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In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, two great English thinkers – Sir Thomas More and Sir Francis Bacon - composed works (Utopia and The New Atlantis) in which fictional societies set at the edges of the known world were used to put forward ideas of what human society should be like.  Although composed over a century apart, there are similarities in the style and content of both works.  However, there are significant differences between these two books as well, and these reflect the different purposes that the authors appear to have had in composing their works.  

With Utopia, More’s objective appears to be to describe how a civil society should be organized and led, and by doing so to show the faults of contemporary society in Renaissance Europe; in New Atlantis, in contrast, Bacon’s goal seems to be to describe a society dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge, and by doing so to promote the value of science and inquiry in society.  One of the primary differences between the two therefore lies in how they deal with the pursuit of knowledge and the role of the intellectual in society.
Book 2 of Utopia, written by More in 1515-16, describes Utopia, a strongly egalitarian society in which property is held in common and everyone works for the common good in practical occupations.  The New Atlantis, written in 1620 by Bacon, describes Bensalem, a less egalitarian society than Utopia, which has a special group of intellectuals in “Solomon’s House” who devote themselves full-time to research, discovery and invention.

The two societies have a very different attitude towards knowledge.  In Bensalem, the pursuit of knowledge is a major end in itself, as shown by the members of Solomon’s House, who conduct research into a wide variety of fields, including astronomy, metallurgy, chemistry, meteorology, medicine, zoology, “biotechnology” (i.e. using artificial means to develop new species), and others.  The results are often useful to society but research appears to be mostly “pure” research, in the sense that it is pursued as an end in itself without a specific purpose in mind.  This pure nature of the research is also shown by the fact that the researchers themselves decide on which knowledge is to be shared with the government and society as a whole, and what knowledge will be withheld.

In Utopia, in contrast, the gathering of knowledge is a high priority, but no-one is permitted to do research all the time.  Utopians are curious, are avid readers, and are always ready to embrace new ideas, but they do not have research establishments or an intellectual class per se.  New ideas, including moral and political ideas, are valued mainly for their value to society, and medicine is the most highly valued science.  Utopians, while they are curious about the rest of the world, do not travel much beyond their island, except when they colonize the mainland.  Bensalem, on the other hand, has researchers who set out abroad with the deliberate goal of gathering books and knowledge from other countries.

The role of wise men or intellectuals is also very different in the societies described in Utopia and The New Atlantis.  Intellectuals are not a separate class in Utopia; older, wiser men have a strong role to play in the society, but primarily by acting as heads of households and as leaders in society.  Each city has a governor, and political leaders and representatives called tranibors and syphogrants, who are all elected.  Except for the small number of priests, everyone else has to work at agriculture and another profession as well.  The political and spiritual leaders are the only people who could be considered a separate class in Utopia, and they devote themselves to managing society for the welfare of everyone.

In Bensalem, as mentioned above, the highest level of attainment for an intelligent person appears to be joining Solomon’s House as a full-time researcher, completely separated from everyday life.  These people devote all their time, and a great deal of resources, to studying the world around them.

The similarities and differences between Utopia and the New Atlantis illustrate the conflict set out in the discussion between Thomas More and Raphael Hythloday in Book 1 of Utopia.  More, as a character in the book, argues that someone with knowledge and experience should use that to benefit society, in his case by becoming an advisor to a monarch.  Hythloday, in contrast, argues that it would be pointless, that he has done enough, and his main goal at this point is to take care of himself.

Both More and Bacon were active in the political life of their day, holding high offices, although both of them suffered for it in the end (More was executed by the king, and Bacon was tried and convicted of corruption).  More, judging by the arguments put forward in Book 1 of Utopia, believed that intelligent people should always actively participate in society, for the good of all, and this is reflected in the type of society he describes in Book 2.  Bacon, on the other hand, showed in his writings that he believed that pursuing what we would now call scientific research, free from external control, would be of great benefit to society, and this is reflected in the society he describes in the New Atlantis.

These two views are only in conflict if one imagines that everyone should only pursue one of these goals to the exclusion of the other; it seems obvious that there are roles for both of these types of people in making society better.  In modern times, More’s ideal of involvement in society would seem to be best represented by politicians or political activists, while Bacon’s ideal of the pursuit of knowledge would be represented by scientists or academics.  It is interesting that these groups can also be differentiated by personality types; political involvement is more appealing, in general, to extraverts, while a life spent doing research appeals more to introverts.  Aside from the fact that both types of people are needed in our society, this means that neither one of these goals could appeal to all intelligent people, based on personality types.

Modern Western society demonstrates some of the best ideas expressed in both Utopia and the New Atlantis.  Politically, our society is much more egalitarian than the society of 16th century England, with rule by elected representatives, and is therefore similar in some respects to Utopia.  This allows for more political participation by all classes of society today, and to a large extent More’s ideal has been achieved.

On the other hand, we have research establishments, in private, government and academic settings, where scientists and other researchers are free to pursue their studies, which is similar in many ways to what Bacon envisioned in Bensalem.  The results of research into a variety of fields have made society richer, both intellectually and materially, and again Bacon’s dream has been achieved to a large extent.

In conclusion, the ideal societies envisioned by Sir Thomas More and Sir Francis Bacon centuries ago were very different, in ways which reflected the different aims and personalities of the two authors.  This is especially true for the areas of the pursuit of knowledge and the role of the intellectual in society.  However, their ideals of political participation and scientific research can be seen as complementary rather than conflicting, and to some extent both have been achieved in modern society.
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