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Foreword


If a perfect society is unattainable, why even try to attain one? If Jesus – God Himself – could not bring peace to the human race, what can human beings possibly do to achieve it? In A Better World Is Possible: An Exploration of Western and Eastern Utopian Visions, Dr Ambrose Mong deviates somewhat from his usual realm of academic inquiry to consider one of the most abstract and enticing subjects imaginable: the possibility that human beings could actually construct a utopia on earth. If it is admitted that those same human beings are individually and communally flawed and inherently selfish, why would one even waste time entertaining such a fantasy? This book demonstrates that, despite the apparent futility of the subject, many of the greatest minds in history have devoted considerable time – and ink – to creating imaginary worlds that they believed could serve as a template for the construction of an actual earthly paradise. But who, precisely, would waste so much effort on so useless a venture? As Dr Mong admirably shows, such concerns were very much the focus of various celebrated philosophers and theologians, Western and Eastern, who judged that the world could, with dedication and work, become an earthly wonderland.


Despite appearances, the current inquiry is not an abstract meditation but very much based in reality. What gave rise to Dr Mong’s fascinating study was a hyperbolic comment made after a visit by Theodore Sorensen, an advisor to President John F. Kennedy, to Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew: “I now feel my life is complete; I have been to Utopia.” Of course, anyone who is not a native or has not visited Singapore would surely ask, “And how did this happen? Who was responsible?” In the minds of many, and in the opinion of Dr Mong himself, the person who worked this modern-day miracle was none other than Lee himself. Widely admired as one of the most enlightened, virtuous, and effective leaders of the twentieth century, Lee (reg.1954-2011) embodied many of the qualities and implemented many of the policies proposed by various utopian thinkers down through the ages. The selection of such thinkers arrayed by Dr Mong is impressive: Thomas More, Ignacio Ellacuría, Confucius, Mo Tzu, Kang Youwei, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, and Francis Fukuyama. Not bound by the parameters of one age, one geographical location, one social class, one philosophical system, or one faith, these thinkers witnessed strife and suffering but strove to look beyond the woes of their age. They sought to envisage a time and a place in which the causes of the turmoil experienced in their time would be eliminated through the use of intellect and the voluntary acceptance of the will to do good for all people.


Beginning with a consideration of what constitutes utopian thinking, Dr Mong segues into a discussion of what a “civilization of poverty” – a civilization of compassion – offers humanity, as opposed to the oft-asserted benefits of capitalism, which has been embraced by most of the nations of the world. As is evident, most of the world’s population has not benefitted from the capitalist system, and yet most governments continue to proffer the hope that eventually its benefits will trickle down to all people. Based as it is on the premise that consumer culture will necessarily improve the standard of living of the world’s population – a false hope, Dr Mong argues – capitalism bears a heavy price tag and is actually doing far more harm than good. But what elements are lacking such that capitalism, especially as it has been articulated in the West, has not delivered on its promises? Dr Mong answers the question concisely: capitalism values money but not the human person. But, while capitalism is currently the reigning form of utopianism that has captured the world’s imagination, other forms of utopian thought have not been lacking.


One of the most fascinating aspects of Dr Mong’s work is his sensitivity to cultural and religious differences. Rich in comparative analysis, this book reminds us that the search for a model of how to construct an earthly paradise is universal. And, whether the quest for utopia be undertaken from a philosophical, economic, political, or religious perspective, one element remains the same in all of them: the need to place the good of the human person at the center of the model. Any system that fails to promote the commonweal is destined to failure. Thus, in a very real way, the search for utopia may be viewed as a quest for the commonweal, a truth that has been apparent to great thinkers in both the West and the East.


If such utopian models are available to humanity, then, returning to our original question, why does so much of the world’s population continue to suffer? Dr Mong answers this query by allowing utopian thinkers to speak for themselves. As we find in the work of each of them, the good have been thwarted by the arbitrary social and intellectual norms that we human beings have constructed to protect our own interests, to the detriment of the common good. As Dr Mong shows so powerfully, careful analysis of the work of utopian thinkers makes obvious the many human flaws that increase human suffering. As we note what they urge, working backwards, so to speak, we deduce the many ways in which we human beings prefer to seek our own good to the exclusion of others. We invent philosophical arguments, political systems, racial categories, and even theologies, somehow imagining that the exclusion of some people will lead to utopia. Nothing could be further from the truth.


As a former Chairman of the Board of the United States Catholic China Bureau and a “Scholar of the People’s Republic of China,” I have often been asked to speak about China and the Chinese people. A very common question posed to me is: “Whither China? What do the Chinese Communists want?” Although baldly phrased, the meaning of the question is clear. In fact, the question seems to me to be a version of what utopian thinkers have always asked. The answer to the question is equally clear. The “Chinese Communists” want what all human beings want: to be loved, honored, and cared for, to have the opportunity to use our talents, to live comfortably and free from fear and coercion, to feel needed, and to live in peace with ourselves and others. If the answer to this human quest is so simple, why have we not attained earthly utopia? Dr Mong demonstrates that past utopian associations with philosophical and theological systems have largely been discarded in favor of secular states based on liberal democracy. In the mind of Francis Fukuyama, for example, liberal democracy is the hope of humankind rather than Christianity because it seeks utopia in this world, and not in a future kingdom of heaven. Dr Mong, or, as it might be more appropriate to recognize here, Father Mong, reminds us that Fukuyama has “missed out on realized eschatology.” Roman Catholic theology, which obviously resides in the Roman Catholic Church, was given the mission to preach the saving Gospel of Jesus Christ for all peoples. Dr Mong, following the thought of Jacques Dupuis, argues that true utopianism may be found in this attainable reality in which, “In spite of differences, members of different religious traditions are co-members of the reign of God in history, journeying together towards the fullness of God’s kingdom.”


Dr Mong has written a comprehensive, balanced, highly informative, and enjoyable work that makes complicated material understandable for us all. What is more, thanks to Dr Mong’s wonderful explanation of the many ways that we can strive to realize utopia here and now, they are even more accessible for us to put into practice.


Mark DeStephano, Ph.D.


Saint Peter’s University


Jersey City,


New Jersey, U.S.A.





Preface


After his first visit to Singapore, Theodore Sorensen, adviser to and speech-writer for John F. Kennedy, was reported to have told Lee Kuan Yew, “I now feel my life is complete; I have been to Utopia.”1 Lee, of course, never claimed to have created a utopia even though he actually transformed a Third World backwater with no natural resources into a First World nation. Within a generation, Lee transformed Singapore into one of the most prosperous and advanced nations in the world with his unique blend of Confucianism and Western-style capitalism. Further, the example of Singapore provided Deng Xiaoping, former paramount leader of China, with a blueprint for establishing a harmonious society of which even Confucius would have approved.


Few Asian leaders have achieved the status accorded to Lee and fewer still have had the influence over world leaders that he wielded in his lifetime. He turned Singapore into an oasis of peace and prosperity within a region troubled by widespread political and economic turmoil. A visionary and a pragmatist, keenly aware of Singapore’s limitations, he sought to educate the population and to take advantage of the country’s strategic geographical location. Riding on the wave of globalization, Lee transformed Singapore’s economy and, in the process, turned the country into a world-class financial, commercial and transportation centre. Indeed, Singapore’s port and airport are still renowned for their efficiency and outstanding service today.


Like a father to the nation he created, Lee guided the country as “Minister Mentor” after he had stepped down as Prime Minister in 1990. Moreover, he believed that the family was the true building block of society, rather than the individual. He had great faith in familial values and he deplored the selfish individualism so prevalent in Western societies.2 Lee made the national interest his overriding concern and pursued it selflessly. The Prime Minister’s Office in Singapore is vested with much power which Lee used for the common good.


In Datong shu or “The Book of Great Unity,” Kang Youwei (1858-1927) calls for the abolition of the institution of family in his blueprint for a utopian project. Kang acknowledges that it is easier to love one’s children than to obey one’s parents. He also believes that the more people in the family, the more conflicts there will be and that this is one of the basic causes of human suffering. Further, Kang argues that the institution of the family goes against the common good because people tend to give priority to taking care of their own kind. The family is a necessary institution in times of disorder, but it becomes an obstacle in our effort to establish a utopia where there is equality, peace and harmony.


This current work is a study of utopian visions from both Western and Eastern traditions. The writings of Ignacio Ellacuría and other liberation theologians inspired me to explore the utopian idea that, in the midst of suffering, pain and breakdown, a better world is not only possible but necessary.


Thomas More’s portrait on the wall of Denis Chang’s Chambers led me to delve deeper into More’s thought. I am grateful to Lai Pan-chiu and Lauren Pfister for introducing me to Datong shu by Kang Youwei. Special thanks go to Patrick Tierney F.S.C., Columba Cleary O.P., Vivian Lee, Patrick Colgan S.C.C., Scott Steinkerchner O.P., Francis Chin and Kim Tansley for proofreading and editorial assistance.


Thanks also to the following people who have supported me in my writing endeavors all these years: Peter Phan, Abraham Shek, Rosalind Wong, Waris Santoso, Philip Lee, Reginaldus Amleni, Emmanuel Dispo, Esther Chu, Charles Chu, Cloris Lim, William Chan, Venny Lai, Hilia Chan, Kim Tansley, Kenzie Lau, Adelaide Wong, Josephine Chan, Teresa Au, Teresa Choi, Tommy Lam, Emily Law, Teoh Chin Chin, Garrison Qian, Leo Tan, George Tan, Vivencio Atutubo, Gemma Yim and Henrietta Cheung. This work is also written in memory of Brother Emmanuel, F.S.G. (1933-2017), a French-Canadian missionary, who dedicated his whole life to the education of young people in Singapore. He was determined to show under-privileged youth that a better future was possible.


Last, but not least, I am very grateful to the publishing team at James Clarke & Co., especially Bethany Churchard, Angharad Thomas, Debora Nicosia, Dorothy Luckhurst and Adrian Brink, for bringing this modest work to print. Any errors that remain are, of course, my own.


Ambrose Mong


Hong Kong


Feast of St. Dominic


8 August 2018





1. Tom Plate, http://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/2098993/.


2. Manish Gyawali, “Lee Kuan Yew’s Enduring Legacy,” http://thediplomat.com/2015/04/lee-kuan-yews-enduring-legacy/.





Introduction


But the poor person does not exist as an inescapable fact of destiny.


Gustavo Gutiérrez,


A Theology of Liberation (1973)


This volume is a sequel to my book, A Tale of Two Theologians (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 2017). A Tale of Two Theologians focusses on the writings of Gustavo Gutiérrez and Michael Amaladoss as they construct a theology relevant to Third World economies afflicted by exploitation and oppression. Disowning the life of jet-setting intellectuals, these two theologians are known for their pastoral work with the poor and the marginalized. They declare a different world is not only possible but necessary.


The quest for a better society has its origin in utopian political projects such as Plato’s Republic (c.381BC) and Marx’s vision of the proletariat in The Communist Manifesto (1848). Baptizing this utopian tradition, as it were, Gutiérrez and Amaladoss attempt to build the kingdom of God on earth by improving civil institutions so that all people can lead lives with adequate basic necessities.


The search for a better world has always existed throughout our history, partly because, as Jesus said, the poor are always with us (Mark 14:7). The ancient Greeks envisaged an ideal society in the polis or city-state, while the Romans dreamed of an idyllic past in Virgil’s Arcadia. The book of Genesis in the Old Testament describes a utopian Eden managed by Adam and Eve. In modern times, we imagine a society where technology offers all kinds of conveniences and creature comforts, from smart phones to driverless cars. Utopias as conceived by the ancients accepted the fact that resources were limited and human wants unlimited. Thus, their “ideal society” was one that stressed simplicity and restricted luxurious consumption. In contrast, modern-styled utopias are places of abundance. Furthermore, inequality was acceptable in ancient utopias, such as in Plato’s Republic, but in modern utopias, the emphasis is on equality.1


This work seeks to provide a selection of utopian writings representing Western tradition, Thomas More, Ignacio Ellacuría, Teilhard de Chardin, and representing Eastern tradition, Confucius, Mo Tzu and Kang Youwei. Despite coming from different cultures and eras, these writers, not surprisingly, have much in common in their quest for a better world, especially in their emphasis on compassion for humanity, social justice and peace. Instead of labelling utopias as “Western” and “non-Western,” Jacqueline Dutton prefers to use the term “intercultural imaginaries,” which she feels is more appropriate for the study of several traditions that seek to build a better world.2 These intercultural imaginaries, steeped in their own local traditions and worldviews, pre-dated More’s Utopia. Social dreaming or the desire for a better life is essentially a universal concept.


Utopian studies appear to have gone out of fashion among scholars since the publication of Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man (1992) and the barrage of criticism it attracted over the idea of liberal democracy as the final destination in the evolution of human society. Are we then losing hope that a better world is possible when we have experienced a loss of faith in globalization and universalist notions such as human compassion, peace, justice and democratic equality? It has become clear in the last decades that a classless global society in which people of all nations can enjoy the same opportunities, such as access to decent housing, healthcare, and education, cannot be achieved easily. There were two significant attempts made in the twentieth century to create a classless society: on one hand, the Marxist proletarian revolution resulting in the abolition of private property and entrepreneurship; on the other, the welfare state proposed by western intellectuals to ensure equality of opportunity for our children and modelled on the Scandinavian countries. Many thinkers and politicians now have little faith in these two so-called utopian scenarios.3


It is not philosophical speculation, but rather historical narrative that can help us to envisage a better future, according to Richard Rorty. Specifically, we need to tell a story about what has happened and what we hope may happen in the near future. Written more than five hundred years ago, Thomas More’s Utopia is surprisingly popular to this day and is included in the reading list of humanities studies because it tells a thought-provoking story with multivalent meanings. Hence, this present work starts with More’s Utopia and a focus on his impassioned plea for social justice. More’s discussion on the plight of the poor, the issues of private property, religious tolerance and his criticism of Western society is cleverly woven into an engaging story.


The stories that people tell regarding their country or the birth of an ideal society constitute their community as nation. In other words, “nation is narration.”4 Philosophers in their discourse, however, tend to start with notions like “truth,” “identity,” “self,” and “subject.” Such an attempt seems to lead to the conclusion that they have lost hope and are unable to construct any narrative of progress that could become a reality in the future. “A turn away from narration and utopian dreams toward philosophy seems to me a gesture of despair.”5


Globalization is supposed to increase the wealth of nations by removing trade and communication barriers. Unfortunately, because of the lack of national control of laws, money accumulated by global trade is either stashed away by super-rich multinationals (for tax avoidance purposes) or taken over by criminal organisations. This situation only widens the gap between the corporate rich and the working poor (and not between developed and developing nations, as was once commonly believed). The absence of a global polity means that the rich can do what they choose to increase their wealth and influence even more. In the end, says Rorty, there are only two socially influential groups: “the super-rich and the intellectuals.”6 The latter group attempts to study the harm done by the former through international talking shops which are generally viewed as harmless and impotent. These jet-setting intellectuals need to take on a more activist role in helping to mold the social and economic policies of political leaders, ultimately to create a more just and equitable world.


More importantly, without the support of men and women who struggled, fought, and died for a just and equitable world, the idea of utopia would remain no more than vapour-ware, confined only to intellectual discussion, without practical, economic benefits. As a historical programme, utopia refers to the heroic efforts of people to establish a qualitatively different society with a new set of social relations – utopia is meant to be dynamic and revolutionary. In the tradition of Thomas More, utopian thought is a driving force in history because of its subversive nature.7


Fátima Vieira holds that “utopias are by essence dynamic .  .  . born out of a given set of circumstances, their scope not limited to a criticism of the present; indeed, utopias put forward projective ideas that are to be adopted by future audiences, which may cause real change.”8 Thus, utopia has two aspects: a denunciation of the existing order and the annunciation of a new world to come. The intolerable situation borne by the poor and marginalized needs to be denounced and the hope for a better future needs to be announced to prevent despair and cynicism. These two aspects of utopia, denunciation and annunciation, must be carried out in praxis – in concrete historical situations.9 In other words, they must go beyond purely verbal level – they call for specific political actions.


Possessing a utopian consciousness and hope implies an attempt to establish a better world or a vastly improved state of life but it does not mean searching for a perfect life. It is based on the belief that a different world is possible. More’s Utopia, for example, provides an account of a vastly improved society; however, human nature is not perfect as crime still exists. With good management and government, we can have a better world. “Perfection,” is fundamentally a theological concept although it is related to utopianism in some ways. A perfect life is an ideal not attainable here on earth for mere mortals. Utopian communities were built in the past and may be realisable in the near and distant future with all their imperfections and limitations.


Outline and Sequence of the Work


Chapter one explores Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) highlighting his concern for the poor and his criticism of European society at that time. This chapter calls our attention to More’s indictment of his own native land and his pleas for social justice. More presents the Utopians as non-Christians who are nevertheless open to Gospel values. A religiously pluralistic nation, Utopia’s commonwealth is meant to be a challenge to More’s so-called Christian contemporaries.


The present economic and political systems in the Third World have failed to provide everyone with adequate food, shelter, and healthcare, let alone education. Therefore, there exists an urgent need to find an alternative way of government. Chapter two examines the writings of the Jesuit martyr, Ignacio Ellacuría (1930-89) and others, regarding their vision of a different world, a “civilization of poverty,” that upholds the centrality of compassion. Critical of the institutional Church, Ellacuría’s emphasis on the messianic aspect of Christianity involves the liberation of the whole person and the transformation of society into a more humane one.


Associated with utopian ideas, assisted by technology, globalization boasts of removing economic and social barriers, uniting the world as one global village, promoting mutual understanding and a constructive interchange of ideas. Unfortunately, globalization has in fact led to the widening of the gap between the rich and the poor nations. Dominated by multinational companies and driven by the relentless pursuit of profit that threatens to destroy the environment, globalization is in reality a form of cultural imperialism, Americanization to be specific. Chapter three studies the Church’s social teaching that attempts to promote the humanization of the market and the protection of local cultures against the onslaught of globalization that claims to be universal.


Related to life in the polis or city-state and influenced by Christianity, Western utopias look towards the future and the world to come. Eastern utopias, on the other hand, are identified with agrarian life and the Golden Age in primitive times as evident, for example, in the Peach Blossom arcadia of Tao Yuanming. In the tradition of Thomas More, Western utopia means “no place,” whereas Chinese utopia generally refers to “a better place.” Chapter four explores an alternative vision of utopia with a focus on the humanistic and social-relationship teachings of Confucius (551-479BC) and concludes with the economic success story of Singapore that adopts certain pragmatic aspects of Confucianism as its ideology.


Chapter five focusses on the utopian vision and teachings of Mo Tzu (470-391BC), whose thought – known as Mohism – was at one time a challenge to Confucianism. Mo Tzu stresses the universality of love that resembles Christianity. His ideal world is one that emphasises simplicity and frugality because he believes we can only live luxuriously and extravagantly at the expense of others. Not keen on creating an egalitarian society, Mo Tzu’s interest is in meritocracy. In this chapter we examine his vision of an ideal society in his discourses on “Honouring the Worthy,” “Identifying with One’s Superior,” “Universal Love,” “Against Offensive Warfare,” and “The Will of Heaven.”


Considered the first political utopian writer in China, Kang Youwei (1858-1927) was a leader of the Hundred-Day Reform Movement of 1898. He sought to introduce Western ideas that could co-exist with conservative Chinese traditions. Chapter six examines Kang’s best work, Datong shu (The Book of Great Unity), where he lays out a blueprint to construct a better world with principles drawn from Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism. Written with utopian consciousness, Kang aims to unite not only his long-suffering nation, but the world at large, by abolishing social, political and economic boundaries, and institutions that are deemed harmful to humanity.


Teilhard de Chardin’s understanding of a united humanity was linked to his experience in Asia where he envisages the possible unity of diverse faiths such as Christianity, Buddhism and Daoism. A model of utopian hope, he perceives religious beliefs in terms of the energy that fused people’s faith and ability to forge a better life. A Christian and a supporter of Darwin’s Theory of Evolution at the same time, Teilhard believed in the convergence of all things, including religions, in the kingdom of God at the end of time. In chapter seven, we examine Teilhard’s understanding of the convergence of religions culminating in the Christ, “the Alpha and Omega.” Finally, this work concludes with a critique of Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man by holding that the end of history had arrived in the person of Jesus Christ.
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1


Utopia


A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not worth even glancing at, for it leaves out the country at which Humanity is always landing. And when Humanity lands there, it looks out, and, seeing a better country, sets sail. Progress is the realisation of Utopias.


Oscar Wilde1


A society without a utopian spirit would lack the collective will to change for the better. The belief in utopia – an ideal society where humans thrive in peace, prosperity and security – has been one of the driving forces of change in history. The earliest recorded event of such social change or revolution is the overthrow of the Shang Dynasty in China in 1046BC. The rebel leaders’ justification was that the Shang king was cruel, corrupt and had lost the “mandate” of heaven.2 Revolutions have continued unto modern times,3 espousing similar ideological goals. Such goals as promulgated by the revolutionary leaders were framed in the utopian ideals of establishing a new society or nation-state where individuals or communities live their lives under humane and equitable conditions and serve a common goal of economic prosperity, military security and shared religious worship.


People of many societies and in different ages have attempted to translate their dreams of a more just society into political and economic policies for the perceived common good. But utopian theory is unique in its fundamental conviction that social and political conditions can be developed in such a way as to transform society radically into one where none will lack basic necessities; where people can enjoy enduring peace, harmony among neighbours and personal fulfillment under an agreed set of principles and practices. In other words, there will be no barrier to the earthly progress to perfection of humankind. Utopian leaders, writers and thinkers, from the Duke of Zhou (the brain behind the forces that overthrew the ruling Shang Dynasty establishment in the eleventh century BC) to the European Enlightenment figures and, more recently, to socialist visionaries such as Vladimir Lenin and Mao Zedong, were individuals who proclaimed their conviction in happiness for the greatest number and made conscious efforts to promulgate it, in their published works, speeches, and political activities. They were convinced that progress was not only desirable, but possible; thus, they displayed remarkable determination in their efforts to realise their dreams of impacting change.


Utopian theory has provided inspiration for equally ambitious social and political reforms which have either been carried out or which have been regarded as feasible. Not just a theoretical concept, utopia has a hold on reality as well. Its value lies not in its relation to the present but towards the future: “Just as the hidden God, who will always remain hidden, provokes us to try to uncover the veil, to discover perfect truth and perfect morality, so utopia’s ‘nowhereness’ incites the search for it.”4 Here utopia is associated with divine revelation.


In this chapter, we explore Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) with a focus on the plight of the poor, the debate on the possession of private property, the issue of religious tolerance, and his indictment of contemporary European society. Furthermore, we interpret More’s masterpiece as an impassioned plea for social justice. More’s Utopia attempts to show that a better world is possible, although he does not expect to see it in his lifetime. R.W. Chambers remarks that in English, “utopian” signifies something “visionary” and “unpractical.”5 More’s Utopia is five hundred years old and his ideas remain relevant; they continue to influence those who seek a better world.


The attempt to construct a utopia as a political project can have uncertain, undesirable consequences, and even the opposite effect – resulting in the authoritarian and despotic governments that exist in many countries dominated by totalitarian or military regimes. Nonetheless, utopian ideas are important for political and for societal progress. Without utopian conceptions, politics would be without vision and direction. Instead of hope, we would fall into complacency, or worse – despair. With utopia, we open up the possibility of a better world. Mindful of the many failed utopian enterprises in modern times, this chapter contends that it is not the realisation of our utopian dream that is important; rather, what is important is that we maintain the spirit of utopia. The very essence of utopianism is about desire and hope for a better world.


Philosophy of Hope


Throughout history, people have entertained the hope that long-lasting solutions to our social, political and economic problems can be found. This may be achieved by starting all over again in a new world or by destroying the present world order. Their individual understanding of an ideal community may be different, inspired by religion or by economic and social principles; however, it is not the specific features of the commonwealth that are significant but rather, the determination to improve the common welfare of their fellow men and women.


Leszek Kolakowski holds that utopianism, which:


emerged as an artificially concocted proper name, has acquired, in the last two centuries, a sense so extended that it refers not only to a literary genre, but to a way of thinking, to a mentality, to a philosophical attitude, and is being employed in depicting cultural phenomena going back into antiquity.6


A philosophy of hope, utopianism “is characterized by the transformation of generalized hope into a description of a non-existent society.”7 Although it describes an ideal society that is non-existent or possible only in the future, utopianism inspires people with the hope of building a better world.


Influenced by the Enlightenment, social critics of the flawed social structure believed that change and the improvement of humankind was part of human evolutionary process. Being optimistic, they believed “the tempo of progress depended merely on the use of reason to discover the laws of nature which regulated social affairs, that is, the relations of man to man.”8 These critics no longer accepted the unjust status quo where classes were set apart by distrust, poverty was considered a curse, and excess wealth was both flaunted and considered a blessing. Against liberal economists who were indifferent towards the sufferings of people, they refused to look upon workers as mere commodities of labor, subjected to market trends and business cycles. They did not seek to reform capitalism; they sought to abolish it. Therefore, one tends to associate utopian vision with modern socialism.


According to Gregory Claeys, to view liberalism as anti-utopian would be a mistake for a number of reasons. First, liberalism presents itself as utopian, promising economic prosperity based on the division of labor. Second, liberalism recognizes its own deficiencies and offers a compromise with socialism. Third, liberalism promises “an idealized democracy” as an alternative to monarchy and plutocracy. Nonetheless, it has often led to governance by a few wealthy people. Combined with globalization of the market, liberalism presents itself as utopian. Fourth, liberalism believes the good life includes the maximization of individual freedom; it promotes the relentless pursuit of wealth, and thus encourages selfishness and greed.9


Biographical Sketch


Born on 7 February 1478 in London to a successful lawyer, the young Thomas More spent time in the household of John Morton, Archbishop of Canterbury. He studied at Oxford and qualified as a lawyer, although at one point he had considered pursuing religious life in the Franciscan Order. In 1517, More became one of King Henry VIII’s most trusted advisers and civil servants. He acted as Henry’s secretary, interpreter, speech writer, chief diplomat, adviser, and confidant. More became the Speaker of the House of Commons in 1523. During this time, he gained a reputation as a humanist scholar. As a close friend of Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam, a renowned Catholic thinker, More wrote treatises against Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformation. A passionate defender of Catholic orthodoxy, More also wrote against heresy, banned unorthodox books, and took on the responsibility to interrogate heretics.


More was made Lord Chancellor in 1529 (the equivalent of Prime Minister today) at which point in time King Henry was determined to divorce his wife, Catherine of Aragon. When Henry declared himself “Supreme Head of the Church in England,” More resigned from the chancellorship. He was against Henry’s divorce and separation of the Church in England from Rome. In 1534, More was arrested for refusing to swear the Oath of Succession (recognizing Anne Boleyn as Queen), refusing to repudiate the Pope, and for refusing to accept the annulment of Henry’s marriage. Tried for treason at Westminster, on 6 July 1535 he was beheaded on Tower Hill. More ended his life “in the faith and for the faith of the Catholic Church, the king’s good servant but God’s first.” Erasmus wrote that More’s “soul was more pure than snow” and his “genius was such that England never had and never again will have its like.” Declared a martyr, Thomas More was beatified by the Catholic Church in 1886, and canonized by Pius XI in 1935.10


Thomas More’s Utopia


Defined as “nowhere” or “no place,” the term “Utopia” was coined by More in 1516. With its roots in the Hellenistic tradition, utopia is seen as essentially a Western concept in the sense that there is no utopian thought in other cultures that is secular.11 There are Indian and Chinese Mahayana utopian thoughts; however, these are based on religious cosmologies.


In Utopia, More uses the device of imaginary conversations in Antwerp between Raphael Hythloday and a character with his own name. In these imaginary conversations, Hythloday describes More’s actual visit to Flanders in 1515 and narrates his story in the presence of Peter Gilles, the Town Clerk of Antwerp. Hythloday presents the ideal life in Utopia while More listens intently. Paul Turner holds that Hythloday is in reality Thomas More’s mouthpiece.12 In other words, Hythloday’s narrative embodies More’s own views. In an age when criticism of the social and political system in England could easily result in far-reaching negative consequences, More needed to present his subversive story in humorous dialogue to disclaim responsibility.


Plato: the Republic and Laws


Arguably, Plato laid the foundation for the utopian tradition when he distinguished between the material world and the ideal world. Plato affirmed that reality existed in the realm of ideas. Hence, in Western intellectual tradition, the material world is imperfect and thus human beings must aspire towards the ideal. Traditionally, the Church interpreted this aspiration as a repudiation of the material world in favour of the world to come. Modern utopian writers, however, seek to bring about heaven on earth, as it were, without denying Christian dualism. For example, Leo Loubere holds that “in a better earthly society men might even find it easier to save their souls and enter the higher paradise of God.”13 Edward Schillebeeckx goes so far as to say that there is no salvation outside the world – extra mundum nulla salus.14 Experiences of pain and suffering are basic to our human existence and they form the basis for solidarity among people and commitment to create a better and more humane world.


Thomas More identified Utopia as the study of the “best state of a commonwealth” and placed his celebrated work within the ancient Greek tradition of conducting debate regarding the advantages and disadvantages of various political models. In fact, the original title is Concerning the Best State of a Commonwealth and the New Island of Utopia. Without doubt, More was indebted to Plato’s Republic and Laws. For example, in the Republic, we read about an ideal model of a just city governed by philosopher-kings. The city is the locus of utopian ideology.


Following the Egyptians, the Greek understanding of a happy human existence was “epitomized by life in the polis, or city-state.”15 Ancient understanding of the ideal life or the perfect commonwealth was thus perceived in terms of city life or the urban environment. Lewis Mumford claims that “the first utopia was the city itself.” Thomas More easily adheres to this tradition because “the city had the advantage of mirroring the complexities of society within a frame that respected the human scale.”16


Further, “the city belonged to the divine order and must obey its principles; but the discovery and application of these principles were the work of human reflection and human action.”17 Thus, constructed by humans, the city was an artefact, the product of rational thinking. Reason enables individuals to express their nature and helps them to correct their ways. With the help of rational planning, rational regulation and rational administration, the city has the potential to offer the good life to people. This includes the existence of social hierarchy and division of labor with topographical division of the city into various regions.


In Plato’s Laws, we see the introduction of a code of constitutional, civil and criminal laws in the administration of a polity, regarded as a “second-best regime.” The advantage of this “second-best regime” is that it could be implemented, unlike the ideal (best) society governed by a class of guardians or philosopher-kings. In Laws, Plato endorses the possession of private property and at the same time, he suggests various ways to curb greediness, selfishness and injustice.18


Further, in Laws, we witness Plato giving relatively important social roles to women and engaging in frank discussion regarding the sexual nature of marriage. These themes are also evident in More’s Utopia. The most significant influence of Plato on More’s work, however, lies in More’s treatment of government: the Utopian regime is made up of magistrates, assemblies, and elections. The system of government recommended by Plato and More is one that exists between monarchy and democracy. In this political system, there is neither a single ruler with absolute control over his dominion nor is there a complete dependence on the population.


More, however, did not create an island with features taken slavishly from both the Republic and Laws. He expanded the idea of common property and substituted the philosopher-kings with a system of councils and assemblies functioning under a judicial system. Thus, Utopia is not an ideal community ruled by wisdom, love and perfect knowledge, but a “law state.” In other words, More’s Utopia is “a ‘first-best’ society in its policies and a ‘second-best’ in its constitution and system of laws.”19 In writing Utopia, More appropriated the best of The Republic and Laws as well as Aristotle’s thought.


Aristotle: Politics


Accepting the right to own private property, More agreed with Aristotle who criticized Plato’s proto-communism. In Aristotle’s thinking, the possession of private property forms the basis of public and private morality. If everything is in common, no one will be held responsible for anything. This would result in poverty because no one takes care of the common good. Aristotle argues, “Everyone thinks chiefly of his own, hardly at all of the common interest; and only when he is himself concerned as an individual.”20


Aristotle maintains that “property should be in a certain sense common, but, as a general rule, private; for, when everyone has a distinct interest, men will not complain of one another, and they will make more progress, because everyone will be attending to his own business”.21 Aristotle believes that, when human beings have their own private possessions, they have the opportunity to share them with others. Therefore, possessing private property allows people to develop the virtue of generosity: “there is the greatest pleasure in doing a kindness or service to friends or guests or companions, which can only be rendered when a man has private property.”22 In Plato’s proto-communism, such “benevolent disposition” does not seem to exist. In More’s Utopia, however, the concern for the impoverished laborers and farmers in England is one of the major themes.
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