Second Essay, Topic 6

The Role of Learning in the Societies of Utopia and The New Atlantis 

As a reflection of the differing cosmologies of More and Bacon

Inspired perhaps by Plato’s Republic, both Thomas More, in Utopia (1517) and Francis Bacon, in New Atlantis (1627), offer descriptions of fictitious societies, presented as ideal models of human civilization. The descriptions of these societies are similar in many respects including that they are both presented as the account of travelers who have visited these societies and, impressed by their structures and customs, returned home to tell the story that others might learn from it, and possibly consider implementing aspects of these societies in their own countries. Both of these societies are geographically isolated, and either too far away, or too uninvolved in foreign affairs for the average European to expect to have heard of them, creating a sense of veracity for their original European readers. More’s “Utopia,” and Bacon’s “Bensalem” are also similar in that both societies value the pursuit of knowledge very highly. They differ, however, in how this value of learning manifests itself in the workings of the respective societies, particularly with respect to which professions are at the heart of each society. They also differ significantly in the reasons for which they hold education and knowledge so dear. These differences between the society portrayed in Utopia and the one portrayed in The New Atlantis, ultimately reflect the differences in the underlying cosmologies of their respective authors.   

In More’s Utopia, the pursuit of knowledge by all the citizens is facilitated by placing an emphasis on the professions, primarily agriculture, that are necessary for meeting the basic survival needs of its citizens. According to the hierarchy of human needs, it is necessary to fulfill the basic needs of human survival, such as clothing, shelter and nourishment, before one can attempt to meet the “higher” needs such as education. Recognizing this, the Utopians make meeting the nutritional requirements of the whole population their first priority. To do this, they educate schoolchildren in the methods of farming, and, unlike any other profession, they require every citizen to contribute at least two years of their life to work in the field of agriculture. Then, as a part of their communal way of living that involves no monetary exchanges, they make their agricultural products available to all of the citizens free of charge, thereby ensuring that no one will starve. To secure the food supply, they also take measures such as stockpiling grain, only exporting their agricultural products if they have in excess of a whole two years supply, as a protection against crop failure. Virtually all of the citizens of Utopia are required to work at jobs that are essential to survival, so, because the work is evenly distributed, they all have an ample amount of spare time, while being supplied with all of the necessities of life. This combination of comfortable, worry-free living, and large amounts of spare time (they only work 6 hours per day), provides the perfect environment for all of the citizens who wish to further their education to do so, either by attending public lectures on whatever subject they like, or through private studies. 

Francis Bacon, on the other hand, describes science, not agriculture, as the foundation of his fictitious society of Bensalem. There, the people believe that God has endowed humans with superior intellect with the intent that we use it to its full potential, so the main aims of their society are, “the knowledge of causes, and secret motions of things; and the enlarging of the bounds of human empire, to the effecting of all things possible” (New Atlantis, 1570). It follows logically, then, that science is the basis of their society, as it is the primary means of gaining knowledge as to the nature of the world and making the “impossible” possible. The importance they place on science is evident in various things, from their religious reverence for great inventors, to the degree of power that their state-employed scientists have. Science in Bensalem is so advanced that their scientists can accomplish seemingly miraculous things, such as producing frogs out of thin air, and creating new species of animals (1571). In Bensalem, gaining knowledge through science is the first priority. The knowledge that select scientists gain is then applied to things like agriculture and healthcare, a seeming reversal of the Utopian system where the first priority is meeting the survival needs of their citizens, thereby freeing up time for everyone to educate themselves in their leisure time.  

Although both the Utopians and the people of Bensalem value knowledge greatly, the two societies treat knowledge very differently. For the people of Bensalem, knowledge is gained primarily to increase their understanding of the natural world, and thereby gain the power to manipulate it to their advantage. This results in such a high degree of control over nature that they are able to do things that would usually be attributed to Gods, such as creating wells, altering the winds, developing new plants, and creating new animal species (1570-1571). Although they cannot control the weather, they can reproduce precipitation in an artificial environment, and are very adept at predicting the weather, as well as divining other events in the future (1573). All of this scientific expertise is directed at benefiting the human race in some way, and much of it is done with the goal of achieving human immortality, or at least prolonging human life. Two innovations suggesting that this is their main goal are the well containing “Water of Paradise,” which is “made very sovereign for health and prolongation of life,” (1571) and a bath “for the confirming of it [the body] in strength of sinews, vital parts, and the very juice and substance of the body” (1571). They have also conducted experiments on animals, with outcomes such as, “continuing life in them, though diverse parts…be perished and taken forth” and “resuscitating some that seem dead in appearance” (1571), in order to “take light what may be wrought on the body of man”(1571). This attitude towards nature, as a thing to be controlled, incidentally, contrasts sharply with the Utopian conception of nature in which humans are seen as integrated parts of their environment, to which they owe their lives, and things like slaughtering animals are see as morally degrading tasks, relegated to the slaves.

The Utopians, rather than treating learning as a job undertaken with the purpose of controlling every aspect of their lives, treat learning, for the most part, as a pastime, undertaken primarily as an end in itself, for personal enlightenment and enjoyment. According to Utopian philosophy, virtue consists of living in harmony with nature, and to do this, one must follow natural reason. By reason, humans naturally seek pleasure while avoiding pain, so, they think one should “lead a life as free of anxiety and as full of joy as possible” (562). In order to do this, they believe that one should seek to fill their lives with pleasure, defined by them as “every state or movement of body or mind in which we naturally find delight”(562). They divide “pleasure” into several categories, of which they “seek primarily those of the mind” (565), which is why learning is so valued in their society. This philosophy of life is embedded in their religious beliefs, and their love of learning, as one of the great pleasures of life is seen throughout their society. All of the children go to school, and most Utopians choose to continue their education as adults in addition to working during the day. Rather than employing a small group of scientists who attain the highest level of education on behalf of the rest of the citizens, the Utopians place great importance on ensuring the universal access to higher education, as they view learning as key to happiness in life, and consequently something that should be available to all.

If one assumes that the beliefs underlying the practices of these societies are those of the authors who created them, then the differences described above, point directly to a fundamental difference between the worldviews of Thomas More and Francis Bacon. Bacon created his ideal society, Bensalem, on the foundational belief that the value of life is proportionate to its quantity, whereas Thomas More based his Utopia on the principle that quality of life is more important than quantity. This is seen primarily in their differing applications of knowledge in their societies; Bacon applies it to the prolongation of life, and More simply for pleasure. The result is two very different visions of the ideal society, which, perhaps, explains why utopian societies only succeed in fiction; everyone has their own individual worldview, and no one with contradictory cosmologies would be able to agree on what the “perfect” society would be like. 

