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Fred E. Baumann came to Kenyon as director of the Public Affairs
Conference Center and part-time teacher of political science in 1980,
entering the department full-time in 1986. He teaches courses in the
history of political philosophy, politics and literature, diplomatic history,
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Introduction
With the characteristically human abilities to reason and imagine comes,
apparently inevitably, the longing for imaginary but plausible places, condi-
tions, where everything is exactly as it should be and all our needs and
desires are satisfied, including the need not to be jaded by satisfaction.
These imagined places exist at every level, from children’s stories to the
highest levels of religious piety and poetry. At one level, though, there are the
utopias of the philosophers. Of all of them the Gershwin-quoting cynic says,
“nice work if you can get it,” and is answered, enthusiastically or indignantly,
by the idealist who believes the best can be found and made real. For others,
though, who are neither cynics nor idealists, imagining a utopia (that is, look-
ing at what it might mean to reach such a condition) has another purpose,
namely, using the perspective of the ideal to learn more about what human
beings are really like, really want, and if their needs and most powerful
desires can all be met. Might some of them be infinite and thus not capable
of satisfaction? Or might they contradict each other (for example, the desire
for satisfaction and the need not to be jaded)?


This course will look mostly at what philosophers have had to say on this
subject, mostly in the form of stories about utopias. These stories seem most-
ly to speak for themselves, but often, on examination, strangely and ambigu-
ously. Thus they don’t really speak for themselves simply but need to be
questioned, as best one can, initially at least, according to any indications
given by the author precisely in what seems odd or ambiguous. We will look
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at only six of these among the many important and interesting ones that have
been written. In my view—often, I hasten to add, very much a minority one—
three of them are meant fundamentally seriously, as possible and achievable,
and three of them are not, but instead are meant to lead us to understand the
human situation more deeply, as well as to lead to moderate action, which
aims in the direction of the goals of their utopias. Five are written by great
philosophers and the last by a challenging, nearly contemporary American
scholar. All have exerted great influence on the history of thought, or at least
have, in the case of the last one, expressed influential currents of thought.


The lectures are for the most part designed to engage with the books. I will
give my own interpretation, but the main purpose is to encourage the listener
and reader to read and think about these books him- or herself. They are
rich, difficult, and often very funny. Yet there is no agreement even (or espe-
cially) among scholars on how some of them are to be read. One scholar
interprets as an ironic joke what another reads as a heartfelt credo. Tone is
essential and the printed word doesn’t advertise that. So these lectures can
also be seen as suggesting a way of reading. Finally, in addition to an intro-
ductory and concluding lecture, there is one, and half of another, that deal
with history, namely, the results of attempting to put two utopias into practice.
These are very much sketches and should be seen as well as invitations to
the listener to learn for her- or himself.
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Hopes for Happiness and Justice


“Utopia” has come to mean to us the perfect place where perfect happiness
and justice coexist for all. The name comes from a sixteenth-century book by
Thomas More, and it contains a pun. Literally, in Greek, it means “no place,”
but it also sounds a lot like “Eutopia,” which would mean “good place.” The
pun itself contains the ambiguity of all utopian literature and the alternation of
hope and despair that it arouses. Thinking of utopia as such also raises ques-
tions about our hopes for happiness and justice. While the first may not need
much explaining, what makes us want, or think we want, justice so much?
The utopias we will read will help us think about it. Then there is the organi-
zational question: just how does each author imagine the institutions of
utopia? For that matter, how could they possibly work? Underneath this lies
the practical political question—how could you create one and how would it
thrive in the world? And under that are all the deep moral and political ques-
tions about human beings. We seem at once to be private and public, for our-
selves and yet for others as well. We are bound to our own situation in space
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Melvin J. Lasky’s Utopia
and Revolution.


Lecture 1:
Introduction to Visions of Utopia
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The Golden Age
by Lucas Cranach the Elder, 1530
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and time but in our minds we wander with great freedom. So how can any
arrangement fully take account of all our varying and often conflicting tenden-
cies? Even the most famous Western historical cities (Sparta, Athens,
Renaissance Florence, eighteenth-century Paris or London) seem to encour-
age some forms of human development at the cost of others. Then, too, we
note that utopias are usually secular. Typically, for those who look to the tran-
scendent, what happens in this world is of secondary importance. Thus
Luther mocked the humanists as faithless Epicureans. Utopias can be overtly
anti-religious, as Marx’s thought (which denies that it is utopian) indicates,
though it can be accompanied by religious faith, like Campanella’s City of the
Sun or, as most maintain, More’s Utopia. Still, fundamentally, the construction
of utopias suggests, against the fundamental Christian assumption of human
insufficiency, that humans can create their own well-being.


Yet this immediately raises another question: just how serious are the
authors of these utopias about their projects? Are they all meant to be put
into effect? Or are some of them thought experiments whose purpose may in
part be to examine what it is in us that makes us want utopias? Are they writ-
ten in hope, or irony, or even cynicism? We are clearly meant to learn some-
thing from each of them, but we don’t necessarily know, going in, what it is.


Course Overview


The next three lectures will treat the most famous and original utopia of them
all, namely, the best regime found in Books II through VII of Plato’s Republic.
Here, in Plato’s most famous dialogue, the creation of the city arises in the
course of a discussion of justice, as an attempt to answer a radical and other-
wise presumably unanswerable question challenging the goodness of justice
itself. Most readers believe that Plato was dead serious about the ideality of
the regime he describes, and of those some see it as horrific and tyrannical,
while others admire its idealism. Some think that Plato thought it was an ideal
regime, if practically impossible and yet others think it primarily a thought
experiment that Plato would not in fact have wanted to see put into practice.


The next two lectures will treat More’s Utopia, which clearly parallels, con-
trasts with, and perhaps updates the Republic for modern, Christian times. At
first, the contrast is striking. Where Plato seems to subject the body ruthlessly
to the higher demands of the soul, More seems to put far more emphasis on
the body and to give it far more sway. Also, More’s utopia has a perplexing
relationship with Christianity. Is Utopia quasi-Christian, the best you can do
by natural reason, or, despite his twentieth-century canonization, could it
even in some way be anti-Christian? Then, too, the story of Utopia, while writ-
ten separately, is joined to an introduction that deals, at least partly, with
practical politics. So what is the relation of the two parts and of Utopian life to
English life and politics?


The following lecture will be on a short, cryptic, and incomplete piece by
Francis Bacon, The New Atlantis, which in fact offers us a project so familiar
to us that we hardly think it utopian, namely, the triumph of science and tech-
nology, in a world Bacon sees run by the scientists themselves.


We will skip a couple of centuries to get to Rousseau’s Social Contract. This
book became the handbook and inspiration of generations of European revo-
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lutionaries, including the Jacobins of the French Revolution and Marx. Yet,
like The Republic and Utopia, it is a deeply ambiguous and paradoxical book.
While it clearly criticizes the modern project announced by Bacon, it is also its
heir, and while it overtly returns to antiquity in some respects, it seems to do
so with the lowest feelings of pre-humanoids providing the standard that the
highest kind of soul did for Plato. It claims to emancipate human beings from
oppression, but it has been seen by some scholars, with its talk of forcing
men to be free, as chief among the “origins of totalitarian democracy.”


The next lecture will turn from theory to history, and give a brief account of
what happened when the Jacobins tried to turn France into a Social Contract
state, and to say a very brief bit about the second attempt to create
Rousseauian societies on the small and voluntary model, as with Fourier and
Brook Farm.


The next great theorist of the perfect world, who denied both that he was
merely a theorist or a utopian, was Karl Marx. We will spend two lectures
describing the process by which post-scarcity communism was to arrive, its
hoped-for character, in what sense it is and isn’t rightly considered utopian,
and something of what happened when it too was applied practically by its
acolytes. As with the Jacobins, we will try to see something of the psychologi-
cal effects on its believers of the tensions between the ideal goals and the
means seen necessary to achieve them.


The last utopia we will look at is a post–World War II book that aroused
great interest, B.F. Skinner’s Walden Two. It updates the Baconian scientific
view through its reliance on behavioral conditioning, reflects many
Rousseauian and some Marxian ideals, follows the small community model of
Brook Farm, but also has vast social ambitions. It is also a very American
project, full of the spirit of can-do pragmatism. It raises the question whether
we want utopian results at the cost of thinking of ourselves as more than
things to be appropriately arranged.


In the concluding lecture, I will try to sum up the implications of the course in
terms of the questions raised at the beginning of this lecture, and raise the
current utopian phenomenon of bio-engineering “transhumanism,” which, by
its goal of changing human beings at the biological level, may make realiz-
able utopian projects that traditionally have foundered on “human nature.”
Thus “transhumanism” radicalizes and makes urgent all the larger concerns
raised earlier. Finally, I will make the distinction between the utopias that are
meant as learning experiences and which tend to point to the impossibility of
real ones, and the ones that are quite in earnest about achieving their goals,
and ask again about the value of each and of utopian thinking in general.
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1. Do people want happiness and justice above all else?


2. Why did Marx deny he was a mere theorist?


Lasky, Melvin J. Utopia and Revolution. Ed. Irving L. Horowitz. Edison, NJ:
Transaction Publishers, 2004.


�
Questions


Suggested Reading


FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
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Where Perfect Unity Rules


The Republic is Plato’s most famous dialogue. In
it, Socrates, Plato’s teacher, goes to a dinner
that is never served because he, a well-
known rhetorician from out of town, and
some boys argue about justice all night long.
It is, in effect, a bull session, run by perhaps
the greatest mind in the world. The Republic
is in fact a world of its own; one of its transla-
tors has said that you can get an entire edu-
cation from this one book. It contains multi-
tudes: tight arguments, big stories, myths, fan-
tasies, personal hostility and sarcasm, noble
appeals, and all this about politics, morals, theo-
ries of knowledge, religion, you name it.
Culminating in the middle, there is the perfectly
just city, where everyone has his role to play
cooperatively, where each gets his (or, quite explic-
itly, her) due, where education is for life and not for
money, where the wisest rule and where perfect
unity rules. This regime tends to awaken deep long-
ings to this day (as well as repulsion in some), and
historically thinkers keep coming back in one way
or another to this model. The first explicit “utopia,”
More’s, is clearly based on Plato’s.


It is also the book that Machiavelli criticizes
almost by name when he warns that those who
take seriously “imaginary republics”—which
teach you what you ought to do instead of what
you’d better do to cope with a cruel world—are
really being taught their own destruction. And
that raises the question of what Plato was really
intending by sketching out this fantasy world in
which all do what they ought. Maybe we could
live that way if we were smart or good enough;
maybe we couldn’t, but can learn something about
ourselves when we see why. So the dialogue
needs to be read carefully and skeptically.


The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Plato’s The Republic of Plato,
Book I, 2nd ed., translated by Allan Bloom.


Lecture 2:
The Republic: Part 1
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The Answer to the Human Problem


Socrates was a real historical figure. So are the main interlocutors, Glaucon
and Adeimantus, who happen to have been Plato’s brothers. But Plato said
he made Socrates “young and beautiful” in the dialogues, so don’t assume
this is a transcript. This dialogue is famous for its set pieces, like the myth of
the cave, but the most famous is the description of the best regime. Hence
the dialogue was called the Republic, or, in German, Der Staat, the state.
The best regime is presented as the answer to the human problem. But what,
exactly, is the question to which it is supposed to be the answer?


The dialogue begins when Socrates is playfully compelled by some boys he
knows (an act of injustice?) to stay at the port of Athens and come to the
house of a rich man, it becomes clear, so they can stage a debate between
him and a visiting hotshot, the rhetorician Thrasymachus. There is a political
tone to all this; while the son of the house eventually dies fighting for the
democracy, many of the rich young men have oligarchic sympathies, and
indeed two of Socrates’ students eventually became members of the oli-
garchy of the Thirty Tyrants who oppressed Athens and whose bad behavior
the restored democracy blamed Socrates for. Thus, as in most Platonic dia-
logues, the eventual trial and death of Socrates are very much in the air.


The conversation begins with the old man of the house, who in old age is all
the more pious now, out of guilt for the unjust dealings that provided him the
money he uses to buy the gods’ favor. Only when he goes off to his sacrifices
can the serious discussion begin. He has claimed that justice is “paying one’s
debts.” His son, Polemarchus, loyally takes up his father’s cause but changes
the argument to justice as loyalty, to devotion to one’s friend, and hostility to
enemies. What is “owed” turns into what is “fitting,” but, it turns out that the
“fitting” is the territory of experts. And once all the experts have weighed in on
what is fitting in particular cases, there is nothing left for justice, except
maybe the dull task of guarding unused money. Polemarchus is naturally dis-
appointed, and the suggestion may be that the core of his friends-and-ene-
mies understanding of justice might be envy and anger at bad people who
get away with things that good people rather would like to get away with
themselves (if they weren’t too good, or maybe only too prudent) to try. But if
that’s so, then justice turns out to have love of injustice at its root. Socrates
persuades Polemarchus therefore that if he really loves justice, he’ll have to
pass on the punishing-enemies part and hurt no one.


Here Thrasymachus, who has been getting angrier by the minute, bursts in.
Justice isn’t anything so nicey-nice; it is in fact the interest of the strong. Yet
his righteous indignation about either Socrates’ hypocrisy or his folly suggests
that, despite his cynicism, he cares for justice, perhaps more than he real-
izes. In particular, it turns out, that, in wanting to beat Socrates in argument,
Thrasymachus cares about the justice of his own claims to excellence and
knowledge. Socrates uses this against him; once Thrasymachus accepts the
standard of the true knower, it turns out, shockingly, that the artist in the strict
sense only serves others’ interests and never his own. (Thus the shepherd as
such serves the sheep.) A special, clumsy, “wage-earning art” has to be
invented to see that he even gets paid. Socrates “tames” Thrasymachus but
hardly answers him satisfactorily, and one can even wonder if the way he
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does it, by rejecting Thrasymachus’s own warlike method of fighting a big
speech with a big speech, thus compelling him into Socrates’ more peaceful
method of dialectic, of cooperative examination of arguments, doesn’t in the
end represent a swindle, and thus a warlike and unjust victory of peace and
justice over war and injustice.


Is Justice Good for You?


If Socrates and Thrasymachus ultimately agree because both in the end
prize knowledge more than power, this doesn’t cover most people and cer-
tainly doesn’t face the big question of whether justice, understood as nobly as
it so far has been, is really good for you. At the beginning of the second
book, Plato’s brother Glaucon makes a big speech that puts the issue
squarely. He presents two powerful images, one of the utterly unjust man
who gets away with everything, like the man with an invisibility ring, and yet
whom everyone thinks is just and wonderful, and the perfectly just man whom
everybody hates and thinks is unjust. Glaucon really wants to be told that the
life of the latter is preferable, indeed happy, and he challenges Socrates to
prove it to him. His brother, Adeimantus, follows by plugging the loopholes.
Socrates is not to answer about the collateral advantages of being just; he
has to make the case for justice for its own sake, in the teeth of all accompa-
nying horrors.


The dilemma is acute and made worse by the fact that Glaucon doesn’t seem
to realize that if the martyred saint of justice were in fact happy he would be
being rewarded extrinsically. As the boys state the problem, only something
like the Kantian reward of being assured of your own rationality and moral dig-
nity, or Jean-Paul Sartre’s reward of being assured of your freedom, despite
agonizing tortures, could possibly meet the challenge. But Plato was neither
Kant nor Sartre, and Socrates doesn’t go anywhere near there. In any case,
the underlying question that all that follows this will always engage, sometimes
directly and sometimes not, is what it is about us that longs so much for per-
fect justice, and whether we really would want to see that longing fulfilled. It is
at this point that Socrates promises to answer Glaucon and Adeimantus by
building the perfect city in speech, our first utopia.


UT124_Visions of Utopia.qxp:UT124_Visions of Utopia Bklt  5/7/08  9:03 AM  Page 12







1. What was Machiavelli’s criticism of “imaginary republics”?


2. How did Socrates “tame” Thrasymachus?


Plato. The Republic of Plato. Book I. 2nd ed. Trans. Allan Bloom. New York:
Basic Books, 1991.


Stauffer, Devin. Plato’s Introduction to the Question of Justice. Albany, NY:
SUNY Press, 2000.


Strauss, Leo. The City and Man. Chapter II. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1964.


�
Questions


Suggested Reading


FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING


Other Books of Interest
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A Model of the Individual Soul


Socrates founds a city in order to
answer Glaucon and Adeimantus
about the goodness of justice entirely
for its own sake. Why? First, Glaucon
in particular seems interested in politi-
cal power. While he clearly wants the
case made for justice, with the myth of
Gyges’s invisibility ring (which involves
killing the king and sleeping with his
wife), he also shows his own tyrannical
inclinations. At the same time, that story also seems to assume the possibility
of a wholly private, apolitical happiness, something like a Lockean “state of
nature,” which stands as a touchstone against the false, conventional opin-
ions of society. In effect, Socrates offers to found a city out of this pre-political
nature and to see where it leads. This city, it turns out, is a model of the indi-
vidual soul, writ large, so we can see it better. Thus Socrates is in the posi-
tion to operate at more than one level. To some extent the city will be a
model of a political order, and thus Glaucon can be attracted by what is just
in it and his tyrannical urges perhaps moderated. At the same time, it will
raise the possibility of a kind of individual happiness that is superior to that of
the possessor of Gyges’s ring, a well-ordered, harmonious soul that turns jus-
tice into a metaphor for a truly “fit” human way of thinking and living. Aristotle
seems to criticize Plato’s best regime for being merely the description of an
individual soul. Well, that’s all that Socrates says it is, at the outset. Yet he
can play it both ways, as he wishes.


The best city starts at the bottom, with the desire for survival. The city is
required for economic self-sufficiency. (Ultimately self-sufficiency becomes
the standard of a healthy soul, but here we’re only talking food.) Political jus-
tice here appears as the principle of “one man, one art.” We already have
here the utopian theme of perfect efficiency and cooperation. But it is not a
political society as much as a producers’ and consumers’ cooperative.
Maybe, as Skinner will later suggest, it is the perfection of justice for ques-
tions of justice not even to arise. And yet, Socrates starts to hint broadly,
something is missing in this city of “noble loaves” and beds made of rushes.
Glaucon gets the hints and asks for something more exciting than this, some
“relishes” that the “city of sows” doesn’t have, that is, honor, love, and room
for ambition. This, he is told, means turning to a “feverish” city, apparently
the moral inferior of the first model. And yet Socrates goes along, acknowl-


The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Plato’s The Republic of Plato,
Books II–IV, 2nd ed., translated by Allan Bloom.


Lecture 3:
The Republic: Part 2
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edging thereby that the best city will have to
take account of all human faculties, and also
preparing to flesh out the full description of
the human soul that mere appetite doesn’t
begin to approach. Indeed, this dialogue is
set during the Peloponnesian War, when
Athens, a classic “feverish city,” has been driven
by its desires to a fatal war with the far more self-
contained and self-sufficient Spartans. Thus
Glaucon (and presumably the whole audience)
both wants and needs more than the “city
of sows.”


Education


The introduction of honor and competition
means the introduction of warriors and war,
and with them, a new part of the soul, spirited-
ness, thumos, and a new class of people who
are dominated by this angry passion, the
guardians. With this, the problem of justice
becomes far more complicated, since the
love of justice, slanted by anger and pride,
becomes a powerful source of injustice, exerted by the strongest. How make
the guardians at once fierce against foreign enemies but gentle to their own?
The answer is education, though we have no idea of who will educate them
or how the armed and prideful will be compelled to agree to be educated in
this way. The education is said to have two parts: music and gymnastic.
Music turns out to mean those things, including music, that order our feelings,
including literature and religion. In sum, music means telling the story of the
harmony and order of things, which may or may not be true. But Socrates
does have one big thing going for him: he thinks, namely, that everyone
hates the “true lie,” that is, being lied to about what they really are. That is,
at some level, people want to know the truth, even if it conflicts with their
desires or their anger. With this, and a polemic against the ideal Greek,
Homer’s Achilles, the first faint trace of the ultimate human standard arises,
the virtuous, rational man who can regulate his passions. This first appear-
ance is incomplete and even comical, as Socrates lays out the new, edifying,
and tedious poetry that will replace Homer in educating the guardians. Yet
Glaucon is appeased by a discussion of rhythm and grace that ultimately
restores Eros to poetry, a restoration that once more awakens the old prob-
lem of how to regulate the tyrannical desires that go with injustice.


Provisionally, an account of how gymnastics toughens us up provides a kind
of balance. However, and strikingly, gymnastics turns out to be more about the
soul than the body; eventually it is said to be all about the soul. Socrates
abstracts from the body throughout the dialogue. This may fit the view of the
city as a mere description of the soul, but it points to huge problems in taking it
seriously as a political project. Aristotle’s “criticism” may only be a recognition
of Plato’s own acknowledgement of the impossibility of having such a city as
long as human beings are divided from each other by their own corporeality.
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The True Guardians


Plainly, something has been missing in the failed attempt of moral virtue to
control desire and anger. It appears provisionally in a new political group, the
true guardians, with the others demoted to mere “auxiliaries.” The latter are
the virtuous gentlemen whose morality is informed by reason. Behind them
stand the wholly rational, the philosophers. It is the new guardians who will
undertake to tell the necessary lies that will give the city unity, in particular
the Noble Lie that undercuts families, their particularism, and their pride.
While the love of truth leads to a possible control of the passions, lies, it turns
out, significantly, are needed in the political order. While all cities may be
based on lies, what does it say that the best one is too? Also, here an
already improbable story begins to become ever more unlikely.


In Book IV, Adeimantus notices the key fact that the lives of the guardians
are miserable. The reply, that the city is aimed at the good of the whole and
not of the parts, should lead one to reflect that it is the parts, the people, who
are looking for happiness and that perhaps perfect justice contradicts the
possibility of even considerable happiness. Is this something we really want?
Then too, while the virtue of wisdom is found in the guardians, courage in the
auxiliaries, and moderation everywhere, it turns out that, just as the experts
hogged all of what was “fitting” in Book I, leaving nothing for justice, once
again, justice can’t be found in this perfectly just city. The big, saving redis-
covery is that the principle of “one man, one art,” that is, efficiency and har-
mony, represents justice. After all, Socrates again reminds everyone, this is
really a description of a well-ordered individual soul. But what does that say
about real cities? Is political justice nonexistent in the best city? If so, where
could it be in any other city? And for that matter, what is really going to keep
the power of righteous indignation, of thumos, under control? Who says these
über-guardians really will be wise? Might not their moralism make them
unjust? Here Socrates makes a great show of rushing to finish up the argu-
ment. Now he just wants to talk about injustice and how it contrasts with jus-
tice. But the boys smell, as they are meant to, something fishy.
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1. How is Plato’s best regime the description of an individual soul?


2. What is the role of the true guardians?


Plato. The Republic of Plato. Books II–IV. 2nd ed. Trans. Allan Bloom. New
York: Basic Books, 1991.


Rosen, Stanley. Plato’s Republic: A Study. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2005.


Strauss, Leo. The City and Man. Chapter II. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1964.
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Questions


Suggested Reading


FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING


Other Books of Interest
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Plato’s The Republic of Plato,
Books V–X and Interpretive Essay, 2nd ed., translated by Allan Bloom.


Lecture 4:
The Republic: Part 3
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The Rest of the Story


The account of the best city culminates in Book V in three waves of ever
more shocking revelations. Socrates’ rush to wrap things up has awakened
Polemarchus’s suspicions; hadn’t Socrates said something in passing about
the guardians having women and children in common? What’s up with that,
then? Socrates is then “forced” to reveal the rest of the story. These revela-
tions put to the test our response to the city. Are these great ideas we should
copy frightening intimations of totalitarianism, or a very deep kind of joke that
illustrates both the beauty and the limitations of justice?


With much joking about how ridiculous this will all seem and clear references
to Socrates’ eventual trial for impiety, the first revelation is that the male and
female guardians will do exactly the same things. For us the conclusion is
likely to be less shocking than the argument for it, whereas with Socrates’
male audience the opposite would have been more likely. Since women do
everything worse than men, all the men agree, and have no special aptitudes
(childbearing or nurturing are passed over), they might as well be allowed to
do everything. Once more, body as such and particular bodies are abstracted
from, in a way that would have seemed very pointed
to all the hearers. But the effect of this and the
other sexual ordinances for the ruling class
is to break the power of the family, since
loyalty to family is traditionally a terrible
threat to the unity and justice of the city.
Love of one’s own, even something as
natural as family, has to be extirpated.


There follows communism of property
and sex, which, allegedly, create the
greatest unity and thus the greatest good.
Going beyond Spartan models, Socrates
abstracts from the private, which again
raises the question of whether the greatest
political unity really is the greatest good for
individuals. Of course, there are lots of pub-
licly beneficial eugenic rules. Thus, sexual
opportunities are administratively arranged.
Yet even there Socrates implicitly admits
that private desires can’t be over-
come; there are lotteries for sex that
seem fair, but are in fact rigged.


©
C


op
es


te
llo


/s
hu


tte
rs


to
ck


.c
om


UT124_Visions of Utopia.qxp:UT124_Visions of Utopia Bklt  5/7/08  9:03 AM  Page 18







19


Incest is possible and in principle no problem. Socrates offers a deadpan
explanation, that everyone feels everyone else’s pain, but doesn’t explain if
that extends to pleasure: can civic pride in another’s sexual satisfaction sub-
stitute for one’s own? After this, property communism is no great shock, nor
is the education that seems largely modeled on Spartan examples. But things
get odder when it comes to the description of war. Women, of course, also
go out on campaign and that means the children go too. The best horses will
be used to get the children out of trouble in a retreat. The story is ugly as well
as funny; the children will get a full view of the carnage, and “taste blood . . .
like puppies.”


Rule by Philosophers


The third wave rolls in with the most bizarre proposal of all: rule by philoso-
phers. Again, this would have seemed even stranger to those whom
Aristophanes’s Socrates play, The Clouds, had confirmed the stereotype of
philosophers as unworldly and more than a little creepy, than to those of us
conditioned by the success of Bacon’s project of at least indirect rule by sci-
entists. The philosopher rules here because he is the only one who really
knows and at the same time isn’t interested in using that knowledge tyranni-
cally, because his chief concern is knowledge, not power. Philosophers are, it
turns out, the true representatives of Book I’s true artists, whose only interest
was their art, which involved serving others. But do philosophers really know
the right things? And is their art, thinking, really one that involves, by its
nature, serving others? So would they be willing to rule? And who, who had-
n’t already been persuaded by a philosophic argument like Socrates’, would
ever think to ask them to do so? But what philosopher would, like Socrates in
Book IV, trailing his coat for a skeptical Polemarchus, ever try to compel oth-
ers to compel him to stop philosophizing in order to govern, unless he already
wanted to govern? But if he wanted to, could he be trusted to govern fairly?


At this point, the ideal city looks very strange indeed. It points to its impossi-
bility at every turn, with its deliberate neglect of human bodies, with its
account of the life of the guardians, including their child-rearing and sexual
practices, the expulsion of all over age ten at the beginning of the regime, the
lies that seem to violate human nature, as well as the apparent absurdity of
the lies that are supposed to be believed, and the improbable rule by philoso-
phers. Yet it also looks highly desirable in many ways: it offers true order and
justice. Faction and selfishness seem to be overcome, while true merit gov-
erns the allocation of offices, and the souls, at least of those who can benefit
from it, get an education to real excellence.


The Myth of the Cave


Book VII of The Republic focuses more on the philosopher (there is a lengthy
discussion of different kinds of regimes and peoples in Books VIII and IX). But
the problem of the philosopher king is radicalized in Book VII by the famous
Myth of the Cave. Socrates describes the political world in devastating terms—
the citizens chained, kept from seeing anything but the shadows of artificial
images carried around by politicians who themselves know nothing real. By
contrast, the philosopher is someone who somehow gets out of the cave and
gradually adjusts to the light of the sun, seeing things as they really are. How
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he will resist going back down! And if he does so, he will find himself unable to
see in the darkness and incapable of playing the (political) guessing games of
the benighted citizens. Thus he is the last person any of them would ask for
advice. The overall impression we get is that politics is despicable, that
philosophers want nothing to do with it and wouldn’t be asked anyway. At one
level, the future philosopher Polemarchus and his non-philosophic friends are
being tempted past politics to a far superior way of life and the utopian pre-
tenses of even the best city are revealed as greatly defective. Thus, the city
reveals itself once more as merely an image of the perfect soul.


Still, the possibility of treating this as a real city ruled by real philosophers is
kept open. Perhaps philosophers would agree to rule, if only to keep them-
selves from being ruled by their inferiors? Of course, they only are imagined
to do this in a city that is already good. But how can a city be good already if
it is not ruled by philosophers? And wouldn’t it already have asked philoso-
phers to rule? How serious is this? Socrates’ example is not exactly reassur-
ing, since he abandoned Athens to its own devices for the most part during
the Peloponnesian War, when his advice might have helped. On the other
hand, for whatever reasons, Plato
himself gave advice to a tyrant of
the Greek city of Syracuse in
Sicily and seemed to have some
(vain) hopes of seeing real
improvement there. To me it
seems barely possible that a
Socratic philosopher might get
involved in ruling to prevent immi-
nent disaster, but quite impossible
that he could or would want to
found this city, whose justice is at
the expense of the happiness of
its best citizens.


Yet if this is not meant to be a
realizable city, its real excellence
is its beautiful demonstration of
what the justice we long for would
really look like. Also, it can work
as a model for the improvement
of existing societies, to make
people love justice, unity, and the
rule of reason over passion. And
perhaps it teaches us that the
love of justice itself needs to have
some limits.
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1. What is the role of women in the best city?


2. What are the implications of the Myth of the Cave?


Plato. The Republic of Plato. Books V–X and Interpretive Essay. 2nd ed.
Trans. Allan Bloom. New York: Basic Books, 1991.


Rosen, Stanley. Plato’s Republic: A Study. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2005.


Strauss, Leo. The City and Man. Chapter II. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1964.
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Suggested Reading


FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING


Other Books of Interest
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Susan Bruce’s (ed.) Three
Early Modern Utopias.


Lecture 5:
Utopia: Part 1


L
E
C
T
U
R
E
F
IV
E


22


More’s Humanism


In 1516, Thomas More completed
the Utopia, the no-place/good-
place that became the model for
all other utopias. More was what
was then called a “humanist,” a
lover and reviver of ancient things,
which implied, not impiety, but a
renewed involvement with the
things of this world on their own
terms, as well as a critique both of
church abuses and of the alleged-
ly sterile modes of scholastic phi-
losophy. More was a friend of the
great Northern humanist Erasmus,
whose Praise of Folly is intro-
duced by a letter to More (“Folly”
in Greek is “Moria,” which allows
for lots of More/Moria punning)
and in whose Colloquies More fig-
ures as a character. Their shared
humor, ranging from satire to
geniality, is itself typical of a certain kind of sixteenth-century humanism in that
it avoids excessive harshness and asceticism and accepts, in a spirit of play-
fulness, the multiplicity of life. Books like The Praise of Folly (where Folly
praises herself, but foolishly, yet ultimately may, like Christianity, be wiser than
the wise) or Montaigne’s Essays or the plays of Shakespeare, and indeed
Utopia itself, tend to be paradoxical, hard to nail down to a single interpreta-
tion. In this they faithfully reflect the tone and spirit of this kind of humanism.
Top-down, simple allegories don’t operate here; everything is looked at afresh,
from many points of view, and with generous laughter. Yet is this witty human-
ist the same More who was canonized as a saint and martyr by the Catholic
Church in the twentieth century, and who himself persecuted Protestants, or
the same More whom Robert Bolt made a modern ideal of moderation in his
play A Man for All Seasons?


If Utopia is a problematic book, it is even more so for the facts of its compo-
sition. The story of Utopia was, More tells us in his introductory letter to his
friend Peter Giles, written earlier and separately from the rest of the pub-
lished book, where it appears as Book II, preceded by a hastily written (he
tells Giles) framing story that the historian J.H. Hexter calls the “Dialogue of


Sir Thomas More
1478–1535
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Counsel” because it deals with the question of whether one should advise
princes. This matters, because we learn some important things about the nar-
rator of the Utopia story that might affect how we think about it. Should we
therefore read the Utopia part as though it stood on its own, or interpret it
through the lens of the first part? Because More chose to link them, it seems
to me that the latter course is advisable, though necessarily controversial.


A New Republic?


The book’s real title is “The Best State of a Commonwealth and the New
Island of Utopia,” which thus refers to Plato’s Republic. A big question then
is to what extent Utopia is The Republic brought up to date, and to what
extent it is fundamentally different. How much does the Christianity of the
age or More’s own Christian beliefs affect the presentation? What is the
intended audience? How seriously is this utopia meant? What about the
introduction of European politics in the first, and, through allusions, even in
the second part? Is Utopia in fact advice to sixteenth-century princes? What
to make of the Praise of Folly-like name reversals, of which utopia as “no
place” is but the first?


The prefatory letter to Giles immediately mixes reality and fiction, since Giles
has met, we hear, an extraordinary man, Raphael Hythlodaeus (whose name
means angelic knower—and
destroyer—of nonsense), who
is a world traveler but looks like
a stereotypical philosopher,
white robe and all. More pre-
sents himself as a true philoso-
pher who cares only about
knowledge and whose wife and
children only get in the way
(though a few pages later he
admits that he misses them on
his travels). He also presents
himself as a fanatical pedant
who recounts nothing but the
truth (of the story Hythlodaeus
tells him), down to the pettiest
detail about the breadth of a
river. So, we are compelled to
ask if Hythlodaeus is merely
More’s mouthpiece or a sepa-
rate and maybe even opposite
character, as well as if More
the character is identical to
More the author.


Condescending to Advise


Book I starts in the real
political world. More has
gone to Bruges on the King’s
business, but he really likes


23


Woodcut by Ambrosius Holbein for a 1518 edition of
Utopia. The traveler Raphael Hythlodaeus is depicted in
the lower left-hand corner describing to a listener the
island of Utopia, whose layout is schematically shown
above him.
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getting to Antwerp, where Giles is, and the life of the mind is nourished.
That’s where, outside a church, he meets Hythlodaeus, who is explicitly said
to resemble Plato. He had gone to America on a (fictitious) voyage of
Vespucci’s, stayed, and wandered around. He, Giles, and More go to More’s
garden and talk. Unlike The Republic, food is served between the two con-
versations. Giles asks Hythlodaeus why he doesn’t advise princes; couldn’t
he help his family and friends? Like the More of the letter to Giles,
Hythlodaeus helps his family out of duty and he’s done that sufficiently.
More asks if advising might not help the country. Hythlodaeus says he does-
n’t know about war (despite his later description of Utopia at war) and would-
n’t be listened to anyway. Already sounding a little petulant and unphilosoph-
ical, he reminisces about a conversation years ago before Cardinal Morton,
who, as it happens, was More’s patron. The issue was the death penalty for
theft and Hythlodaeus, here clearly speaking for More, makes a powerful
case against it. The real issue is economic, namely, the enclosure move-
ment whereby feudal farms are being turned into sheep pasture by wealthy
landowners. His solution is thus to regulate markets more sharply and put
idle peasants and men-at-arms to work. So far so good, but when Morton
asks what then the penalty for theft should be, Hythlodaeus answers with
another long diatribe against the death penalty, followed by a story about the
fictional country of the Polyerites, who require thieves to repay, at the cost of
being cast into slavery. Morton thinks it might be worth experimenting with
the Polyerite solution. This leads Hythlodaeus, apparently mistakenly, to
conclude that Morton has simply agreed with him and to complain that the
others praised Morton but not him. Again, this suggests some unphilosophic
rashness and vanity in Hythlodaeus. More tries again: citing Plato’s philoso-
pher kings, he suggests that philosophers, if they don’t rule, should at least
“condescend” to advise. Hythlodaeus repeats that no one would listen to him
and performs an imaginary conversation with the King of France on foreign
policy. His criticisms of European statecraft are powerful and again, surely
More’s own, but he imagines himself again recounting a story of the fictional
Achorians and takes pride in refusing even to make rhetorical compromises.
More finally politely criticizes Hythlodaeus for imprudence in how he gives
advice, appealing from his academic philosophy to a more practical kind,
which adjusts itself to its situation and audience. Hythlodaeus dismisses this
out of hand and offers the case of the country of Utopia as an example that
people can get it right.


The “Dialogue of Counsel” thus raises real questions about the good sense
of the narrator of the account of Utopia that is coming up. Is he a righteously
indignant nut, a “utopian” in the bad sense? Or is the worldly More who
politely criticizes him simply too involved in the corruption of the European
world? Is Hythlodaeus a true Socratic, who, like his namesake, wisely stays
out of politics to pursue truth, or is he dominated by an unexamined moral
fervor that distorts his understanding of human possibility? Could he, as one
scholar believes, be pretending to be a fanatic who tells stories of impossible
places precisely as a way of engaging in that indirect, practical philosophy
that advises statesmen without directly challenging them? Will Utopia turn out
to be, like Plato’s Republic, a thought experiment about human nature, a
place we can learn from, or both?
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1. What is implied by More’s “humanism”?


2. What questions are raised by the “Dialogue of Counsel”?


Bruce, Susan, ed. Three Early Modern Utopias. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1999.


Hexter, J.H. More’s Utopia: The Biography of an Idea. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1952.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Susan Bruce’s (ed.) Three
Early Modern Utopias.


Lecture 6:
Utopia: Part 2
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Satisfaction of Bodily Desires


Like the Republic’s “second sailing,” Utopia also starts anew, but after lunch.
The difference is an early hint of the most obvious difference between the two
books: where the former neglects bodies, the latter pays respectful attention
to their needs.


Utopia (whose location More unaccountably forgot to ask about) is an artifi-
cial island, cut off from the mainland by King Utopus. It is plainly modeled on
England, with its fifty-four city-states matching the fifty-three English counties
plus London. Hythlodaeus, much like Plato, begins at the bottom, with food.
Here collective farms, organized on the monastic model, provide great
wealth, because everyone works a two-year term, coming back occasionally
at harvest time to help out. In this, More’s utopia sets the mark for most mod-
ern ones; the basis for everything good is universally available physical com-
fort. Where for Plato virtue really only arises as an answer to and control of
the feverish passions connected with spirit-
edness, here the true basis of virtue seems
to be the satisfaction of the basic bodily
desires. Wealth comes from justice and
justice is possible because of wealth, an
equation Marx developed fully. Utopia is
wealthy but not high tech; plowing is done
with oxen. A kind of communism prevails
where people in effect rent their property
from the collective. But why does this work,
especially in view of the competitive pas-
sions that spiritedness brings? Apparently
enough food and good social institutions
do the job. Oddly, for a putatively Christian
account, sinful pride seems to be lacking;
Hythlodaeus says it “can have no place in
the Utopian scheme of things.”


Unlike the top-down rule by philosophers
in Plato, Utopian government is by repre-
sentative democracy; bodies, which we all
have in common, seem to matter more
than wisdom. Still, there is no problem of
faction. As in Marx’s post-scarcity commu-
nism, politics have been replaced by
administration. Again, enough food


Harvesting in the late fifteenth century.
Men use scythes to cut the hay while
women rake it into piles. In the distance
others load the cart. A dog lies curled up
asleep in the foreground.
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appears to work wonders with the passionate part of the soul. The Platonic
rule of one man, one art is softened here in that everyone learns at least one
craft. Throughout, satisfaction of the body replaces Platonic rule by the soul.
Still, Utopia is not consumer heaven. Life is pretty austere, with recreations
that involve learning, music, and a highly morally educational game.


Utopia is also less radical than the Republic when it comes to families. They
exist but don’t present the usual difficulties. For instance, they cheerfully
break up to solve problems of demographic balance among cities. Like
Plato’s model Sparta, there are common meals in Utopia, but, unlike Sparta,
with its repulsive “black broth,” here the food is better than you can get at
home. Again, More softens the ancient models. Where Sparta had no gold,
Utopia has plenty of it, but uses it for bedpans and the like. Here Hythlodaeus
clearly speaks for More in a satire of European vainglory. But where the
guardians in the Republic do their own fighting, the Utopians use their gold
and silver to hire mercenaries.


Good and Decent Pleasure


In Hythlodaeus’s discussion of the philosophy of the Utopians, the issue of
softness becomes thematic. They are Epicureans who see pleasure as the
rational goal of life. Fortunately, they are saved from vice by a civil religion
that promises heaven to the virtuous (that is, pleasure is delayed). Thus hap-
piness is only found in “good and decent pleasure.” This is less of a relief
than it may seem, since we tend to decide that what we like is in fact good
and decent. Again, fortunately, reason “inflames” (!) the Utopians to venerate
God, who apparently holds the line on decency. It seems to me that the prob-
lem of the Republic, the control of the passions by reason, is here handled by
fancy cape work, and that More, like any serious student of Christian psychol-
ogy, must have known it. Reason comes into its own with the virtue of chari-
ty. We help others because they are like us, and since we are like them, we
help ourselves too. Christian asceticism thus achieves a witty new gloss.


Harsh, ascetic, repressive standards and measures don’t seem to be need-
ed here. Despite Hythlodaeus’s moralizing about pride and vanity, in Utopia
they don’t seem to go deep into the soul. This seems to me an important clue
to what More may be up to.


Justice involves fairly harsh slavery for criminals, but the real test seems to
be adultery. In Sparta there is no adultery because, in effect, it is legalized.
Here the only answer is very harsh penalties. In view of Hythlodaeus’s Book
I polemic on harsh penalties for theft, it is hard to take the Utopian scheme
seriously unless one assumes Utopians are considerably less libidinous than
the rest of us. The laws of the Utopians are clear and simple and here
Hythlodaeus gets in a polemic against the arbitrary and obscure character
of English common law, a view More no doubt shared, but he, typically,
goes too far when he denies the need for any interpretation of laws, as
More the lawyer must know.


In war, the Utopians use mercenaries and every ruthless trick possible.
Fortunately, there are some pretty obvious equivalents of Swiss mercenaries
around, venal and brutal, who can always be bought and will fight hard.
Strikingly, the Utopians believe in fighting for their allies, without bothering to
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figure out if their cause is just. When the Utopians do fight, it is bravely and,
as in Book V of the Republic, the women fight too. It may be that More’s
Shermanesque loathing of war is expressed by the Utopians’ ruthlessness—if
it has to be undertaken nothing should mask its horror.


Utopian religion permits many nature cults but really amounts to a single,
simple civil religion where God exists, rewards, and punishes, and all but
atheists are tolerated. The Utopians are said to be open to Christianity, but it
is hard to see what they need it for, since they seem curiously without pride.


Fool or Fanatic?


Hythlodaeus concludes by emphasizing that everything depends on full gra-
naries and that in turn on the suppression of pride. More responds ambigu-
ously by making a patently stupid criticism, namely that Utopia destroys mag-
nificence and splendor, but also by observing that Hythlodaeus might not
“brook any opposition to his views.” The Book I question re-arises: is More a
fool or Hythlodaeus a fanatic?


To me, Utopia presents a middle stage between Plato and the first fully mod-
ern utopia in Bacon. Relaxation of ancient rigor and the lowering of standards
for the sake of the body and in the direction of democracy are meant serious-
ly, if only as a reaction against excesses of Christian asceticism, zealotry, and
humorless dogmatism. So are the polemics against vanity, idleness, and class
oppression in contemporary Europe. But More knows, I suspect, that the prob-
lem of pride is not answerable by such proto-Marxist means as Hythlodaeus
claims to think suffice. Instead, the proud can be taught by the story of Utopia
to some degree to laugh at their pridefulness and to moderate their vanity.
Thus, Utopia functions, in all its improbable idealism, very much like the
Republic. Whether by Hythlodaeus’s or More’s cunning, it may also serve as
an example of that indirect, practical philosophy that speaks cautiously to
statesmen, while it also teaches the philosophic, through its very improbabili-
ties, what the deep and permanent problems of human life are, the kind that
can’t be answered by egalitarian, or indeed any institutions.


That is, I read Utopia far more as a thought experiment than a serious model
for life.
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1. What is the nature of government in More’s Utopia?


2. How is Utopia a reaction against the excesses of Christian asceticism?


Bruce, Susan, ed. Three Early Modern Utopias. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1999.


Hexter, J.H. More’s Utopia: The Biography of an Idea. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1952.
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The Mould of a Commonwealth


Francis Bacon, Lord Chancellor of
England, founder of modern science, writ-
ing two generations after More, did not
write the works of Shakespeare. But,
before (it is told) catching his death of cold
by experimenting, a la Baron Frankenstein,
with the preservation of flesh by stuffing
birds with snow, he did write a short,
incomplete account, called New Atlantis, of
a trip to the South Seas, where the ideal
state exists on an island.


A Mr. Rawley, introducing the first edition
in 1627, explains the book’s incomplete-
ness by saying that Bacon cared more
about natural history, which he preferred
“by many degrees” over describing the
“mould of a Commonwealth.” Indeed, the
book ends with a dizzying catalog of scien-
tific projects, some of them in fact rather
Frankensteinian themselves. In fact,
Bacon’s utopia does move in the direction
of Marx and Skinner, where science and
technology do replace politics, but, while
not all that overt, there is politics here and
it matters.


As for New Atlantis’s brevity and incompleteness, it happens that the
Platonic dialogue that follows the Republic in narrative order is called the
Critias after its narrator (whose name at least is meant to remind you of
Socrates’ student who became a member of the hated Thirty Tyrants).
Socrates wants to see the perfect city of the Republic “in motion,” that is, at
war, and Critias promises to tell the story of Athens’s defeat of Atlantis. The
dialogue is also short and incomplete, stopping at the first mention of Zeus. If,
as thus seems likely, New Atlantis is a response to the Critias, its brevity and
incompleteness may not be a matter of Bacon losing interest. Further, like the
Republic and Critias, which in different ways call attention to the trial of
Socrates and thus to the relationship of philosophy to politics (as too does the
opposition between More and Hythlodaeus in Utopia), this may, as Rawley
implicitly suggests, be on the table here as well. Still further, the implication is


Sir Francis Bacon
(1561–1626)
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Susan Bruce’s (ed.) Three
Early Modern Utopias.
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that the New Atlantis may be intended to be superior to the old, to Athens, to
antiquity, and even to Plato.


The story is thin. The narrator tells of a trip to the island of Ben-Salem
(“Son of Peace” in Hebrew) where, amid signs of wealth and splendor, he
and his mates are sequestered and then told all about the country. The first
thing they learn is that the Ben-Salemites are Christian, converted by a mira-
cle in 53 CE involving a great pillar of light with a cross of light on top, seen
at night on the sea. A wise man of the ruling “society of Salomon” gets his
boat close, whereupon the lights go out, but a wooden ark appears contain-
ing the Gospels and certain as yet unwritten New Testament Books. This is
a “true miracle,” the wise man pronounces, and so most become Christian.


Assured of the piety of Ben-Salem, the narra-
tor asks why no one knows about it. It turns out
that there was once a high civilization in the
New World, especially in Mexico and Peru, and
that the Mexicans got to the Mediterranean,
where they were defeated by someone, per-
haps the Athenians, whereas the Peruvians got
to the South Seas and were easily defeated,
without bloodshed, by Ben-Salem. Thus
(Mexican) Atlantis and even the Athens that
(may have) defeated it are inferior to the bril-
liance of the New Atlantis, Ben-Salem. Its
superiority seems to be both one of intelligence
and of humanity. But a big flood (reminiscent of
course of Noah’s) destroyed that civilization so
today no one knows about Ben-Salem.


The House of Salomona


The humanity of Ben-Salem is emphasized
throughout. Foreigners are allowed to stay, and
almost always want to. The founder was King
Salomona, a clear reference to the biblical Solomon (a reference that the nar-
rator rejects), who linked religion with natural science. The great practical
problem of foundings, namely, that they can only be done in dangerous times
and leave hatreds behind them that poison the ideals of the founding, is wholly
ignored. Things were fine in New Atlantis and Salomona made them even
finer. How? Above all he founded the “House of Salomon,” “the noblest foun-
dation . . . that ever was upon the earth, and the lantern of this kingdom.” It is
a scientific think tank.


Before we get the concluding description of everything that is being studied
there, we observe a wedding. There we learn that the state subsidizes peo-
ple heavily and that, while there are families and they and their patriarchs
take themselves very seriously, they basically do what they are told by the
state, which pays the freight. The religion, it turns out, is all about procre-
ation; it is Christianity conceived as a fertility cult. Then, we meet Joabin, a
local Jew, who, it turns out, is far nicer than the Old World kind that are said
to hate Christians. He is a great patriot, an admirer of Christianity, but a
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believer in the Jewish origins of Ben-Salem. The travelers discuss marriage
and procreation with him, and we find out that children are allowed to marry
without parental consent, but that it costs them two-thirds of their inheri-
tance. It appears that religious tolerance is possible because the content of
religion has descended to the level of agreement on the importance of pro-
creation. Like More, Bacon emphasizes the needs of bodies, so that a priest
describes his purpose as promoting “brotherly love and the good of our
souls and bodies.”


A long list of the scientific undertakings of the House of Salomon and its per-
sonnel roster concludes the book. Practical aims are paramount, from artifi-
cial metals, to prolongation of life, horticultural gardens, food science, and
toxicology. Optics is big, where the initiates study “all delusions and deceits
of the sight” and undertake “all matter of feats of juggling, false apparitions,
impostures and illusions etc.” The staff is divided among romantically named
travelers abroad, collectors of published experiments, new experimenters,
compilers, and even theorists of nature.


So Rawley seems to have been right about Bacon’s lack of interest in poli-
tics. Yet if one remembers that original “true miracle” of light and puts it
together with what we learn about the skills of the House of Salomon in visual
deceits and impostures, the suggestion occurs that the true “true miracle”
was the manipulation of the people into accepting a common religion, inflect-
ed in a naturalistic and tolerant way, by the true rulers, the scientists of the
House of Salomon. In which case, what we have really seen is a fantasy-
laden account of the modern project, in which a bargain is made between the
wise and the many, in that the wise provide the many with better living
through electricity as well as rational social institutions, and enlighten them to
believe in the goodness of (natural) philosophy. Fanaticism, misery, and igno-
rance are overcome by enlightenment and technology and human life
becomes pleasant for most people. Meanwhile the philosophers are no
longer at odds with the political world, as in Plato, but rule indirectly, in the
very act of pursuing knowledge. This is already recognizable to some degree
as the world of liberal democracy, American style. But is it really utopia?
Does it, perhaps, require the higher parts of the soul, spiritedness, and
maybe even erotic longing, to be repressed or at least drowned in the plea-
sures of ever newer technologies? It is this that, somehow returning to Plato,
the newer generation of utopians, Rousseau and Marx, will begin to ask
about the one utopia that seems really to have worked, our own New Atlantis.
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1. What was the “true miracle” of Ben-Salem?


2. Why is religious tolerance possible in Ben-Salem?


Bruce, Susan, ed. Three Early Modern Utopias. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1999.


Faulkner, Robert. Francis Bacon and the Project of Progress. Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield, 1993.


Weinberger, Jerry. “Science and Rule in Bacon’s Utopia.” American Political
Science Review. Vol. 70, pp. 865–895, September 1976.
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Our Diseased State


The great model for the utopians and revolution-
aries of the nineteenth century and thereafter
was Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Social
Contract. The Jacobins of the French Revolution,
Karl Marx, and the founders of Brook Farm all
look back to Rousseau’s critique of the new
world that arose from taking seriously Bacon’s
project. They also ground themselves largely on
the solution he seems to offer. Rousseau is one
of the first to try to reach a synthesis of the excel-
lence, virtue, and community sought by Plato,
with the security, freedom, and material well-
being offered by Bacon. Arguably, with the
decline of political Marxism, Rousseau remains
the great philosopher of the progressive Left.


A Francophone Swiss from the old Calvinist city of Geneva, Rousseau fled
when young and kicked around France and Italy, living an interesting but dis-
reputable life. He says that he fathered five children and gave them all away
to orphanages, which at that time meant that they probably didn’t survive. He
involved himself in the music scene in Paris, but made his reputation as the
author of the prize-winning Discourse on the Arts and Sciences, which took
the then shocking position of doubting whether the Enlightenment claim, trac-
ing back to Bacon, that science, art, and technology make us better people,
was really true. His diagnosis of our diseased state was extended by the
Discourse on Inequality, which showed how, from a happy, whole primate we
had become the other-directed wimps, suck-ups, and bullies, tormented by
infinite desires, that the advocates of Enlightenment seemed so proud of pro-
ducing. Yet, as the dedication of this Second Discourse to the city of
Geneva—whose simple virtue he had fled for the artistic world of Paris—indi-
cates, it was hard to know if Rousseau was entirely sincere. His celebration
of the simple, flower-sniffing ape was hard to square with his own biography.


Passion as the Ultimate Guide


Publication of The Social Contract further complicated the picture. At first
glance, it gives the exact opposite impression of the Second Discourse’s cel-
ebration of natural man. It praises a highly disciplined, rather Spartan, com-
munity, which, notoriously, “forces men to be free,” thus earning Rousseau a
place in J.L. Talmon’s famous work on The Origins of Totalitarian
Democracy. To understand how Rousseau could have written both books,


Jean-Jacques Rousseau
1712–1778
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings edited by
Victor Gourevitch.
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The Social Contract: Part 1
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and how indeed The Social Contract is even an answer to the problem set by
the two discourses, means looking at that problem.


In the Second Discourse we learn that by nature we are only animals. Our
goodness is not moral; it’s just that we are secure in our skins, good at being
ourselves. We have desires, but they are limited by instinct and by stupidity.
The catch is that humans also have “perfectibility,” that is, what Aristotle
called “speech and reason,” but what in modern thought was degraded to a
mere instrument of desire. “Perfectibility” in fact harms us. It creates the
means to satisfy but even more to arouse desires, which in the end make us
unhappy and driven. It makes it possible for us to become ever more self-
conscious, and thus phony. It teaches us to cooperate with others for our own
selfish purposes and in so doing to manipulate each other and ourselves by
playing social roles. Like an ancient statue, we once resembled gods, but
now are eroded lumps.


Still, we have changed ourselves and we can’t go back. Yet the modern lib-
eral adjustment—that is, everyone out for himself but within rules that limit
the damage and actually promote overall physical well-being—in fact means
ever more miserable, self-alienated individuals at war with each other and
even within themselves. Further, the liberal social contract is essentially a
trick by which the rich manage to get the poor to agree to the terms of their
own oppression. (Marx’s version is hardly different on this.) The solution thus
is the creation of an artificial “second nature” that will reintegrate the human
soul. This second nature will limit the power of the desires, inflated mon-
strously by imagination, and it means a new social contract that will really
overcome the state of war that the old one merely concealed. Since we are
now at least necessarily social, this means making us become one with oth-
ers. How then to re-found something like the Spartan polis, but on the basis
of the modern understanding of science and of individual human rights? The
Social Contract thus parallels the Republic, where the model of the perfect
society is the soul of the best man (there the philosopher), but with this odd
reversal that here what the city measures itself by is the feelings of a pre-
rational humanoid. Virtue will be revived, but with passion, not reason, as its
ultimate guide.


Forcing People to Be Free


Book I begins with an acceptance of liberal
natural rights and social contract theory.
Rousseau admits from the outset that he
will have to compromise between “justice
and utility, theory and practice.” And yet he
also begins with his most famous revolu-
tionary rhetoric, “Man is born free and
everywhere he is in chains.” No wonder the
Jacobins took this project dead seriously as
a model for revolutionary society. We learn
that the true Social Pact will arrange it so
that each “obeys no one but himself and
remains as free as before.” This is done
through a complete reconciliation between
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individual and community. Everyone gives everything, including his or her life,
to the community and creates thereby a “general will,” which forms a common,
moral personality, the active, ruling sovereign. The essence of the general will
is that each person wills the common good as he or she understands it and as
he understands everyone else will understand it. We thus rule ourselves and,
in obeying ourselves, we remain as free as before. Of course this freedom
involves acceptance of the compulsion of the general will; hence the ominous
line about “forcing” people to be free, if they allow their individual wills to sub-
vert the “moral person” that constitutes the general will.


If this looks suspect, like telling Soviet workers they can’t strike because
they own the factories, Rousseau has a serious answer. The older liberal
(say, Lockean) understanding of liberty as positive freedom has in fact meant
the subjugation of human beings, not only to their artificially inflated desires
(whether for Botox or Xbox), but to the self-destroying tactics that are needed
to keep pursuing them, including enslaving oneself to the will of others. True
freedom paradoxically requires the restraint of positive, empirical, individual
freedom. Freedom applies not to our actions so much as the way we feel
about ourselves. It is a moral matter.


With this the key concept of “moral freedom” appears. It is the way that we,
collectively, control the sick conspiracy of desire, imagination, and mind that
makes us miserable. Moral freedom is negative, the power to “just say no.”
The new, artificial liberty is the capacity to obey a law one gave oneself to
renounce one’s individual desires. Like ancient virtue, it is freedom from, not
for, the desires. (It also will become the basis of much of nineteenth-century
European high culture.)


After showing the general will in its most attractively utopian form, the rest of
the work depicts it fading gradually, like the Cheshire cat, until only the smile
is left. First, we learn that there still is a kind of private property; as in Utopia,
we get it back and in effect rent it. Its importance is the recognition of limits,
that is, the rights of others to their property. But this is only the first of many,
drastic concessions to human inclinations.


How utopian then is the final outcome or even the purpose of The
Social Contract?
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1. Why would Rousseau’s sincerity in writing Discourse on Inequality be
called into question?


2. How is the liberal social contract “a trick”?


Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. The Social Contract and Other Later Political
Writings. Ed. Victor Gourevitch. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997.


Gildin, Hilail. Rousseau’s Social Contract. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1985.


Melzer, Arthur. The Natural Goodness of Man: On the System of Rousseau’s
Thought. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings edited by
Victor Gourevitch.
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General Will, Willing Generally


The Cheshire cat of the general will fades gradually in the remaining three
books, Book II on the sovereign, Book III on government, and Book IV on
problems and solutions. Book II starts on a high note: the sovereign is the
general will, that is, the people willing generally, looking to the common good;
it is the making of laws. This cannot be delegated; it is crucial for their own
moral well-being that people undergo the exercise of willing the common
good themselves. Representatives would only represent factional interests.
Like his successor Kant, Rousseau focuses on intentions, on our inner life.
His social contract, like Plato’s republic, is at once a political order and an
account of the soul. However, while will cannot, mere power can be delegat-
ed. After all, how could one even plan a church picnic without a committee to
pick, say, the kind of potato salad? This delegation of power is the origin of
what Rousseau calls “government,” which, he assures us, is merely the exec-
utive branch that carries out the general will. But this means that the general
will can only will generally, that is, cannot even name a particular government
much less decide on anything where individual interests will collide. So peo-
ple are not expected to overcome their particular interests by virtue of moral
discipline. Furthermore, government, even when it is merely executing gener-
al directives of the legislative, in fact gets to decide an awful lot. In particular,
it adjudicates interests. Still, we learn that the general will is always right
because, in the end,
what matters about it is
that people are genuinely
trying to find the common
good. It is a policy cre-
ator, but its importance is
that it educates men to
have pride in fulfilling
their duties and overcom-
ing their selfish desires.
Ideally, of course, there
are no factions, but
Rousseau knows there
will be and he is perfectly
ready to adopt the
Federalist 10 remedy of
bargaining and balanc-
ing. Also, while the gen-
eral will is entitled to any-


Town Meeting
West Topsham, VT


The town meeting is considered by many to be democracy in its
most elemental form. Townspeople choose who will represent
them, who will work in their government, and how they’ll spend
their common money. This may have been the setting Rousseau
was suggesting with his “General Will.”
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thing it asks for, it should be prudent enough not to ask for what it doesn’t
need. But what will make it prudent?


Here Rousseau introduces a very strange deus ex machina called The
Lawgiver, who is not an office holder at all, but something like a poet or a
philosopher, who, like the god that “would be necessary to give laws to men,”
inscribes in their hearts the laws that govern the individual’s relation to him-
self, that is, manners, customs, and opinions. Self-rule is only possible, it
turns out, if the right kind of political culture has been imposed on men, one
that will inspire them to virtue, independence, and mutual caring. This is
again a matter of (gentle) forcing to be free. As government eats away at the
general will from below, so too does the Lawgiver from above. The
Rousseauian state increasingly looks like a place where, to paraphrase
Schiller, everyone freely does exactly what he ought to do.


The practical problem of finding a handy Lawgiver when you need one
seems enormous. And then there is Plato’s problem: if you find one, who will
listen to him? On top of it, Rousseau tells you this is only possible for places
that aren’t corrupt yet, like Corsica. So what world-historical genius wants to
spend his life inculcating virtue in the Corsicans? This difficulty suggests the
thought that perhaps the real Lawgiver is Rousseau, that this book is his
enchanting music, and that he is legislating for all of Europe. If so, given the
corruption of most of Europe, the real legislation would have to differ from the
founding of real political states.


Willing the Common Good


Book III provides a lot of excellent political advice about matching the kind of
regime to the particular circumstances of a nation. True democracy, that is,
no delegation even to the picnic committee, is practically impossible.
Monarchy seems to be a regrettable necessity for big states. In between you
get aristocracy, which actually means elected representatives (but, remem-
ber, only for the executive). By now we see how little the general will really
does. It can choose a form of government but only name the members of the
government by a trick, whereby it forms a temporary democracy, which then,
as a mere government, elects the real government. So what is the value of
establishing a general will whose actual significance seems merely notional?
It is that the people who take the idea seriously will feel obligated to live in
the appropriate, public-spirited and virtuous way, and that, in the end, is the
point of the whole enterprise.


Book IV then treats the problem of how to maintain the general will (that is,
belief in it) even in adverse circumstances. The story always ends badly;
eventually government destroys the general will as political reality triumphs
over edifying myth. Still, wisely chosen institutions can drag out the process
of decay. Rousseau’s example is the Roman Republic. Here again students
of practical politics can learn a great deal from his account of institutions like
the censorship and the dictatorship, and perhaps most from his version of the
standard modern civil religion, where intolerance is the one thing not tolerat-
ed. But in the end, Rousseau establishes a bottom line: whatever else, all the
citizens have to get together once a month for a vote of confidence on the
form of government and on its members. This normally ritual act is indispens-
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able not just because it keeps government on its toes, but, above all, to
remind the people that they are the real bosses and that they are obligated to
act accordingly, by willing the common good. If this is done, the sovereign
can still seriously be said to remain in the hands of all the people, functioning
as a single person.


Yet this requirement means states small enough to allow everyone to assem-
ble once a month, which poses huge problems in a Europe of large states.
The Social Contract thus ends on a shocking diminuendo. Rousseau admits
that there ought to be a discussion of foreign policy. However, unfortunately,
he never got around to writing it. What then to make of The Social Contract as
a practical project? One alternative is that it is meant seriously for the remain-
ing Corsicas or the few Genevas. But why address all of civilized Europe just
for Corsica and Geneva? Another is that he thought the foreign-policy problem
was solvable through federations of small city-states. Some other writings sug-
gest this might have been his intent. But even if you could dissolve France into
smaller bits, a tight confederation might be able to defend itself, but would lose
the crucial qualities of local sovereignty, while a loose one would have difficul-
ty avoiding being picked apart or overwhelmed. A third alternative is that
Rousseau, like Plato, as I read him, was never proposing a serious political
undertaking. As I see it, Rousseau is the Lawgiver who seeks to change the
feelings, opinions, morals, and customs of Europe. Like the two discourses,
The Social Contract creates discontent with bourgeois life and a longing for
something better, simpler, nobler. He clearly saw the great liberal revolutions
coming (so, for that matter, did King Louis XV), which might explain his other-
wise egregious revolutionary rhetoric. Perhaps his goal was to make the new
ruling classes less smugly Baconian and more communal, more concerned
with virtue, equality, simplicity, morality, and compassion. This is, I caution, not
a standard reading of The Social Contract. In any case, Rousseau is ambigu-
ous about just when and where a revolution can revive a corrupt country, but I
like to think that he would have foreseen the kinds of difficulties the Jacobins
faced in putting his book into practice.
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1. Why is the general will always right?


2. What problem is posed by a ritual vote of confidence on government?
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Revolution


Typically, Rousseau is and was
read as seriously intending the
regime of The Social Contract.
The subtle ambiguities in the text,
particularly about trying it in
France, were generally neglected
in favor of the blatant revolution-
ary talk in The Second Discourse
and The Social Contract. When,
in the French Revolution, the
Jacobin faction came to power, it
brought with it a deep faith in the
possibility of creating a virtuous
Rousseauian republic in the
whole of the country.


The French Revolution started as
a classically liberal one. The slo-
gan of “Liberty, Equality,
Fraternity” tended to mean natural
rights, including economic liberty,
equality of opportunity (for exam-
ple, the famous Napoleonic
phrase “the career open to the tal-
ents”), and, by fraternity, a naïve
belief that now everyone would
just get along. However, the very
faith in cooperation created politi-
cal stresses that undermined its
very possibility. Instead of execut-
ing the king, the early revolution
sought to make a constitutional
monarch out of him. But who
could trust him, especially when
his relatives had emigrated and
were agitating against the revolution in foreign courts? Hence suspicion
struck not just the king but his ministers, like Lafayette. The first wave of radi-
cals, the Girondins, who had Louis XVI executed, still remained objects of
suspicion, as one of their generals turned out to be a traitor and the threat of
foreign invasion spread panic.


The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Simon Schama’s Citizens.


Lecture 10:
Rousseau in Practice:


Jacobins and Communal Utopians
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Sans-culottes
by Louis-Léopold Boilly


(1761–1845)


Sans-culottes is French for “without knee-breeches.”
This was a term coined around 1790 by the French
aristocracy to describe the poorer members of the
Third Estate. According to contemporary theory,
sans-culottes usually wore full-length trousers (pan-
taloons) instead of the then-chic knee-length culotte.


The term came to refer to the ill-equipped and ill-
clad volunteers of the Revolutionary army during the
French Revolutionary Wars. Moreover, in the eyes of
the aristocracy, sans-culottes were the working class
radicals of the Revolution.
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When the radical Jacobins came to power, their answer to the threat of inva-
sion was arousing the masses for war. A new kind of army was improvised,
citizen soldiers whose enthusiasm replaced the robotic training of their pro-
fessional opponents, and who, with good artillery support, held the line at
Valmy and began that French expansion that ended only in 1815. Devotion to
the revolution was not only a precious military resource but, given the demor-
alized fear of traitors at home, the domestic coin of the realm as well.
Revolution was war, internal and external, and required the most drastic mea-
sures, including, as the terrorists cheerfully called it, the Terror. Fraternity
thus gained a new meaning, what Wilson Carey McWilliams called “the frater-
nity of battle.” Patriots were united in the struggle to unmask and punish trai-
tors. The unity of the general will was the goal, but it was identified with the
unity of the warriors for the general will. In fact, the fraternity of battle is a
much quicker and easier way of creating unity than what Rousseau describes
in The Social Contract. No Lawgiver is needed to prepare the people’s hearts
by subtle means; fear and rage do the trick. And the sides are very simple to
understand, the poor, sincere, and virtuous vs. the wealthy, hypocritical, and
vicious. St. Just, Robespierre’s attack dog, was a true believer. Ignoring
Rousseau’s remarks about France being too corrupt for revolution, he
avowed that if he didn’t think that a basically virtuous France just needed to
have some scum cleared off it, he would stab himself to death. One can trace
this simple hope through many post-Rousseauian revolutions, all the way to
the Khmer Rouge.


Fear and Suspicion


The Jacobins had of course read their Rousseau. Thus Robespierre did
his best to become the Lawgiver, even arranging for a new Religion of
Reason—it flopped comically—but he couldn’t manage the crucial detail
about the Lawgiver not holding office. So the real social glue remained fear
and suspicion.


It worked well enough for a time, but there proved to be a problem. The fra-
ternity of battle requires an enemy, and once it has triumphed, it either will fall
apart or have to find new enemies, likely old ones who have disguised them-
selves as friends. Who to trust then? The simple answer is the simple people,
the honest ones who make no pretenses, like the sans-culottes, the Mme.
DeFarges, the shopkeepers and laborers of Paris. Complex as their internal
relations and relations with the Jacobins were, the sans-culottes did a lot of
the rough work for them in taking over the revolutionary sections (clubs) from
the Girondins. For them especially it was in principle easy to tell who was a
patriot (sans-culotte) and who an “aristocrat.” Pamphlets were written to
explain it. The sans-culotte wears simple clothing, carries a pike, cheerfully
heads off to the front, and curses a lot, while the aristocrat wears nice
clothes, eats fancy food, and is a slacker. Unfortunately, those sneaky aristo-
crats and “moderates” just might try to look like patriots. Thus the very fear
that allows for the reassuring division of the world into simple good and evil
undermines that dualism and makes the patriot even more fearful. Codes can
be invented but they can also be copied. In the process, the true, sincere
patriot has got to make sure everyone else knows he is one, which means
that he too becomes an actor. Hannah Arendt says of Robespierre that
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“when his heartfelt patriotism . . . [was] displayed in public . . . [it] degenerat-
ed into mere appearances.”


As a consequence, the short-cut of willed fraternity of battle as a way to the
general will actually isolates individuals from each other, and, by making a
commodity out of sincerity, makes it impossible. Revolutionary utopianism in
practice becomes its opposite, a nightmare world of internal and external ter-
ror, and the hoped-for integral self becomes precisely what Rousseau criti-
cized, theatrical, divided, and ultimately cynical.


Bloodthirsty Tigers


The demoralization of the Rousseauian utopian revolutionary is expressed
memorably by a reflection called “Severe Measures Towards the
Inhabitants of the Vendée” (a rebellious, royalist province), in which the
author wonders if killing twelve-year-old children is acceptable. Some “nar-
rowly humane critics” just want to take them from their parents, but even
the English have sentenced such children to death. Also “one has the right
to extirpate, if not the useless, at least surely the harmful.” (Note the “if
not.”) Yet, he protests, in good sentimental Rousseauian fashion, that he
knows the respect due to humanity, the holy tie without which men easily
become bloodthirsty tigers.” But the first law is the safety of the people, and
it is perhaps pardonable to sacrifice children. The ugliness of the psycho-
logical torment here revealed sums up the problem of creating the general
will through acts of (necessary) cruelty.


In fact, the revolution could not maintain the necessary degree of fanatical
enthusiasm under such tension. The result was corruption and a period of
laxity, ending in Napoleon. But is Rousseau to blame for this? Not very much,
I think. True, his flights of revolutionary indignation may have been imprudent,
but I find all the signs that he understood the impossibility of the Jacobin pro-
ject. Wars are a bad place for such foundings, though they usually present
the only opportunities for them. Thus the next efforts to adapt Rousseau were
the private utopian societies, theorized by Fourier, realized in, for example,
our own Brook Farm. These typically foundered in practice on particular prob-
lems like personal quarrels, difficulties in the relations of the sexes, and
recruitment problems. We will look at a more modern theoretical version of
one in B.F.Skinner’s Walden Two. The practical attempts, however, all suf-
fered from their very modesty in that they were surrounded by an indifferent,
and yet tempting, outside world, unfortified by the religious faith of the Amish
or of monastics. It is only with Marx, who took much from the utopian social-
ists but who criticized them for their top-down, ahistorical rigidity, that the next
great utopian effort, on Rousseauian lines, is made.
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1. In the French Revolution, how did the faith in cooperation undermine the
very possibility of it?


2. What is the result of revolutionary utopianism in practice?


Schama, Simon. Citizens. New York: Knopf, 1989.


Baumann, Fred. Fraternity and Politics: Choosing One’s Brothers. Chapter 3.
Westport, CT: Praeger, 1998.


Hunt, Lynn. Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1984.


Soboul, Albert. The Parisian Sans-Culottes and the French Revolution,
1793–1794. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels’s The Communist Manifesto translated by Samuel Moore.


Lecture 11:
Marx: Part 1
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A Philosophical Materialist


Karl Marx was not a utopian; he says so himself. In The Communist
Manifesto, utopian socialism is listed as one of the false socialisms and
severely criticized. In particular, the effort to solve the problems of injustice
and misery by drawing up a plan for certain institutions and imposing them
is the wrong approach. Good intentions and abstract rationality are not
enough. While Marx accepts many particular utopian proposals (including
communism of property), he sees the necessity of grounding the future on
the past, that is, on a knowledge of historical development. I have included
him in this series on visions of utopia and therefore have the burden of justi-
fying that inclusion.


Grandson of a rabbi, son of a convert to Christianity, Marx, however hostile
he was to Jews, remained an outsider in German society. A philosophical
materialist, he still learned much from the idealist philosopher Hegel. His
great project was combining the British economics of Smith, Ricardo, and
Malthus with a quasi-Hegelian philosophy of history. Hegel, despairing of
metaphysics, had explained everything immanently, clarifying its relation to
everything else, through the course of human history. “The owl of Minerva
flies at dusk” signifies that only at the end of the blind, historical process, “the
slaughter bench of history,” is knowledge of the whole possible. Hegel
thought to have arrived at such a vantage point since the French Revolution,
embodied in Napoleon, had started to universalize the truth that all humans
are fundamentally equal and deserving of respect as free, rational beings with
moral dignity.
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Hegel, however, was willing to accept rather mediated political institutional-
izations of this insight, including even the, at best, moderately enlightened
Prussian state. Some of his students bought it; the Left Hegelians, including
Marx, didn’t. For Hegel as for Marx, the fundamental problem had been set
by Rousseau: how can one overcome the alienation from self that civilization
produces? The answer, the attainment of the general will, became yet anoth-
er problem after the French Revolution. How could one make that general will
real and not just the smile on the Cheshire cat? For Marx, the naïve attempt
by the Jacobins had failed, and Hegel’s idealist account of the development
of a consciousness of theoretical human equality, however worthy of respect,
didn’t seem to cut much ice when it came to the relations of rich and poor.


Public and Private Selves


An early work of Marx’s, On the Jewish Question, presents a scathing cri-
tique of liberalism, which artificially divides man into a public and a private
self. Thus he asks of the French Revolution’s famous Declaration of the
Rights of Man and the Citizen, why both? In fact, in liberalism, Marx notes,
private man, exercising his private rights, holds sway, and public man is
merely his instrument. That is, the law merely regulates private competition.
This dodge, however, allows liberalism to mask injustice as justice. Thus
Anatole France once noted “the majestic equality of the laws, which forbids
rich and poor alike sleeping under bridges.” The classic Rousseauian prob-
lem then is how to make the citizen the real human being, and in concrete,
practical ways. Marx here calls what he is looking for “species being.” This
means a fundamental change in human consciousness so that we, while
remaining human individuals, not becoming like ants or bees, nonetheless
identify wholly with everyone else in the species. Even death does not isolate
the individual since “the particular individual is only a determinate species-
being and thus mortal.”


But how to make it happen? In 1844, Marx announced the discovery of a new
social class, the industrial proletariat (working class). In it Marx saw early on a
universal class that represented all of humanity in its suffering and that, guided
by radical intellectuals, could bring about universal emancipation. Marx saw
the practical possibilities in a very optimistic light. Even though Germany was
still largely feudal, its middle class weak, and its proletariat barely coming into
existence, he thought that the very weakness of the middle class might allow
rapid advances unavailable to the more developed French.


The salvific proletariat is and remains the crux of Marx’s theory and hope.
The class that is nothing will become everything, and the wholly dehuman-
ized will introduce the true history of humanity. However much English eco-
nomics Marx was to learn, the proletariat remained his pole star. And all this
was not, in fact, some idealistic hope but the final fruits of the history of class
war. Whatever else it may be, this grounding in history gives the Marxist rev-
olutionary a great advantage his Jacobin predecessor lacked, namely an
“objective” justification for “the necessary murder” that keeps him or her from
collapsing into the “idealist” demoralization of the Vendée policeman. The
upside is so great and certain that whatever needs to be done can readily be
justified. Only when, as for the protagonist of Koestler’s Darkness at Noon,
the Marxist revolutionary loses faith in the certainty of historical explanation,
may that demoralization set in.
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The Instrument of Oppression


The cause of the existence of this oppressed class turns out to be man’s
self-alienation, in particular from his own labor. Man interacts with the world,
even expresses himself as a human being, through labor, but, in its modern,
industrial capitalist form, the rules of private property that merely give the
worker a (low) competitive wage and not a share of what he produces, alien-
ates man’s work from himself and “the worker becomes poorer the richer his
production.” The factory worker, like Charlie Chaplin in Modern Times, even
becomes an instrument of his own instruments of production, his machines.


If private property, then, is the instrument of oppression, communism
becomes the instrument of emancipation. In 1848, when the false reactionary
peace of Europe began to shatter into a congeries of nationalist and social
revolutions, Marx and his friend Friedrich Engels found their moment. They
wrote The Communist Manifesto, which lays out the doctrine in simple form
but which Marx never later abandoned. The Manifesto begins with a philoso-
phy of history, a necessity after Rousseau and Hume had begun to shatter
the faith in a permanent human nature with universal rights. History here is
not Hegel’s gradual development of human self-consciousness but the strug-
gle for survival on a team basis, that is, class war. The object of the struggle
is the dominant means of production, and which the dominant class controls
and which thereby shapes everything from technology to poetry. When land
ruled, so did feudal nobles and chivalry. Now industry rules and so does the
bourgeoisie and the liberal
ideology of property rights.
The issue isn’t immorality;
all are caught up in the
struggle and must play
their roles or go under.
Thus, the economic rela-
tions are fundamental
(even though to some
degree the “superstruc-
ture” of culture can have
reciprocal effects on the
economic “substructure”).
Christianity, like all reli-
gion, is the “opiate of the
masses,” a way of ratio-
nalizing misery by project-
ing happiness into the next
world. Liberalism is also a
rationalization, which pro-
vides a bogus political
equality while preserving
economic and social
oppression. This is a
gloomy story. But Marx
tells us that this time, the
last time, it will end well.
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1. How does the separation of man into public and private lives allow liberal-
ism to mask injustice as justice?


2. How is the salvific proletariat the crux of Marx’s theory and hope?


Engels, Friedrich, and Karl Marx. The Communist Manifesto. Trans. Samuel
Moore. London: Penguin, 1967.


Kolakowski, Leszek. Main Currents of Marxism. Volume 1. The Founders.
Trans. P.S. Falla. New York: W.W. Norton, 2008.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels’s The Communist Manifesto translated by Samuel Moore.


Lecture 12:
Marx: Part 2
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Contemporary Production and Property Law


How can a theory of class war be good news? To start with, the bourgeoisie
has itself been a revolutionary force. First, it has stripped away all the beauty
from oppression, everything poetic, chivalrous, and aesthetic. Oppression
now appears unmasked, in a plainly economic form. Second, and most
important, it has revolutionized the means of production, that is, produced the
means of producing vast wealth. Thus, it has in fact overcome the problem of
natural scarcity. Yet, oddly, it has replaced natural scarcity with an ever more
onerous artificial scarcity, through apparently self-contradictory crises of
“overproduction,” which end in mass bankruptcies, unemployment, and the
ever-nearing self-destruction of the capitalist system. How is this possible?


Private property made a kind of sense in the pre-modern world. If you
raised a cow from birth, then the milk you milked, the meat you eventually
ate, and the skin you made into leather was yours in a meaningful way. But
modern production is universal. A cheap ballpoint pen was, either directly or
indirectly, made by the whole world, so that production today is social, not
individual. However, the facts of contemporary production are not reflected
in property law. Thus labor can be stolen in the form of surplus value (mea-
sured, by the later Marx, as the extra, uncompensated hours of labor). The
result is indeed very cheap, efficient production at the lowest possible price
with machines producing vast amounts and human beings, forced now to
compete with an enormous “reserve army of the unemployed,” paid the low-
est possible wage. But increasingly these cheap goods cannot be sold to a
market made up ever more of someone else’s starving laborers. Hence, like


Left: Workers assemble one of the 183,572 Ford Model-Ts produced in the first moving automobile
assembly line in Dearborn, Michigan, in 1913. Right: The two millionth vehicle produced at the
DaimlerChrysler plant in Rastatt, Germany, since 1992 rolls off the assembly line in 2007.
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the Roman plow horses that strangled themselves by pulling on their neck
reins, capitalism creates artificial scarcity and then crises of overproduction.
Meanwhile, the proletariat, forced into quasi-military industrial teams, learns
to cooperate and learns as well that nothing in society will help it, except its
own efforts. Thus the capitalists turn the proletariat into a universal, revolu-
tionary class, which receives all the middle classes that are eaten up by the
efficiency of bourgeois mass production.


The result will thus be, in the most advanced countries, revolution of the vast
majority against a tiny minority backed by its lackeys and perhaps some hired
criminals. Like a snake shedding its skin, the proletariat will emerge as the
universal class, rule for a time as the “dictatorship of the proletariat” (since,
after all, all states are dictatorial even if some disguise it), introduce commu-
nism, which, like replacing the neck rein with the horse collar, will liberate
productive forces and at the same time allow for fair distribution of the glut.
An early stage, socialism, will still require some strictures, for example, pay-
ing people according to how much they work and produce, but the later stage
of full, post-scarcity communism will have enough for everyone, spread
everywhere, and the state will wither away.


Post-scarcity communism will combine a strong social consciousness
(though species being is dropped by the later Marx) with untold opportunities
for individual development. “Pre-history,” that is, class war, ends and is
replaced with the true history of man as a self-creating being, inventing new
needs and new satisfactions of those needs. Trotsky was true to his master, I
think, in anticipating an enormously high culture where Goethes and Tolstoys
would abound. Labor would, given unheard of advances in mechanization,
probably mostly be light and not take much time. Leisure would be filled by
human self-development. Government itself would cease to have a political,
that is, murderous, character and become mere administration, paper-push-
ing. Where in Plato the philosopher didn’t want to be king, in post-scarcity
communism hardly anyone will want such onerous duties, but will undertake
them loyally for the good of society.


A Divided Heritage


Marx denies that this view is utopian. And while the Manifesto says the tri-
umph of communism is inevitable, elsewhere Marx moderates his language.
He does not impose an abstract model, he allows humans to move history as
they see fit, and he is not a moralist (though it isn’t hard to see the moral con-
viction at most barely under the surface much of the time). Even the commu-
nists are described cynically in the Manifesto, as bourgeois intellectuals who
can see where history is going and want to be on the winning side. And yet it
is hard to deny that it all, in its perfection, sounds utopian.


The mature Marx’s view changed on a few points but not many and not fun-
damental ones. Interestingly, though his theory expected revolution in the
most advanced countries, late in life he began playing with the idea that revo-
lution in a highly backward Russia might work if it were supported by a con-
current Western revolution.


Still, things didn’t quite work out as projected. Lenin already saw a problem.
Marx thought that capitalists couldn’t buy off their workers without going under


UT124_Visions of Utopia.qxp:UT124_Visions of Utopia Bklt  5/7/08  9:03 AM  Page 51







L
E
C
T
U
R
E
T
W
E
L
V
E


52


themselves. But “finance capital,” as Lenin called it, meaning institutions like
the Deutsche Bank, could monopolistically set some industrial wages high
enough to buy off the proletariat. Bismarck could even introduce socialized
medicine in 1884. Revolution did not occur in the most advanced industrial
countries. Perhaps, some Marxists like Eduard Bernstein thought, the goals of
socialism could be achieved gradually, within parliamentary liberalism. Lenin
doubted that. He put his money on great wars over colonial markets that
would destroy some regimes and allow communist revolutions. He understood
in 1919 that the real payoff of the Russian Revolution would only come if the
Red Army could get to Berlin and bring Bolshevism to Germany. World War I
meant that the increasingly revisionist Social Democratic parties of Europe,
which had each (against revolutionary theory) supported their countries in the
war, were discredited. By contrast, Lenin’s view of what was to be done
gained after the success of his Bolsheviks in seizing and holding power in
Russia. But his view had meant that the proletariat no longer played the domi-
nant role. The Leninist model featured a revolutionary party organized on a
conspiratorial basis, doing good works for a proletariat, which, by itself, Lenin
thought, might never get beyond “trade union consciousness.”


Thus the Marxist heritage began to divide between top-down despotism (for
example, Stalin or Mao) and a reformism that gradually adapted very comfort-
ably to a modified bourgeois liberalism. The despotic model, as is well known,
performed wonders to maintain itself in power through World War II, and then,
perhaps because it had no real source of guidance as a revolutionary force in
the actual circumstances of the people, gradually stagnated until it died of its
own lack of confidence in itself, unwilling to shoot when Boris Yeltsin defied it.
The social democratic model thrives but thrives almost as far from Marx’s
hopes for post-scarcity communism as its capitalist rivals and partners.


The true utopianism of Marx may
thus have lain in his ultimately
willed faith in the proletariat as the
universal class that brings salva-
tion to all mankind. The story of
complete oppression dialectically
turning into complete emancipation
was finally a story, if a beautiful,
though improbably neat, one. He
did not stand at the end of (pre)his-
tory and dreamed more than he
could see. Unlike Plato but like
Bacon, he meant it for truth.


Part of the Berlin Wall now on display in
the Potsdamer Platz in Berlin.
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1. How was communism supposed to liberate productive forces and allow for
a fair distribution of the glut created by capitalism?


2. Why did Marx deny that his views were utopian?


Engels, Friedrich, and Karl Marx. The Communist Manifesto. Trans. Samuel
Moore. London: Penguin, 1967.


Kolakowski, Leszek. Main Currents of Marxism. Volume 2. The Golden Age.
Trans. P.S. Falla. New York: W.W. Norton, 2008.


�
Questions


Suggested Reading


FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING


Other Books of Interest


53


UT124_Visions of Utopia.qxp:UT124_Visions of Utopia Bklt  5/7/08  9:03 AM  Page 53







From the Superficial to the Profound


B.F. Skinner, a leading American behav-
ioral psychologist, published his account
of utopia, Walden Two, in 1948. Formally
a novel, it illustrates Skinner’s belief that
conditioning through positive reinforce-
ment can control behavior to the extent of
creating a perfect society. In this, Skinner
radicalizes Bacon’s New Atlantis and
poses to his readers the question of how
much science can and should do in
replacing politics.


The story is thin. The narrator is a pro-
fessor who goes, with two young war vet-
erans, their girlfriends, and a colleague
named Castle, to see his former col-
league, Frazier, who is running a utopian
community. Frazier, who rubs the narrator the wrong way, shows them
Walden Two and the narrator is converted, against his inclinations. The war
veterans are too, as is one girlfriend, but the other, a conventional bourgeois
materialist, drags her boyfriend away to a life of misery. Castle is the token
bad guy, who constantly finds fault.


Our view of Walden Two moves from the superficial to the profound. Pretty
surroundings, simple buildings, healthy young people, functional objects,
noble whole-grain loaves, and common housing come to sight first. There is
common labor, arranged by a credit system so that difficulty and time are bal-
anced. A four-hour working day nonetheless provides great prosperity
because of the advantages of efficiency and communal devotion. Education
is informal, learn as you go; recreation is home-grown but highbrow.
Waldensians turn naturally to Bach and innovative painting. Children are
raised without neuroses by professionals because frustration is introduced
scientifically, in just the right doses, and parents no longer transmit their own
traumas. Identity is formed by the whole community with lots of reciprocated
love from all to the children. These have emotions, but only good ones
because positive reinforcement conditioning from age six on encourages ethi-
cal behavior. Thus lollipops are a reward for delaying gratification. Sexuality
is encouraged in teenagers, as is early marriage. The marriages last because
the usual social threats (money, career) don’t operate here. Eugenics is not
practiced, but not ruled out in principle for larger groups.


The Suggested Reading for this lecture is B.F. Skinner’s Walden Two.


Lecture 13:
Walden Two
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B.F. Skinner
(1904–1990)


Self-portrait taken at the Harvard University
Psychology Department, ca. 1950.
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Religion is treated in the standard enlightenment way, as a threat, in the
form of local pastors, who are lied to but also gradually enlightened. Walden
Two does not really engage seriously with religion because it just represents
the confusions of “metaphysics.” But Walden Two is not just concerned with
self defense. Frazier sketches a plan of increasing numbers of communities
which, through gathering local clout, will end up changing all of society from
the bottom up.


As for its own politics, Walden Two is run by specialists and managers.
There is no voting, no democracy; here the old Platonic argument for rule by
the wise holds. Those who are unhappy can leave. Of course, they couldn’t if
the whole world were Walden, but the real answer is that science, real knowl-
edge, can be trusted to do the right thing.


Science in the Deepest Sense


Walden Two, both the book and the place, has its own rhetoric, that of self-
evidence. Everyone the narrator meets is really, really happy. Self-evidence
also operates at the explanatory level. Science is transparent, and Castle’s
efforts at obfuscation are easily cleared up. Once we are conceived as matter
in (predictable) motion, it becomes hard to see what the fuss is all about. But
does Walden Two produce the good life? Frazier defines it as involving
health, reciprocal agreement and hence fundamental equality with others, an
absolute minimum of unpleasant labor and a chance to exercise one’s talents
and abilities. Walden Two provides these. One may see a decline from previ-
ous liberal ideals of the good life, for example, J.S. Mill’s “spontaneity.” Here
it seems to be mostly about “sports, hobbies, arts and crafts” and, “most
important,” “that interest in the world which is science in the deepest sense.”
Lovers of honor and glory should look elsewhere.


Castle gets a chance to make his best case against Walden. He does so in
the name of freedom and dignity (another of Skinner’s books is called
Beyond Freedom and Dignity). Traditionally dignity seems (cf. Kant) to rely on
freedom and so Castle (like Skinner’s real-life critic Noam Chomsky) ends by
calling Walden, which denies freedom, fascistic and Frazier a quasi-totalitari-
an manipulator. Frazier admits that he has a nasty personality and admits fur-
ther that he has created Walden precisely because he wants everything his
own way (but has learned that this is only possible through accepting reality).
But he is that nasty, he argues, precisely because he wasn’t brought up in
Walden. In any case, freedom is a matter of practice. Like Marx, Frazier
doesn’t think abstract rights matter if you have the reality before you.


The Last Man


Frazier’s argument is aimed at what Skinner calls “liberals.” But Plato might
ask whether one should be happy that in the future there will apparently not be
any maladjusted, heroic Fraziers to undertake the transformation of the human
race. Apparently he is the last necessary great man; from now on science will
take care of the well-adjusted. Their happiness seems mostly to be a matter of
staying amused and productive; under the instrumental collectivism lies a
deeper individualism. The Waldensians remind me a little of a famous descrip-
tion: “One still works, for work is a pastime. But one is careful lest the pastime
should hurt one. . . . Who still wants to rule? Who still wants to obey?” This is
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Nietzsche on the Last Man, who no longer even despises himself. Far from
Fascism, Walden Two seems closer to (wise) consumer heaven.


If so, should we be reassured? Why let Nietzsche, of all people, make us
feel bad? There is a deeper issue that the caricature who is Castle points to.
Take the example of teaching restraint of the desire for sweets by rewarding
it with lollipops. Virtuous behavior is produced, but does the child in fact have
the virtue of self-control? What is a meaningless question to Skinner might
become meaningful if one asked whether the habit of self-overcoming
learned in this way would really help one to overcome stronger passions like
jealousy and rage as well as having, through suffering, learned to respect
oneself as a person capable of self-control. The real question is whether
Skinner is right to assume that our life is our actions. Inwardness seems to
be missing altogether, and yet, we live in our minds almost all the time. The
freedom that Rousseau calls “moral freedom” here becomes relevant; one’s
sense of oneself as more than a thing. Can we really conceive of ourselves
only as things, and if so, is that an advance?


Walden Two is instruc-
tive because it is so
deeply American in its
trust of science, its faith
in pragmatic problem-
solving, and its contempt
for fancy ideas. There is
in fact something utopian
about such pragmatism
itself, even if it proceeds
slowly, in that it sees
nothing as fundamentally
insoluble. Aside from the
question of how the
happy denizens of
Walden Two would do in
a world still full of the fol-
lowers of bin Laden et al.
(no negative emotions,
remember?), the book
raises the question of the
particular character of American utopianism. Cheerful, not ironic, with no
sense of tragedy, unimpressed with the traditional problems that face utopian
ambitions, it simply does not see what the fuss is about. It presents to us a
deceptively homey and matter-of-fact face, while it may in reality express an
outlook quite as single-minded, if not fanatical, as Robespierre’s.


A group of (mostly) young Americans living a communal lifestyle
in the early 1970s recalls the type of society B.F. Skinner adopt-
ed in his novel Walden Two.
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1. How is religion treated in Walden Two?


2. How are Marx and Frazier similar?


Skinner, B.F. Walden Two. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2005.


Skinner, B.F. Beyond Freedom and Dignity. Indianapolis: Hackett
Publishing, 2002.


�
Questions


Suggested Reading


FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING


Other Books of Interest
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Simon Young’s Designer
Evolution: A Transhumanist Manifesto.


Lecture 14:
Conclusion
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Utopianism and Idealism


These lectures have of course had a point of view. It is, I hope, worth stating
openly and drawing some conclusions from it. It starts by seeing two kinds of
utopianism. They have been distinguished as “utopianism” and “idealism.”
The first kind emphasizes the “no-place” side of utopia; the second the “good
place.” The first would include the Republic, Utopia itself, and The Social
Contract—at least in the way I tend to read them. These acknowledge the
fundamental insolubility of the human problem because human beings are
necessarily a living contradiction between private and public, for themselves
and for others, or, as Genesis puts it, “in the image” (but only in the image) of
God. Still, that doesn’t lead the authors to throw up their hands in despair but
to conduct thought experiments that allow us, by exaggerating one part and
suppressing another (respectively soul and body in the Republic) to see our
situation better, to create a rhetoric for motion in a certain direction (usually
the public), but at the same time to show us, by negation, what the reason-
able limits of that side are. These are radical experiments in thought that
often end by teaching moderation in practice (like Utopia). The second is the
kind that mean seriously to attain their ends. Bacon, for all the surface fanta-
sy, Marx, and Skinner would fit into this “idealist” group. So would the Jacobin
reading of Rousseau. That I prefer the first should be obvious by now. That is
in part why I went into the dubious historical results of trying seriously to put
into practice the general will and post-scarcity communism. Yet what con-
cerns me more is that we seem largely to have forgotten the very possibility
of the existence of the first kind. Thus a prestigious scholar could only see, in
an ironic reading of the Republic, a wicked political scheme to “ ‘moderate’
that idealistic longing for justice” of post-war Americans.


Yet there are signs that the serious, practical “idealist” form of utopianism
may yet have the last word. Invariably, the attempted refutations turn on
considerations about human nature that deny the possibility, or wisdom,
of sacrificing one side of it to another. But what if it were really possible to do
just that, and to do it at a fundamental, biological level? Then the only objec-
tion left would be the wisdom of it, and there the odds that the Baconian/
Skinnerian side of us (which sees all the tangible benefits but doesn’t see
what the fuss is about the intangibles) would win out, seem high to me.


Transhumanism


A current movement of thought that calls itself “transhumanism,” though per-
haps in a very early stage of working itself out theoretically, already makes
this powerful claim for itself. It asks, if even only implicitly at this point, why
we can’t change human nature into something that will fit the ever-developing
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technologies that improve human
life, by means of those technolo-
gies themselves? It is this consid-
eration that has led Francis
Fukuyama to give up his theory of
“The End of History” (which pre-
sumes the fulfillment of human
nature by liberal democracy),
because we may now be able to
change ourselves into beings with dif-
ferent natures and needs, and hence
with new histories. The current debate
about human freedom and dignity that pits
the voices of caution about genetic engineer-
ing against enthusiasts is in a way the next
installment of the argument about
Walden Two, but in a more radi-
cal way and for higher stakes.
The argument, as I under-
stand it, isn’t fully developed
yet. One side asks if one    
generation has the right, by
engineering the rest, to dominate all history by its genetic choices, and the other
answers that the superior descendants will be able to change others and they
in turn change others. One side asks if turning people into made things
deprives them of dignity, and the other answers that it will increase dignity
because people will be far more tolerant of diverse human types.
Transhumanism as it presents itself seems open-ended, pragmatic, not pro-
grammatic and very cheerful. It argues powerfully that it is only doing what,
in effect, Francis Bacon had already outlined and we have been doing for
centuries, using science to improve life. Isn’t a man with a hearing aid already
a “cyborg”?


The problem of giving humans a “second nature” was formulated by
Rousseau and answered, tentatively, with the concept of “moral freedom,” a
peculiarly difficult, negative, high-minded project that, while extremely impor-
tant in nineteenth-century European culture, was ultimately unsustainable,
either in theory or in conduct. Skinner’s behavioral move sought, in effect, to
finesse the question; behavior would substitute for nature. Transhumanism
holds out the prospect of giving humans, or some of them, a second nature
(or a third, fourth, who’s counting?) for real. What if, by so doing, we could in
fact make people live together well. But what is “well”? Very likely, it will
mean “nicely,” “peacefully,” not hurting each other. This could produce, theo-
retically, those citizens of the Republic, Utopia, or Walden Two who seemed
so improbably tame. One well-known science fiction novel has foreseen, by
implication, the prospect, for instance, of doing away with the troublesome,
high-testosterone males of the species.


One could not argue in favor of “nature” against such “advances,” because,
as the transhumanists say with Bacon, “nature” gives us diseases too. The
current fate of arguments based on “natural repugnance” suggests that future
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efforts along those lines won’t do well. What is repugnant is often highly cul-
turally based and, in retrospect, we become embarrassed about the prior
view, as with miscegenation. Why wouldn’t we get used to human cloning? If
we could be sure we wouldn’t, there would be no problem.


Imaginary Horrors


There are of course imaginary horrors down the genetic engineering road:
acephalic human bodies used as organ banks, human beings specialized for
certain functional purposes, some of them perhaps requiring stunted intelli-
gence, and the horror that these horrors would very soon not seem horrors.
But these might never occur. For instance, the capacity to re-grow limbs or
organs might obviate the need for human organ banks. If not, then, what of
substance might we be losing? I know that speaking of these things always
guarantees that half the audience will hear only pompous gibberish. Despite
that, here goes. A successful utopia would solve the human problem. That
problem has been living in tension between being a thing, located, fixed, with
a private interest and a point of view, and a god-like being whose mind trav-
els freely, can occupy another’s viewpoint and even, if rarely, can see itself to
have been in the wrong. Animal and angel, man and citizen, patriot and cos-
mopolitan, we have tended to need to be better than we are and therefore to
know commandment, guilt, and repentance. At the same time we have need-
ed to free ourselves from the universal claims justice makes on us, in order to
be ourselves, and not just a particular case of universal rules.


Perhaps someday we will have the choice, given us by technology, either to
remain human or to become more than human (as say the transhumanists),
which is to say less than that (as say some of the philosophers). But what
would be terrible, I think, is if we made that choice without ever having known
we were making it, if we just slipped mindlessly into it, by habit, by accep-
tance of the gifts of technology and by acceptance of assurances that nothing
much really big was going on. That, ultimately, is the purpose as I see it of
studying the history of utopian thought. It brings front and center the question
not only of the possibility, but the advisability of “solving” the human problem.
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1. Why might the practical “idealist” form of utopianism have the last word?


2. Would a successful utopia really solve the human problem?


Young, Simon. Designer Evolution: A Transhumanist Manifesto. Amherst,
NY: Prometheus Books, 2006.


Fukuyama, Francis. Our Post-Human Future. New York: Farrar, Straus, and
Giroux, 2002.


Kass, Leon. Life, Liberty, and the Defense of Dignity: The Challenge of
Bioethics. New York: Encounter Books, 2002.


�
Questions


Suggested Reading


FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING


Other Books of Interest
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Suggested Readings:


Bruce, Susan, ed. Three Early Modern Utopias. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1999.


Engels, Friedrich, and Karl Marx. The Communist Manifesto. Trans. Samuel
Moore. London: Penguin, 1967.


Lasky, Melvin J. Utopia and Revolution. Ed. Irving L. Horowitz. Edison, NJ:
Transaction Publishers, 2004.


Plato. The Republic of Plato. 2nd ed. Trans. Allan Bloom. New York:
Basic Books, 1991.


Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. The Social Contract and Other Later Political
Writings. Ed. Victor Gourevitch. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997.


Schama, Simon. Citizens. New York: Knopf, 1989.


Skinner, B.F. Walden Two. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2005.


Young, Simon. Designer Evolution: A Transhumanist Manifesto. Amherst,
NY: Prometheus Books, 2006.


Other Books of Interest:


Baumann, Fred. Fraternity and Politics: Choosing One’s Brothers. Westport,
CT: Praeger, 1998.


Faulkner, Robert. Francis Bacon and the Project of Progress. Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield, 1993.


Fukuyama, Francis. Our Post-Human Future. New York: Farrar, Straus, and
Giroux, 2002.


Gildin, Hilail. Rousseau’s Social Contract. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1985.


Hexter, J.H. More’s Utopia: The Biography of an Idea. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1952.


Hunt, Lynn. Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1984.


Kass, Leon. Life, Liberty, and the Defense of Dignity: The Challenge of
Bioethics. New York: Encounter Books, 2002.


Kolakowski, Leszek. Main Currents of Marxism. Volume 1. The Founders.
Trans. P.S. Falla. New York: W.W. Norton, 2008.


———. Main Currents of Marxism. Volume 2. The Golden Age. Trans. P.S.
Falla. New York: W.W. Norton, 2008.


Melzer, Arthur. The Natural Goodness of Man: On the System of Rousseau’s
Thought. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990.


Rosen, Stanley. Plato’s Republic: A Study. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2005.


COURSE MATERIALS
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Other Books of Interest (continued):


Skinner, B.F. Beyond Freedom and Dignity. Indianapolis: Hackett
Publishing, 2002.


Soboul, Albert. The Parisian Sans-Culottes and the French Revolution,
1793–1794. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964.


Stauffer, Devin. Plato’s Introduction to the Question of Justice. Albany, NY:
SUNY Press, 2000.


Strauss, Leo. The City and Man. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964.


Article of Interest:


Weinberger, Jerry. “Science and Rule in Bacon’s Utopia.” American Political
Science Review. Vol. 70, pp. 865–895, September 1976.


These books are available online through www.modernscholar.com
or by calling Recorded Books at 1-800-636-3399.


COURSE MATERIALS
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NOTES
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