
Introduction

“Literature and Utopian Politics.” Or is that “Politics and Utopian
Literature”? Either one would do; for utopian politics as exercised in
seventeenth-century England – whether in the sublime ideology of the
Stuart Court, in the charterism of separatist Puritans, or in the revo-
lutionary agitations of the Levellers, the Fifth Monarchists, and the
Diggers – was always grounded in literary expression. And by the same
token, utopian literature in the seventeenth century – whether among
activists like William Walwyn or among retired scholars like Robert
Burton – was always grounded in the political conflicts of the day. One
engaged in utopian politics in keeping with impulses and goals artic-
ulated in literature; indeed the engagement itself was often primarily
literary: a matter of letters, of words, of written “acts,” of poems, of re-
cited addresses from the pulpit, of stage plays and pamphlets and books.
But conversely, one essayed an adventure in utopian literature in keep-
ing with impulses and goals derived from the political domain, a domain
which was itself, in the seventeenth century, a location of not only the
policies and procedures of the state but also the conduct of social life and
the dissemination of cultural forms.

This book is a study of the interaction of literature and politics in
their utopian dimension from the accession of James VI and I in 1603
to the consolidation of power in the late 1660s during the Restoration
under Charles II. In focusing on this shared dimension I concentrate on a
pair of complementary phenomena I call “ideal politics” and “utopian
mastery.” By “ideal politics” I refer to discourse in any of a number of
forms which generates the image of an ideal society – a society that exists
predominantly in the imagination and usually in the shape of an optimal
alternative to a real society in the here and now. By “utopian mastery”
I refer to the power a subject may exert over an ideal society, whether
as the author or as the imaginary founder or ruler of an ideal political
world. Usually these phenomena are studied in view of the genre of
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2 Literature and Utopian Politics

utopian fiction, a form of writing held to have been invented by Thomas
More in his Utopia (1516), although it is commonly understood that there
were a number of precedents for More’s work and even plenty of utopian
fictions written before him. In this book, however, I am concerned with
the genre only in passing. Instead of taking the genre as a reference
point against which other texts are to be measured, so that only those
texts with enough affinities to Utopia may be included for discussion, I
take utopian fiction on the Morean model as only one of several options
available to writers concerned to exercise the rights of ideal politics and
utopian mastery. I take it as my working hypothesis that between 1603
and 1670 there is traceable, narratable history of the ideal politics and
utopian mastery, a history which registers significant changes in political
subjectivity over the course of the century – significant changes, that is,
in what it means to be an individual capable of thinking about political
life and imagining political conditions and ideals. When texts resembling
More’s Utopia appear in the first two-thirds of the seventeenth century,
I try to account for them; much of this book, in fact, is devoted to
the conventional practice of providing interpretive readings of literary
texts, utopian fictions being among the most prominent of them. But
after years of studying the phenomenon of ideal politics I have become
convinced that there is little stability to the genre of utopian fiction in
the seventeenth century, that what it means to be utopian, to write a
utopian fiction, or to expand the imagination utopistically is subject to
continual dispute and variation throughout the century, even with regard
to the difference between what is “imaginary” and what is “real.” What is
constant is not the genre, the legacy of the Morean ideal, or the particular
politics that the people in More’s Utopia happen to practice. What is
constant instead is a disposition. To think and write about an ideal society
on any of a number of models (the earthly paradise, the millenarian
future, the ancient Age of Gold, the happy constitutional democracy, the
world turned upside down, the primitive Church, the ideally munificent
court of the ideal monarch) and to assert, while thinking and writing
about an ideal society, a sense of one’s potential mastery over a social or
natural world were goals toward which a surprising number of people
in the seventeenth century aspired. The terrain of the ideal, in turn, was
a phenomenon over which a surprising number of people thought it im-
portant to contest proprietorship. This book tries to tell the story of that
disposition and the contestation it inspired, and to trace the development
of what I will later define (in chapter one) as “the look of power” among
English authors during the first two-thirds of the seventeenth century.
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Introduction 3

The great utopian impulse of Western thought was first explicated by
writers whose sensibilities were formed in the first half of the twentieth
century, when Marxian hope was a dominant impetus: Karl Mannheim,
Lewis Mumford, Ernst Bloch, and Paul Tillich among others.1 In these
writers the utopian impulse, however burdened by accretions of cul-
tural residue, local prejudice, and historical interest – the stuff not of
“utopia” but of “ideology” – was a prime motor force in the story of hu-
man liberation and social progress. Beginning among the Greeks, among
whom the impulse was widely exchanged, rallying among the Romans,
finding rebirth during the Renaissance and coming into its modern form
at the hands of the philosophes of the Enlightenment and the activists of
the nineteenth century, from Saint-Simon to Marx, the utopian impulse
challenged and enlarged the horizons of hope of Western humanity,
leading toward the self-conscious aspirations of socialist movements in
the twentieth century. But such an optimistic and, one is tempted to say,
self-satisfied view of the history of utopia and utopianism is clearly a thing
of the past by now. More recently, in the last notable attempt to take the
measure of the utopian impulse of Western civilization as a whole, Frank
and Fritzie Manuel take a more skeptical, bemused, and even sarcastic
attitude toward the phenomenon – which comes to an end for them in
the realism of Freud, the oppressiveness of the Soviet regime, and the
fatuities and failures (as they see it) of the cultural revolutions of the six-
ties and seventies.2 Nor has the attitude been mitigated in the realm of
political theory. There is perhaps a utopian dimension to the still widely
influential A Theory of Justice by John Rawls.3 For Rawls justice begins
by virtue of a disinterested act of the imagination, an engagement with
a hypothetical ideal. How, if I were to design the rules and principles of
a society, would I design them, given the condition that I do not know
what position I myself would occupy in it? Thus the imaginary dimen-
sion of an ideal politics stands at the core of Rawls’s relatively concrete
system of justice. And the example of Rawls may thus remind us that in
most of the major traditions of political thought in the West – including
the Platonic, the Aristotelian, and the Augustinian – political theory al-
ways already includes elements of idealization serving utopian purposes.
The science of politics, as Aristotle observed, is by nature a reflection
both on what is and on what ought to be. Hence it is a consideration
of the nature of both political states (as they are) and the ideal state
(as it ought to be). But the main tenor of political thought in the last
twenty-five years has shed even the last vestiges of an ideal “ought,”
having been dominated instead by the idea of what Habermas called

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-00915-7 - Literature and Utopian Politics in Seventeenth-Century England
Robert Appelbaum
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521009157


4 Literature and Utopian Politics

the “exhaustion of utopian energies” in the West.4 We live in an age of
the End of Utopia. “It seems far easier for us today,” Frederic Jameson
writes, “to imagine the thoroughgoing deterioration of the earth and of
nature than the breakdown of later capitalism.”5 Hence we worry little
about what we ought to be, as a whole: even the word “we” has become
suspect, while the future in which an “ought-to-be” might be brought
to life stands before us more as a memory of futures-past than as a real
site of hope and expectation.6 If scholars of literature, politics, culture,
and society can still reflect on a phenomenon like the history of utopian
ideas, they generally begin with the notion that though it may entail a
story, it is not their story that they are reflecting upon.

For students of the early modern period and especially seventeenth-
century England the notion of a discourse of ideal politics is nonetheless
inescapable. It was part of the mental landscape of the time. Literally
thousands of individuals participated in the discourse of ideal politics
during the seventeenth century, if in no other way than in signing their
names to the petitions circulating during the days of the Interregnum,
or in demonstrating before the halls of Parliament, or in reading tracts
attempting to redefine the political and cultural ideals of the English
people, or even simply in attending the theater, for as long as the the-
aters were open. And there were literally hundreds of writings engaged
to some extent with the discourse that they could draw upon: petitions
and pamphlets, stage plays, court masques, prose fictions, sermons, trea-
tises, platforms, occasional memoirs and letters. Sometimes, of course,
writings engaged in ideal politics only to mock or forestall or pre-empt
it. And even the most fervent exponents of ideal political agitation were
frequently aware that there was something strange about what they were
doing – something risible, something unbelievable, something impossi-
ble. How can one engage in the conversation of ideal politics, after all?
The distinction between what is and what ought to be was seldom ab-
sent from the minds of educated writers, and the word “utopia” was
more often a term of disparagement than encouragement; it signified
hopeless impracticality. Speaking of the practice of lending money at in-
terest, for example, Francis Bacon, himself one of the foremost utopists
of the century, wrote that “to speak of the abolishing of usury is idle. All
states have ever had it, in one kind or rate or other. So as that opinion
must be sent to Utopia.”7 Utopia could thus be assumed to be a loca-
tion of idle dreams. Moreover, although the idea of a utopian space in
the imagination was common currency, there were few if any indica-
tions of a consciousness of the discourse of ideal politics as such. Perhaps
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Introduction 5

a handful of intellectuals, such as Robert Burton, James Harrington,
and John Milton gave evidence of such a consciousness, as when Milton
wrote of the “largenesse” of spirit exhibited in the work of Plato, More,
and Bacon, which taught the world of “better and exacter things.”8 But
such individuals were exceptional. Ideal politics was neither a generic
convention nor a commonly approved, cohesive body of doctrines and
goals. In an age when revealed religion was still the primary framework
of social thought, many of the most radical political fantasies were de-
rived from the Bible, and the visions they entailed were thus thought to
be expressive not of things as they ought to be, of political life raised
to the condition of a speculative ideal, but of a hitherto hidden or mis-
understood reality, prophetic history, against which conventional, secular
political values could be shown to be mere illusions. Utopia was in fact
the millennium, whatever the millennium was. So the discourse of ideal
politics, again, though a common domain of cultural conversation, was
inconsistent and contestatory. Not only contests over the content of the
good life, but even contests over the nature of reality and ideality and the
relation between the two were at stake when individuals participated in
the discourse of ideal politics.

Still, though, individuals and movements participated in the discourse.
Something happened in the seventeenth century that led to an outburst
of political fantasy and speculation – an outburst related to what became
the invention of modern political thought in the period. The ideal states
of Independents, Commonwealthmen, and the radical sectarians parti-
cipated in the same debate over the nature of politics as the very
unideal state (in most respects) of Thomas Hobbes. All of these con-
tested positions lie at the heart of Locke’s synthetic Second Treatise of

Government. Moreover, for all the complexities involved in the political
imaginary of the seventeenth century, modern scholars can still find that
the study of it resonates with present-day concerns. The many valuable
books by Christopher Hill on the seventeenth century, most notably The

World Turned Upside Down and The Experience of Defeat, repeatedly turn,
though in empirical rather than theoretical terms, to the prevalence
of utopian aspirations among various sectors of the English population
during the period; and throughout Hill’s work there echo experiences
of utopian, Marxian hope in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s.9 Revisionist histo-
rians, who dominated the scene of British historiography in the genera-
tion after Hill’s, either ignored or dismissed the significance of the utopian
dimensions of social and political life in early modern England, minimiz-
ing the importance of radicalism of any stripe in the history of the nation;
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6 Literature and Utopian Politics

but clearly a sort of presentism was at work in their studies as well, a pre-
sentism of reaction, advanced in the name of an astute if unprogressive re-
alism. Silence about utopian hope is a way of causing the past to resonate
with the present too. And when members of a new generation of progres-
sively minded scholars have turned to the inescapable reality of utopi-
anism in the period, they also have found resonances with the present.
Nigel Smith and David Norbrook, among others, pace revisionism, have
been reviving our sense of the deeply radical, republican and commu-
nitarian strains in English history and letters, a strain which always de-
pended on assertions concerning the visionary “ought-to-bes” of early
modern life.10 J. C. Davis, turning specifically to Utopia and the Ideal Society

1516–1700, repeatedly finds in sixteenth- and especially seventeenth-
century thought reminders not only of the republican and communi-
tarian traditions and the roots of the modern welfare state, but also of
the dangers utopian thought could pose to what Karl Popper called
the “open society” – dangers to which we still must be alert. James
Holstun, in A Rational Millennium finds roots of modernist estrangement,
after the fashion of the Frankfurt School’s “Dialectic of Enlightenment”
in Puritan utopias of the seventeenth century, as well as in the example set
by Thomas More. And Amy Boesky in Founding Fictions and Marina Leslie
in Renaissance Utopias and the Problem of History have found illustrations and
parables of identity politics, early modern style, in the writings of More,
Bacon, and their successors, the example of Margaret Cavendish’s Blazing

World being particularly pertinent for them in this respect. We learn about
the conditions of modern science, of modern gender formation, and of
modern social stratification by visiting the utopian tracts of the seven-
teenth century.11

Exactly how my own work responds to literature and utopian politics
in the seventeenth century as well as to the scholars who have plowed the
field before me will appear in what follows. The most important proce-
dural difference, as I have already indicated, begins with my rejection of
the Morean fiction as a primary model of utopian speculation, and my
concentration instead on interactions between political life and literature
with a view to articulations of ideal politics and utopian mastery. From
that procedural departure another kind of field of study emerges, and
another kind of story (or history) of the utopian impulse ensues: a field
and a story somewhere between politics and literature, somewhere
between historical circumstances and the experience of social ideas.
What results with regard to the subject matter at hand might be thought
of as a new variety of new historicism, where narration becomes the
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Introduction 7

medium of both textual exegesis and historical explanation; except that
in many respects I am returning to the topics and procedures (if not
the governing philosophy) of Ernst Bloch in his Philosophy of Hope. As I
am looking at the documents of an impulse, so I am also looking at the
documents of hope: worldly but idealized hope, projected into imaginary
spaces and imaginary futures. The mentality not of specific texts and indi-
vidual authors but of whole movements of thought, of literature, and of
political struggle become the dominant concern in this case – movements
of the langues of the movements as well as their paroles. That, in a nutshell,
is the difference – and the ambition – distinguishing this study. But two
other specific points should be made about my approach to the utopian
impulse in the seventeenth century.

(1) In the first place, it proceeds on the assumption that the first three-

quarters of the seventeenth century form a single unit with regard to the history

of social thought and the experience of what I call utopian mastery. This assumption
may be controversial, on both empirical and theoretical grounds. What
beginnings and endings should we attribute to the lived experiences and
ideas of English or European history? For example, is not the politics
of sublimity promoted under James VI and I (with which the study to
follow begins) a continuity of conventions already well in place in the
previous century, in the age of François I and Henry VIII? And is not
the whole idea of alternative, utopian polities originally the invention of
the earlier humanists, going back not only to Sir Thomas More, who was
himself (along with Erasmus and Vives) responding to the long tradition
of utopian thought beginning with ancient Greeks, from Hesiod to Plato
to Lucian, but also to the civic humanism of early Italian republicanism?
And at the other edge of the time period under consideration, are not the
utopian fantasies of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries,
whether expressed on the dissenting side by the likes of Daniel Defoe
or on the establishment side by the founders of the Royal Society, a re-
sponse to and a continuation of the discourses of the mid-seventeenth
century? Does anything really come to an end in the 1660s? Is not such
periodization as this study assumes at best a convenient fiction, which
falsifies the chronological significance of the material in question, arbi-
trarily cutting it off from the past which preceded it and the future which
followed it? My answer is that these objections are valid. Periodization
is mainly a convenient fiction, and the study could have begun or ended
at different points in time. But even so, if we look closely at what people
wrote and said when they entered the terrain of ideal politics, if we look
at how frequently they entered that terrain during the first seven decades
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8 Literature and Utopian Politics

of the century, if we look at the patterns of expression and ideation that
developed over those seven decades, and if we look at the significance
of what they were saying and doing, we find that for all its connections
with the past and the future, the period from 1603 to 1670 constitutes a
unique epoch, in which literature and utopian politics conjoin in ways
both unprecedented and never again repeated.

(2) However, even if we settle on the exceptional character of English
history in the seventeenth century – England being in fact the only
Western nation where such an explosion of utopian writing occurred
(although there are, to be sure, occurrences of utopian speculation in
Italy, the Low Countries, Bohemia, and France), not to mention the only
one to experience something like a revolution – it is also an assumption
of this study that the phenomenon of utopian subjectivity in seventeenth-century

England needs to be understood within the context of the general structure of Western

modernity. It is one of the lamentable side-effects of revisionist versions of
English history and even of many of the recent studies in early modern
English literary studies that English experience has been cut off from the
rest of the world. In spite of the recent growth of early modern cultural
studies, work on the English experience is still insular: we study early
modern England as if its own rhetoric of nationhood was wholly re-
liable, and England was indeed a “world apart.” I cannot adequately
remedy the situation here; space is limited and even if it were not I am
not sufficiently equipped to do the job. But there are occasions when I
follow the thread of England’s ideal politics abroad both to the Continent
and to America. And throughout, I am trying to place the utopian sub-
jectivities of seventeenth-century England in a context at once historical
and theoretical which embraces not just England but Europe and the
North Atlantic world: the context of what historians, sociologists, and
theoreticians loosely term “modernization.” The history of ideal poli-
tics and utopian mastery in seventeenth-century England is a chapter
in the history of modernization. This is true both in a political and a
phenomenological as well as a literary sense. Though the continuities in
English life between the Stuart accession and the Stuart Restoration are
not to be underestimated, there are decisive changes in the political and
social mentalities of England during this period, as absolutism gives way,
under duress, to more democratic, rationalizing impulses. The experi-
ences of colonial experimentation, of religious struggle, of civil war and
revolution, and of scientific and literary innovation all have a decisive
impact on the mentalities of the peoples of England. Indeed, it is a hall-
mark of the world of the Restoration, whose differences from earlier
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Introduction 9

periods in the realm of expression are so obvious to literary and cultural
if not to social and political historians, that leading intellectuals argue
again and again among themselves how best to assimilate the innova-
tions of the previous decades while avoiding their socially subversive and
culturally destructive effects – in the interest of consolidating and safe-
guarding the very processes of modernization current in the century that
might otherwise threaten the social order.

Modernization per se was not of course an idea with which anyone
of the period could have been familiar, although by the end of the cen-
tury a commonplace of literary life was, as Swift among others put it,
“the war between the ancients and the moderns.” Modernization is a
term of art adopted by twentieth-century sociologists. For most of the
seventeenth century, as I will emphasize, following a line of thought first
proposed by J. B. Bury, the idea of progress and indeed of the possibility
of something like progress – the idea of a linear entry into a world of
modernity – is only first being born, and only slowly being absorbed into
the mainstream of intellectual life.12 But modernization is a decisive as-
pect of the literary and political history this study will discuss, especially
regarding that expressive threshold of utopian mastery to which I have
been calling the reader’s attention. The impulse to join together the eye
and the I, to exert a mastery over a world of one’s own invention, to
assert at once the originary power of the self and the new look of the
rationalized society the self is capable of imagining – what else is this
but a paradigmatic structure of modern subjectivity? It is paradigmatic
for that “Dialectic of Enlightenment” of which Horkheimer and Adorno
speak, and whose applicability to seventeenth-century utopics Holstun
has brilliantly discussed. It is paradigmatic for the structure of Cartesian
speculation, which, as I will begin to show, is so pervasive in the utopics
of the seventeenth century, a structure at the foundation of Heidegger’s
invention of subjecthood, of Blumenberg’s philosophical self-assertion
or, more sinisterly, of what Jürgen Habermas calls modernity’s mis-
taken “subject-centered reason,” and what Stephen Toulmin frames as
the oppressive of rationality of the Cartesian “Cosmopolis.”13 And it
is paradigmatic, too, more happily, of that foundationalism that lies at
the heart of all successful modern revolutions, including the American
Revolution, the charterism whose dignity Hannah Arendt perhaps most
convincingly extolled.14 It is paradigmatic of that dream that only the
decline of modernity and the onset of postmodernity has apparently put
to rest – the dream that humankind, through an act of self-assertion,
in the exercise of reason and imagination, can recreate the conditions
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10 Literature and Utopian Politics

of its world order, and establish in reality what Kant called humanity’s
objective yet unpracticed “realm of ends.”

At this point, the reader may be impelled to object, it is too para-
digmatic. But modernity, as Habermas argues, is “a bundle of processes
that are cumulative and mutually reinforcing”: “the formation of capital
and the mobilization of resources,” “the development of the forces of pro-
duction and the increase in the productivity of labor,” “the establishment
of centralized political power and the formation of national identities,”
“the proliferation of rights of political participation,” “the secularization
of values and norms.”15 The joining together of the eye and the I in
exertion of utopian masteries – masteries that reproduce realms of ideal
politics that eventually foment an ideology of social, scientific, and tech-
nological progress – is one of those processes as well. At the very least,
it is one of the processes through which the bundles of modernity, as it
were, are formulated and encouraged in the seventeenth century. The
utopists of the period are concerned with capital formation, with the pro-
ductivity of labor, with the proliferations of rights, and so on; for want of
a suitable language of modernization, indeed, they turn to the language
of ideal politics and utopian mastery in order to articulate concerns like
these, which are otherwise difficult to imagine and express. Utopian dis-
course in this period is itself one of the period’s primary discourses of
modernity. As such, moreover, it exemplifies still another characteristic
of what Habermas calls “the highly ambivalent content of cultural and so-
cial modernity,” with its inevitable fusion of “emancipatory-reconciling”
and “repressive-alienating” drives.16 The utopian visions of seventeenth-
century writers both liberate and repress, both reconcile and alienate:
they try to articulate systems of sociality through which individuals may
become more free, but they do so by imagining social totalities through
which freedom itself becomes an object of disciplinary supervision; they
try to articulate systems through which individuals may be more united
with one another, but they do so by imagining totalities where strati-
fication is all the more rigidly encoded. Or again, conversely (because
we need to be aware of this ambivalent envisionment as a positive force
of progress as well as a negative force of devolution), the beginning of
these acts, even if it entails an invocation of a new disciplining of politi-
cal subjects, also empowers the beginners, broadening the range of the
political imaginary at their command; even as it alienates, it also liber-
ates: it makes the beginners of utopian speculation utopian masters, the
foundrymen of an imaginary but nevertheless significant political and
social world.
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