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Thesis Proposal

In Search of “No Place”: Exploring the Paradoxical Dimensions
of Thomas More’s Utopia

The expression “utopia” has come to mean a place of ideal perfection in all
aspects of law, government, and social practice. Thomas More coined this term in 1516
from the Greek ou (“n0”) and topos (“place”) for the title of his work, Utopia. While
utopian works are regularly appreciated for their obvious imaginativeness, More’s Utopia
is infinitely more than the inventive description of an “ideal” society. It is, rather, a
complex and multifaceted work that draws from both the classical conventions of
rhetorical discourse and satiric fiction, resulting in an open-ended text wherein the
writer’s intent is deliberately elusive, hidden in various layers of meaning, irony,
ambiguity, and apparent contradiction. For instance, More’s “no place” can also be
translated as “good” or “happy place” by combining the Greek eu with topos. Such
characteristics make recognizing Utopia’s strategies and purposes a challenging task.

My thesis will examine how Utopia manages to function rhetorically as a work of
social satire and serious theory. | will situate my analysis in response to previous
scholarship that has primarily identified Utopia in terms of one or the other of these two
perspectives. In fact, Utopia resists explicit classification because it refuses to offer only
one plausible or competent reading. Thus my thesis will also explore how the
relationship between these two seemingly incongruous discourse conventions becomes
essential when considering the scope of More’s accomplishment.

A central question that emerges when reading Utopia is: to what extent is Utopia
truly intended to be seen as a model of the ideal commonwealth. As David Sacks
recalls: “More explicitly identified his book as a study of ‘the best state of a

commonwealth,” placing it in a long tradition of debate regarding the strengths and
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shortcomings of various ideal and real polities” (8). More’s introduction of Utopia as an
account of the ideal commonwealth associates his text with such classical works of
political theory as Plato’s Republic and The Laws. However, More’s Utopia is “ideal” in
large part because it exists in abstraction. It is an archetypal conception wherein its
creator has prescribed the actions and procedures of an entire nation. In some respects,
Utopia resembles the “ideal” as a function of its proximity to the condemnatory
evaluation of English society presented by Hythlodaeus in Book I. Utopia emerges in
Book Il as an inverted England wherein virtually all policies and practices directly oppose
those of More’s contemporary society. Furthermore, we are precluded from viewing
Utopia strictly in terms of political theory, since More is careful to insert those ambiguities
and ironic elements reminiscent of classical satire. Although Hythlodaeus (which
incidentally means “speaker of nonsense”) upholds the Utopian society as exemplary,
we are able to recognize Utopia as satire because More also includes elements of
humor and irony. With both of these discourse conventions evident, the question
becomes: is there a way to read Utopia and effectively come to any conclusion regarding
More’s intent?

My first step will be to consider the humanist philosophy that influenced the
production of Utopia. More’s work was informed by the prevailing attitudes of the
scholarly circle he participated in, which included such prominent humanists as
Desiderius Erasmus, John Colet, and Peter Giles. This intellectual community was
profoundly interested in political, social, and religious reform. While More’s illustrious
political career and religious orthodoxy tend to privilege a more serious reading of
Utopia, More’s Humanist affiliation enables us to recognize the achievement of his work
as a fictional narrative that provides perceptive commentary in spite of the apparent
contradictions between the policies and practices of the Utopians and More’s own

religious and political ideology.
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Secondly, | will discuss the correlation between Utopia and classical works of
philosophical discourse in order establish how it has identified Utopia as a text
concerned primarily with social/political theory. According to George Logan, these
classical associations “have served to establish fundamental guidelines for the
interpretation of the work as a whole, by proving beyond any reasonable doubt that
Utopia is a careful and essentially serious work, and that its primary disciplinary
affiliation is with the tradition of political theory” (9). However, while the affiliation of
Utopia with the conventions of classical rhetorical discourse is a salient feature, my
discussion of this aspect of the work will be tempered by the important qualification that
these connections can provide only a partial view of the overall significance of More’s
work. Furthermore, they tend to raise more questions than they answer. Though More’s
work has social and political theoretical implications, it is a work of fiction that is far from
functioning solely on the level of a philosophical or political dissertation.

Finally, my investigation will explore More’s fascination with the classical satirist
Lucian, and his appropriation of Menippean satiric structure in Utopia. Further, | will
examine More’s subtle use of irony, humor, and contradiction and discuss how these
conventions affect the reader’s ability to discern the work’s central argument. For
instance, R. Bracht Branham pays particular attention to the satiric structure of Utopia
and discusses how this structure “continually unsettles the reader’s sense of the
emerging significance of the text by weaving unpredictably between highly serious and
pointedly ludicrous or ironic material” (31). In fact, Utopia can be viewed as social satire
because it relies on irony to comment upon and challenge the ridiculousness and
absurdity of traditional systems of social and cultural practice. Unfortunately, More’s use
of irony, in conjunction with the conventions of classical rhetorical discourse, serves to

further mystify rather than clarify his intent.
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Chapter One will introduce my topic and historically situate the text and its writer
within the larger sphere of Renaissance humanist thought. Chapter Two will explore the
philosophic/rhetorical dimensions of Utopia by examining the correlation between this
text and various classical works of social and political theory. Chapter Three will
consider the connections between Utopia and the conventions of Menippean satire.
Chapter Four will rely on textual analysis and the previous interpretive perspectives in
order to discuss how the consideration of the complex relationship between these two
discourse conventions, simultaneously evident in Utopia, might offer new ways to
distinguish More’s rhetorical intent and further appreciate the scale of his

accomplishment.
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