority is embedded in his laws, and he alone can provide grounds for challenging them. The self-absconding ruler is the ultimate disinterested authority. His own disappearance is the master stroke that protects his design from future amendment.

The story of Lycurgus echoes throughout the history of utopias. He addresses questions of equality and social justice, including challenges to economic assumptions, gender roles and the organization of the family, and emphasizes the importance of education and a strong, stable constitution. He also answers the question whether good people make good laws or vice versa: he makes good laws, which in turn make people good, but then he removes himself from the formula, so the laws stand independently of him. He provides a means of fostering loyalty to a constitution through fidelity to a ruler, but a ruler who then dissolves himself into his constitution. In him lies the founding moment of the Spartan polity, and his legendary status constitutes something like a founding myth.

Designing the Republic

Socrates is, as Plato knows, a type of Lycurgus. He is also a type of Solon (c. 630–c. 560 BCE), the Athenian lawgiver. Solon is mentioned in several of Plato’s dialogues alongside Lycurgus; Aristotle writes in his Politics that the two are similar because they are not only lawgivers but framers of constitutions. Solon established a balanced constitution, which introduced and protected democracy in Athens by empowering the law courts against the oligarchic powers of the Council of the Areopagus.20 But Lycurgus is more exotic in this context, foreign, more ancient, a social as well as a political visionary. And Socrates needs ambition. His aim is more than a balanced, enduring constitution, as he shows when he leads the conversation about morality into an extended discussion of women, children, warfare, education and philosopher kings.

This is part of the deep structure of the Republic. It isn’t prominent: partly because it’s written in continuous prose, without chapters, the only breaks being the end of the scrolls on which it was copied; and partly because the conversation moves with complexity and subtlety from topic to topic. But, to divide it into sections, the third quarter focuses on constitutional matters; and the third quarter of this breaks away to discuss poetry and representation at length, including Plato’s famous simile of the Cave. The whole is, moreover, surrounded by a frame, beginning with the preliminary discussion that sets up the question of whether morality benefits the moral person, and concluding with a discussion of the afterlife. It’s a structure that’s full of obscure symmetries (symmetry is important in utopia, as we’ll see21). Plato wears his genius lightly.

The discussion of women, children, warfare, education and philosopher kings is both a digression from and central to the discussion of morality. Intellectually it’s probably the most challenging part, and it’s why the dialogue (Plato probably didn’t think of it as a book, as we do) has the power to knock over anyone who reads it attentively, and why the pressure of its intellect is felt throughout so many later books about social improvement.

These, then, are the key elements to the society that Plato has Socrates and his companions devise. First, women: Socrates says little about women among the class of workers, which is to say ordinary women as opposed to auxiliaries and Guardians, but in the ruling class he insists that there must be gender equality. While men may be better at many or even most things, this is a consequence of individual properties, not universal ones, not because they are men. Some women are better at traditionally masculine activities than most men. Thus women from the Guardian class must be treated equally with men, and be educated with them. When they exercise they will strip off naked; this may seem absurd, but, in a moment of historical-cultural relativism, Socrates reminds his auditors ‘that until quite recently the Greeks used to regard it as shocking and ludicrous for men to be seen naked’.22 We learn through experience, and the times change, so don’t treat today’s common sense as a necessary truth. Women will also fight alongside men in war, because they have an equal investment in the community.

Secondly, families. Among the Guardians there will be no families. Instead the entire class will constitute a single family. The children will not only be raised communally, but shared among all parents, with no parent knowing which child is theirs, and vice versa. Postpartum mothers will feed children in a crèche, without knowing whose baby is whose. Complicated arrangements prevent incest without disclosing consanguinity. Moreover, there will be no private marriage, and ‘all the women are to be shared among all the men’.23 There is an implicit vice versa here too, but Socrates can’t say it. For all this talk of sexual equality, the starting point is always men, and women are defined in relation to them. It’s equality for women, and the Guardians are always described with a male pronoun, even though they’re not all men. Plato (or his character) may be making things easier for his readers, or he may be unable to step fully into the gender-equal world he is imagining. This is a common characteristic of truly radical thought: it challenges even the capacities of the human who’s doing the thinking.

Thirdly, intercourse. Even sex cannot go unreformed and ungoverned. Undisciplined sexual intercourse is a profanity. Children will be bred only among outstanding individuals, much as you might do with dogs. The right to sex, at least during the prime of both men and women, will be awarded as a prize, and by lottery, a lottery that will be subtly fixed. Outside the prime years, sex will be freer, though abortion will be encouraged, and undesired children will not be brought up. The community practises eugenics and treats sex as a reward for outstanding performance.24 Defective children will not be raised in the community, but will be hidden outside it. This is ambiguous: it might mean putting them in a neighbouring community, or fatal exposure, as was practised in parts of ancient Greece, including Sparta. It’s ambiguous because it doesn’t much concern Plato here, but also perhaps because he’s thinking metaphorically, and the defective child is also a thought, the product of the inferior part of the mind.

Fourthly, private property. Among the Guardians there will be no private property. Non-sharing can tear apart a community, which must always be bound together by sharing pleasure and distress:


[SOCRATES:] ‘And doesn’t this privatization of feelings happen when the members of a community are out of tune with one another when they use expressions like “mine” and “not mine”, and likewise when they identify something as foreign?’

[GLAUCON:] ‘Absolutely.’25



The community must act and feel as a single human – remember the governing metaphor of the dialogue: Socrates is discussing a single human scaled up to a community – and so property and people must be common among the Guardians. They share ‘women and children’.26 And they own no private property.

A word about possession. The abolition of private property has a long future history in utopias. But here and elsewhere it is not proposed, or not only proposed, on the basis of fairness or equality. Socrates associates private ownership with a lack of community spirit. Private ownership breeds private feelings which breed discord. The success of the community will be a consequence of collaborative effort, always undermined when someone is inclined to pursue individual objectives. Rather, in this community, when one person succeeds or fails others will say: this success or failure is (also) mine.27 (This isn’t a dynamic we see much today, except perhaps in sport, where the affiliation to both local and national teams is tribal, and spectators in the stands say ‘we scored’; and yet football, nationalism and local patriotism are seldom associated with the eradication of private ownership.) Communal ownership, far from being a disincentive to effort, actually motivates communal living and aspiration. Thus Socrates’ objective in abolishing private property is community spirit and the promotion of shared feelings and interests. It binds his citizens. Sharing families is part of this.

The Republic is clearly not an egalitarian society, but are its citizens all free? Slavery was fundamental to life in Plato’s Athens, and in the light of challenges to the conventions of slavery in subsequent utopias, it’s necessary to ask if there are slaves in the Republic. There is one brief, explicit reference, stating that the principle of specialization should apply to all, ‘slave’ and free.28 And yet this is the only mention, while the tripartite structure of Socrates’ society makes it clear that there is no space for slavery in the Republic. Slavery requires ownership, and there is no property among the Guardian class, who would be the only ones fit to govern slaves. Moreover, all drudge work is explicitly undertaken by citizens: what would slaves do? Socrates does not rationalize the existence of slaves, and implicitly argues that it is unjust. The reference to slavery seems incoherent and inconsistent, and a lapse, perhaps made possible by the ubiquity of slavery in classical Athenian culture.29 The Republic probably abolishes slavery.

Naturally, the people in the Guardian class aren’t interested in land, property or personal objects. These things are not knowledge, but mere epiphenomena, the stuff of comforts. Whereas in our world, Socrates says, we associate rulers with greed, self-interest and self-promotion, which are important motives in the ambitions of our politicians, in his ideal community this would not be so. And this is because of the fifth point in my list, which concerns governance. This point is the third of the three linked conclusions (‘waves’, he calls them) that Socrates warns are at once extreme and the necessary premises for creating his imaginary society. This is that society should be governed by philosophers, the cream of the Guardian class, Plato’s (or Socrates’) famed philosopher kings.

‘Kings’ must be glossed: a king (βασιλεύς, or basileus) can be a term for someone who participates in ruling a society, whether an individual or part of a collective, and certainly not hereditary; it is a particular element within a constitution. ‘Philosophers’ must also be glossed: a philosopher is someone who loves truth and knowledge for their own sake, and who does not privilege or focus on one particular aspect of them (as a carpenter does, for instance). This kind of knowledge is, moreover, distinct from belief and opinion. It is a grasp of the unchanging essence of things in themselves. It is concerned not with the specific qualities of things – light and dark, beauty and ugliness, numerous and scarce, and so on – which ‘mill around somewhere between unreality and perfect reality’.30 Rather, it comprehends the universals inherent in those things, beyond the reach of the human senses and all the more real for being so. The world of transient sensations is the realm of belief, not of knowledge.

Philosopher kings, both men and women, are the best suited to govern a community. They will not love possessions, bodily pleasures or power. They will love truth, be self-disciplined, broad-minded and courageous, mindful with a good memory, moral. These qualities, Socrates observes, may well not suit them to rule in this imperfect world – who would be so crazy as to suggest that philosophers should be kings here – but they would be perfect qualifications for them to govern an ideal world, the one that Socrates and his companions are formulating. In our non-ideal world, where true philosophers ‘are incapable of performing any public service’, it’s not their fault; rather, their fellow citizens are to blame for this.31

Thus, in Socrates’ ideal world, there is a class of philosopher kings among the Guardians. Such men and women would not want power, as ancient and modern politicians do, but would rather shun it in their pursuit of true philosophy. This principle threads through the dialogue, but its clearest and most resonant exposition appears towards the start, before the world-building has begun:


The ultimate punishment for being unwilling to assume authority oneself is to be governed by a worse person, and it is fear of this happening, I think, which prompts good men to assume power occasionally … The chances are that were a community of good men to exist, the competition to avoid power would be just as fierce as the competition for power is under current circumstances.32



The good don’t want power, but they are obliged, in this imaginary society, to return from the realm where they contemplate true, unflinching knowledge to this mundane realm in order to govern it. This is one of the many rich significances of the celebrated simile of the Cave.

The Cave

The Cave simile concerns ontology (how things are), epistemology (how we know things) and morality (what we should do). It appears as the third of three analogies that Socrates uses to explain why good is an actual thing (not just a perception) and is supreme, while admitting that he finds it hard to define goodness in itself. This passage in the dialogue is effectively a digression within the passage discussing constitutional arrangements, which is itself a digression within the discussion of morality; though, like this latter passage, it is at once a digression and absolutely central. So the structure of the whole could be visualized like this (I’ve made it look more symmetrical):

[image: A diagram, titled ‘The Uses of Utopia’, is shaped like an inverted pyramid drawn with dotted lines. It illustrates a structural relationship between abstract concepts through ‘three similes’. It features a pattern where ‘frame’, ‘morality’, and ‘constitution’ on the left converge toward the base, mirrored by ‘afterlife’, ‘morality’, and ‘constitution’ on the right.]
The three similes are embedded in and support the frame. The first simile is an analogy between the sun and goodness. In the visible world, the sun illuminates things so that we can see them; so, in the invisible world, goodness illuminates things and lets us know them. The sun shouldn’t be confused with the things we see by its light, however; just so, the things we know and understand to be true resemble goodness, but shouldn’t be identified with goodness itself, which is greater than the things it gives truth to.33 (This isn’t a sleight of hand, because in the intelligible realm, as opposed to the visible realm, knowledge is knowledge of the true nature of things; beliefs concern particular properties.)

The second simile, of a line, follows this. Socrates contends that a line extends from the visible realm to the intelligible realm, and each realm is subdivided into two, thus producing four continuous sections on the same line. In the visible realm there are likenesses of things, and things themselves; in the intelligible there are, first, knowledge of things obtained by reason, and, secondly, understanding not obtained through reason, dialectic or the senses, but by direct apprehension. There is a continuum from incidental properties of things, through things themselves, and through modes of understanding, to the ultimate truths beyond them. They also correspond to four states of mind. These elements extend hierarchically from shadow to brightness.34

The Cave is the third simile, and also concerns the relationships among light, goodness, truth, and the intelligible and visible realms. It begins with a scenario, ‘an analogy for the human condition’. Imagine people living trapped in a deep cave, bound in such a way that they can look only straight ahead. Behind them is a fire, and between the fire and the people is a low wall beside which other people, some talking, walk bearing various artefacts, ‘human statuettes, and animal models carved in stone and wood and all kinds of materials’. These protrude over the wall, so the trapped people see only the shadows of these artefacts. That, and the speech of the passers-by, constitutes their reality. They can’t even see themselves or each other, though they can talk to each other about what they see cast upon the wall. Now imagine one of the trapped people being released, led towards the fire and to the objects casting the shadows, and told that hitherto she or he has only lived among shadows of which these are the substance. He or she is then made to look at the fire, hurting their eyes. Wouldn’t they run back to the place that they understood, and insist to themselves that this was the real world? And then imagine that this same person was ‘dragged forcibly’ up the slope and out of the Cave into the sunlight. At first they’d be overwhelmed, blinded. Then their eyes would gradually adjust and they’d begin to see shadows, and reflections on the water, then the heavens, the stars and moon at night, the world in this nocturnal light, and then the sun itself. Then they’d infer what the sun was, and begin to see the truth of things. And they’d feel sorry for those who were still trapped in the Cave, not knowing what the world really was. They would never want to live that way again. But if they were to descend – imagine again – back into the Cave and, before their eyes had fully adjusted to the once-familiar, now re-encountered darkness, they tried to convince the same imprisoned people of the truth of things. These people would do everything they could to invalidate the news: they’d say that the voyager was mad, their eyes ruined by the light, that to go up and out of the Cave was useless. And wouldn’t they ‘grab hold of anyone who tried to set them free and take them up there, and kill him?’35

This, for Socrates, is an analogy for the human condition but also for enlightenment and truth. It describes the journey of an individual human mind from the visible world to the intelligible world, from representations to goodness. It also explains the reluctance of true philosophers to engage with mere worldly business. Apart from the fact that they’d seem awkward and ridiculous in the world of the Cave, trying to persuade people who have no grasp of the reality they’ve seen, employing the language and concepts of those who’ve only ever lived among the shadows, the true philosopher would want always to stay in the air and light. But truth and goodness – and the rules of the community Socrates is devising – will persuade them of their obligation to return and govern well, sharing what they have learned, putting it into practice. It is not only because they are awake but also because they are not keen that they will govern well, which is the opposite of what happens in Athens in 420 BCE, says Socrates, and often since then.

Socrates’ three similes do a lot of heavy lifting. The Cave in particular has lodged in the culture of Europe, albeit dislodged from the specifics of Plato’s argument. The similes explain the nature of truth and perception, they provide a visual means of elucidating the relationship between the thing that Plato means by truth and the world of phenomena that we experience, and they provide a rationale for his conflation of truth and goodness. They describe and justify true philosophy and the true philosopher. They show why ‘political power should be in the hands of people who aren’t enamoured of it’.36

But they’re deployed in the guise of a proof. Socrates’ interlocutors concede he must be right, both about the political system he’s designing, and about the nature of goodness. And yet they’re similes, comparing one thing to another. And though Plato doesn’t use the Greek word ἀλληγορία, which appears in the language later, the Cave is a full-blown allegory, a story that’s formulated to contain a hidden, higher moral or political meaning. Isn’t this what poets do? No, not really, because this allegory is true, it mirrors how things actually are. If so, then Socrates has transformed from a type of Lycurgus into a prophet, a visionary. That kind of poetry is fine, because actually it’s at the opposite end of the spectrum that extends from a representation of a shadow to truth and goodness.

Education

First, women; second, families; third, sex; fourth, private property; fifth, rule (by philosopher kings): these are the elements of the constitution that Socrates has sketched. Next he turns to the sixth, education. This is where he makes the case for exiling everyone over the age of ten, to create a founding moment for his community, one that will reinforce the ‘noble lie’, the founding myth of the community, the story of three classes of people formed in the earth from different metals. He also describes an ideal, relentlessly practical education system. This is not concerned with carpenters, musicians or doctors, but with the Guardians. He lays out, in brief, a curriculum: physical exercise and the study of culture, including the beneficial forms of poetry. To these he adds mathematics, geometry, astronomy, music and the apex of the curriculum: dialectic, the discovery and elucidation of truth through rational enquiry. Once everyone over the age of ten has been banished, the remaining population is educated with this curriculum and the community has its founding moment.

Socrates then returns to morality. He discusses other, imperfect forms of government, and explains how each reflects the character of its citizens, in effect affirming that people make the laws of a society, because the laws reflect the quality of the people that make them. These societies are imperfect because they reflect imperfect people. Influential as the discussion of aristocracy, timarchy, oligarchy, democracy (or chaos) and dictatorship (or tyranny) are, they are not germane to our purpose here. Only under philosopher kings are people truly happy.

While this again underscores the connections between the mind, morality and political structures – and perhaps Socrates’ slipperiness on these connections – it’s easy to lose sight of the premise, that the republic is a metaphor, invented as an exploded version of the individual human mind. It doesn’t help that the dialogue concludes with a myth about the afterlife not grounded in rational discussion. Socrates’ interlocutors certainly seem to have forgotten that the whole enterprise has been an analogy of the well-organized human mind, demonstrating that, contrary to popular prejudice, the moral life is the happier one. In order to prove this, poets have been expelled, and the role of the imagination – insofar as it carries our attention away from the truths that underpin the real world, the reality of which lies in the realm of the intelligible rather than that of the senses – has been banished.

And yet Socrates himself is a character in a dialogue fabricated by Plato. And the Republic is wholly invented: the scenario, the dialogue, the metaphors that make the argument work. Plato’s composition concludes that it is necessary to reject fiction, but it nonetheless uses fiction as a path to philosophical truth. This is Plato’s paradox: an imagined society can carry us closer to a philosophical ideal, an eternal truth. The Republic is one of the cornerstones of western political thought: does its imaginariness, far from rendering it whimsical or fantastical, make the political and philosophical reasoning more robust and compelling?

This is our starting point. The next two and a half thousand years of global culture will take up the question, and see how it plays out, testing the writer and readers in an endless search for an answer.




3. More’s Utopia

It’s 1515, Europe is on the brink of a political earthquake and the Englishman Thomas More is in Antwerp. He has travelled with a royal delegation about the wool trade, and is asking himself: what is the value of imagining a place that isn’t real? Can it ever do any good?

Many of us do this a lot of the time – idly; in sleeping dreams; in waking dreams, when we imagine improvements to the institutions we work and engage with; in fantasies involving creative, professional or emotional fulfilment – but is it any more than escapism?

More (1478–1535) was critical of the social inequalities of England, the failures of its judicial system, the abuses of religion and the misuse of the church’s power and wealth. These were the same criticisms that would fuel the looming Reformation across Europe. Perhaps his travels in the Low Countries helped him see this from a distance. He set about modelling an ideal commonwealth, following the precedent set by Plato.

But there was another precedent in his mind – that’s how literary creation often works, with the crossing of traditions, conventions, genres – and that was paradox. The word had not in 1515 been imported into English, but the Latin paradoxum denoted a proposition or statement that is contrary to shared beliefs, intentionally self-contradictory or absurd. The literary genre of the paradox was an educational exercise: a student would write a prose argument, based on reasonable premises and rigorous logic, leading to a conclusion that was counter to common sense. One might be the praise of nothingness; another a demonstration that baldness is superior to bushy hair.1 More’s friend Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536), known as Erasmus of Rotterdam, published his Praise of Folly in 1511, which is partly a paradox. The original Latin title, Moriae encomium, puns on More’s name. The paradox is an intellectual exercise, but also a literary game shared among scholars wishing to demonstrate their wit, rhetoric and skill in Latin. These scholars were humanists, participants in a movement that flourished in Europe from the fourteenth century, dedicated to the study of ancient Greek and Roman writings, and their application to the present day. Out of this serious play, the force of our convictions, the grounds of our belief, are tested. It may have been More who first used the word ‘paradox’ in English, in his 1533 confutation of the reformer William Tyndale, where he writes of ‘thys wonderfull straunge paradox, thys opynyon inopinable’.2 An opinion unopinionable, a judgement that cannot be held, a belief that cannot be believed, a thought beyond thinking.

I rush ahead. The paradox comes a little later: Utopia begins with (what is now) book 2, composed on a trade mission in the Low Countries.

Book 2: Property


Now I have declared and described unto you as truly as I could the form and order of that commonwealth, which verily in my judgement is not only the best, but also that which alone of good right may claim and take upon it the name of a commonwealth or public weal [Reipublicae, or ‘republic’, in the original Latin]. For in other places they speak still of the commonwealth. But every man procureth his own private gain. Here, where nothing is private, the common affairs be earnestly looked upon.3



It’s necessary to start with an account of the island of Utopia, as described to More by Raphael Hythlodaeus, a traveller (and therefore proverbially untrustworthy) and erstwhile companion of Amerigo Vespucci. His Hebrew name Raphael means ‘God has healed’; his Greek name Hythlodaeus, sometimes anglicized as Hythloday, means ‘speaker of nonsense’ (hence ‘Raphael Nonsenso’ in a slightly reductive 1965 translation4). Hythlodaeus and More are conversing, and this is what the traveller tells the scholar.

The keystone of Utopia is an absence: of private property. All land and moveables are held in common. A male-governed family remains central to the social organization, but meals are taken in common. This is the reform introduced by Lycurgus to Sparta; and Utopia also has its founding lawgiver in the form of Utopus, who conquered the island, reshaped its geography and established its few and perfect laws.5 The Utopians reject worldly goods, and disregard jewels and precious metals. Utopia is rich in some natural resources, including gold and gems, but these things, unlike water and clean air, are not useful. They are given to children as shiny playthings; and the chains for bondmen (more on this below) are made of gold. Utopians look down upon the way foreign peoples value bling. They therefore observe, more than contemporary European states, the principle clearly stated in St Paul’s first epistle to Timothy (6.10): ‘the love of money is the root of all evil’. That’s how it appears in the King James Bible of 1611, and in other translations. Tyndale’s version (from the 1520s) has: ‘coveteousnes is the rote of all evyll’.6 Paul goes on to state that those who covet money have wandered from the faith, and in so doing they have caused themselves suffering. So the Utopian rejection of private property is a fulfilment of Christian principle, and the success of Utopia and the pleasure experienced by its citizens (on which more later) prove the practical merit of this principle.

The point is underscored in one of the work’s comic episodes, which anticipate the playful and wry observations of Montaigne’s Essays (1580–95). The ambassadors of another country, Anemolia (Greek ἄνεμος, or anemos, means ‘wind’), arrive in Utopia’s capital. They’ve heard that Utopians dress plainly and identically, and not understanding why this is, and resolute to impress these people, they dress as sumptuously and flashily as they can:


being therefore more proud than wise, [they] determined in the gorgeousness of their apparel to represent very gods, and with the bright shining and glistering of their gay clothing to dazzle the eyes of the silly poor Utopians. So there came in three ambassadors with an hundred servants all apparelled in changeable colours, the most of them in silks, the ambassadors themselves (for at home in their own country they were noblemen) in cloth of gold, with great chains of gold, with gold hanging at their ears, with gold rings upon their fingers, with brooches and aglets of gold upon their caps which glistered full of pearls and precious stones, to be short, trimmed and adorned with all those things which among the Utopians were either the punishment of bondmen or the reproach of infamed persons or else trifles for young children to play withal.



The ambassadors walk through the streets like peacocks, and are mocked by children for carrying toys. Utopians laugh at their chains because they are lightweight and easily breakable; Utopian prisoners have much bulkier ones. After staying in Utopia for a while the ambassadors learn that it’s foolish to take pleasure in glittering trifles, or to think you’re better or more noble than someone else because you wear finer fabrics. What’s more, the Utopians observe, in some parts of the world gold is valued more than people.7 Thus More uses the lens of relativism, and of seeing ourselves through the eyes of others, to challenge the values of the society he lives in, values which we continue to live by.

How does the Utopians’ communitarianism work in practice? People take what they need from storehouses. Because there’s enough to go around no one takes more than they need. Housing is given to all; houses are built in terraced rows on wide streets and all have rear gardens; they are changed every ten years by lottery; doors are not locked, there is no privacy here; ‘there is nothing within the houses that is private or any man’s own’.8

Everyone wears the same clothing, except there is some difference between men’s and women’s, and between married and unmarried people. There is no distinction according to rank: this contrasts with More’s England, where what you wore was determined by wealth and by sumptuary laws, which prevented lower-status people from wearing certain materials. Instead everyone wears good, durable, well-fitted and attractive clothing, made from leather, and woollen and linen cloth. Even the chief magistrate isn’t distinguished ‘by princely apparel or robe of state’, but only by a ‘little sheaf of corn carried before him’, which perhaps represents the purpose of the office rather than the status of the office-holder. There is, in housing, diet and clothing, no ‘superfluous and vain ostentation of things’.9 Meals are cooked and consumed in collective halls. While people are free to collect their own meat from a market, and private dining is not prohibited, this isn’t done except when strictly necessary, because the cooking in the public halls is superior. There is also entertainment in the form of good conversation and music. This is a society where people enjoy using their spare time for self-improvement and in public lectures and activities that reward ‘the free liberty of the mind’, in which the felicity of life consists.10

I could go on, and Hythlodaeus does. The point is that if no one takes too much, then there’s enough to go around. It’s not as though this is the legendary land of Cockayne, where fruit falls from the tree into your hand, we’re told. This is no mystical land of plenty. It’s a place where limited resources are used prudently.


And though their soil be not very fruitful, nor their air very wholesome, yet against the air they so defend them with temperate diet, and so order and husband their ground with diligent travail, that in no country is greater increase and plenty of corn and cattle, nor men’s bodies of longer life and subject or apt to fewer diseases.11



Utopia is not a fantasy of plenty, a kind of wish fulfilment. Instead, says Raphael, it’s an approach to the environment, to human wellbeing, health and happiness.

Gender

Among the resources that are used carefully is human labour. The citizens are able to find time to attend public lectures because they have a six-hour working day, three hours before noon and three hours after.12 Even by modern standards this is undemanding, but it would have been more exceptional in 1515, especially for labourers.
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