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Abstract: Thomas More's Utopia is not a feasible blueprint for a future 
ideal state, but rather a complex game with a fictional reality that delib-
erately maintains a distance from the actual world. This fictional reality 
manifests itself, for example, in the fact that the reality of the island de-
scribed is untraceable and projected at an unattainable distance. This fic-
tionality serves as a protective space in which to engage in radical criti-
cism of the state without committing to a specific political program. 
Thomas More considers the work to be a game or thought experiment of 
the mind with wit and spirit. Thus, the fictional reality of the island is 
not a guide for imitation, but rather a parody or reflection of the condi-
tions in Europe at the time. In Utopia, there is no prior “reality” that is 
subsequently “fictionalized;” rather, a “reality of fiction within fiction” 
(Arnswald) is created, whose historical “actuality” exists only inside the 
text, which renders the “truly real” (to ontos on) of ancient Greek phi-
losophy insignificant as soon as one accepts that fiction makes the ficti-
tious conceivable, even if it is realistically impossible. The fictional en-
tity is thus a product of our imagination. 

Keywords: Thomas More; Morus; Utopia; ideal state; fiction; reality; 
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I. Introduction 
Thomas More's Utopia2 is not a feasible blueprint for a future ideal 
state, but rather a complex game with a fictional reality that deliberately 
                                                        
1 I would like to thank Dr. Joaquín Jareño-Alarcon, Murcia, for his comments and 

remarks. I would also like to thank Dr. Marina Christodoulou, Bremen, for her 
editorial comments and suggestions. 

2 Thomas More, Utopia. The Complete Works of St. Thomas More, Vol. 4, edited 
by Edward Surtz and Jack H. Hexter (New Haven; London: Yale University 
Press, 1965). 
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maintains a distance from the actual world. This fictional reality mani-
fests itself, for example, in the fact that the reality of the island de-
scribed is untraceable and projected at an unattainable distance. A per-
spective that can also be interpreted as negative for social development, 
given that the “sheer distance between the ideals of utopia and the dire 
state of the here and now undermines the actual impact that social criti-
cism needs to have.”3 

More himself undermines the supposed reality through literary 
means (such as contradictory details or the name of the narrator Hythlo-
day, which means “chatterbox,” etc.). The fictional reality is thus delib-
erately designed to be fragile to encourage the reader to think critically 
rather than convince them of the “perfection” of the system. The fic-
tional world of the island of Utopia is thus a means of philosophical 
hermeneutics.4 It allows social principles (such as the absence of private 
property) to be played out in a fictional vacuum without having to take 
into account the complexity of actual Realpolitik.  

For More's Utopia it is true that it is “his only fully developed work 
of fiction, and as such has attracted both literary scholars and the common 
reader by the peculiar feeling of liberation and free speculation that fiction 
characteristically affords its readers.”5 Thus, in Utopia, there is no prior 
“reality” that is subsequently “fictionalized;” rather, “a reality of fiction 
within fiction” (Arnswald) is created, whose historical “actuality” exists 
only within the text, which renders the “truly real” (to ontos on) of ancient 
Greek philosophy insignificant as soon as one accepts that fiction makes 
the fictitious conceivable, even if it is realistically impossible. The fic-
tional entity is thus a product of our imagination. 

                                                        
3 Mathias Thaler, “Hope Abjuring Hope,” Political Theory 46, no. 5 (2018): (671–

697), 675. 
4 Ulrich Arnswald, “Hans-Georg Gadamers Sprachlichkeit der hermeneutischen 

Erfahrung im Wechselspiel von Vernunft und Erfahrung, Wissenschaft und/oder 
soziale Vorstellungen, Tradition(en) und/oder Gemeinschaft am Beispiel von 
Thomas Morus' Utopia,“ Labyrinth. An International Journal for Philosophy, 
Value Theory and Sociocultural Hermeneutics 24, no. 1 (2022): 157–191. 

5 Walter R. Davis, “Thomas More's 'Utopia' as Fiction,” The Centennial Review 24, 
no. 3 (1980): (249–268), 249. 
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II. Fictional Worlds as Political Imagination 
Fictional worlds cannot only play out hypothetical scenarios without having 
to take existing power structures into account, but they are also a tool for 
evoking something like political imagination in the first place.6 What could 
be dangerous for the state and society in the real world can be freely ex-
plored experimentally in the fictional world. Even if reality conflicts with so-
cial norms, even if it challenges the existing order, it is still only a thought 
experiment in the realm of fictional possibilities. In this respect, fictional 
worlds are enablers rather than inhibitors of political imagination. Fictional 
worlds can also serve as entertainment, while at the same time being both 
thought experiments and entertainment. As complex thought experiments on 
possible future scenarios, they can also serve as a space for comprehensive 
ethical reflections on society, which is practically impossible in real society. 
This fictionality serves as a protective space in which to engage in radical 
criticism of the state without committing to a specific political program.  

Fictional worlds—whether in literature, film, games, or speculative 
theory—are not escapist bubbles detached from reality. They are politi-
cal laboratories. They allow creators and audiences to imagine alterna-
tives, critique existing systems, and explore the consequences of differ-
ent social arrangements. In many ways, fictional world-building is a 
form of political thought experiment.  

The idea of utopia as a thought experiment for fictional world-
building, based on a reading of More's Utopia, extends even to physi-
cists such as Ernst Mach,7 who in Knowledge and Error (1905) speaks 
of a natural scientist as “the author of social and technological utopias.”8 
In this case, however, it is a matter of creating a technical world and not 
a politically ideal situation.  

Political imagination is the collective capacity to envision alternative 

                                                        
6 Garry L. Hagberg, “Introduction: Occasions for Reflection on Political Possibility,” in 

Fictional Worlds and the Political Imagination, edited by Garry L. Hagberg (Cham, 
Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan/Springer Nature Switzerland 2024), (1–8), 1. 

7 Ulrich Arnswald, “Die Verbindung des Utopismus: Von Morus über Mach bis 
zum Wiener Kreis — Ernst Machs 'Gedankenexperiment als Utopie'” in Der 
Wiener Kreis — Aktualität in Wissenschaft, Literatur, Architektur und Kunst, 
herausgegeben von Ulrich Arnswald, Friedrich Stadler und Peter Weibel (Wien: 
LIT Verlag 2019), 11–31. 

8 Ernst Mach, Knowledge and Error: Sketches on the Psychology of Inquiry. With 
an Introduction by Erwin N. Hiebert (Dordrecht; Boston: D. Reidel 1976), 136. 
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social and political realities beyond the existing status quo. It acts as a 
bridge between critical reflection—understanding what is wrong with the 
present—and transformative action—creating a different future. Reflecting 
on such politically significant literature allows for freer and more creative 
thinking about political possibilities and community-building, given that 
“[w]ere it not for this imaginative space opened between what we have be-
fore us and what we might have before us, political idealism, and indeed 
many forms of political reflection, would be impossible.”9 

When the capacity to imagine alternatives fades, the status quo is 
reinforced, making it difficult to challenge current power structures or 
inequalities. A narrow, short-term focus on crisis management replaces 
long-term, hopeful, or utopian visions, making the future appear as a 
threat rather than a potentiality: Then the following applies: “Visions of 
progress seem to have been replaced by endless cycles of crisis, and the 
horizon of expectations has narrowed, making the future seem more a 
threat than a promise”10. 

However, it would be wrong to believe that Thomas More's Utopia 
(1516) is the fundamental text of modern political imagination par ex-
cellence.11 Here, we may also recall Plato's Republic,12 which, with its 
allegory of the cave, also qualifies as a work of political imagination. 
What is special about More's great opus is therefore not its political 
imagination, but rather the fact that the work establishes the genre of 
utopia,13 as Lyman Tower Sargent notes: “There is a general form for 
the term Utopia as a literary genre. It refers to works which describe an 
imaginary society in some detail.”14  

It is no coincidence that More's island of Utopia has shaped the 

                                                        
9 Hagberg, “Introduction: Occasions for Reflection on Political Possibility,” 1. 
10 Suvi Salmenniemi, Inna Perheentupa, and Hanna Ylöstalo, “Political Imagination and 

Social Change,” Sociological Research Online 30, no. 2 (2025): (345–362), 347. 
11 Nellickal Jacob, “In the Shadow of the Real: A Reading of Thomas More’s Utopia,” 

International Journal of Research in English 7, no. 2 (2025): (159–161), 160. 
12 Plato, Republic, translated by Robin Waterfield (Oxford; New York: Oxford Uni-

versity Press 1993). 
13 Robert Shephard, “Utopia, Utopia’s Neighbors, Utopia, and Europe,” The Sixteenth 

Century Journal 26, no. 4 (1995), (843–856), 843; Phillip E. Wegner, Imaginary 
Communities: Utopia, the Nation, and the Spatial Histories of Modernity (Berkeley; 
Los Angeles; London: University of California Press 2002), 162, 228. 

14 Lyman Tower Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited,” Utopian 
Studies 5, no. 1 (1994): (1–37), 7. 
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tradition of fictional models of society. The exciting and open question 
to be discussed in this article is whether the idea of a different society as 
a utopia ultimately leads to a reinvention of reality or whether it remains 
merely an idea of an imaginary reality. The latter is supported by the 
projection of the new social model into an indefinite future. However, 
even without the projection into the future, it would not be certain that 
the fictionality described would automatically lead to a better and more 
desirable society. 

III. On Thomas More's Utopia 
Even more than 500 years after the publication of Thomas More's De 
Optimo Reipublicae Statu deque noua insula Utopia libellus uere 
aureus, nec minus salutaris quam festiuus (“The Best State of a Com-
monwealth and the New Island of Utopia. A Truly Golden Handbook, 
No Less Beneficial than Entertaining”) in Flemish Leuven in 1516, 
many interpreters still see this work as a blueprint for an ideal state, 
which they declare and recommend as a model for future states,15 al-

                                                        
15 Arthur Ray Heiserman, “Satire in the Utopia,” PMLA 78, no. 3 (1963): 163–174; Jack 

H. Hexter, More’s Utopia. The Biography of an Idea (New York, Evanston, and Lon-
don: Harper & Row 1965), 84; Dermot B. Fenlon, “England and Europe: Utopia and 
Its Aftermath,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 25 (1975): (115–135), 
122; Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought. Volume One: 
The Renaissance (Cambridge; New York; Melbourne; Madrid; Cape Town: Cam-
bridge University Press 1978), 255–262; Warren W. Wooden, “Utopia and Arcadia: 
An Approach to More's 'Utopia',” College Literature 6, no. 1 (1979): (30–40), 31, 37; 
Paul Oskar Kristeller, “Thomas More as a Renaissance Humanist,” Moreana: Thomas 
More and Renaissance Studies 17, no. 65/66 (1980): (5–22), 11; Walter R. Davis, 
“Thomas More’s ‘Utopia’ as Fiction,” (252f.), 266; Brendan Bradshaw, “More on 
Utopia” The Historical Journal 24, no. 3 (1981): (1–27), 3; 26; Lyman Tower Sargent, 
“More's Utopia: An Interpretation of its Social Theory,” History of Political Thought 
5, no. 2 (1984): (195–210), 210; Ann W. Astell, “Rhetorical Strategy and the Fiction 
of Audience in More’s ‘Utopia’,” The Centennial Review 29, no. 3 (1985): (302–317), 
319; Shephard, “Utopia, Utopia's Neighbors, Utopia, and Europe,” 847; 852; Ursula 
Niklas: “Utopia and Modern Times: Thomas More, Hannah Arendt, and Suppression 
of the Political,” History of Philosophy Quarterly 18, no. 2 (2001): (207–226), 209, 
214, 217, 218, 223; Douwe Fokkema, Perfect Worlds: Utopian Fiction in China and 
the West (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2011), (31f)., 36, 38, 83; Gregory 
Claeys, Searching for Utopia: The History of an Idea (London: Thames & Hudson 
2011), 12; Annette M. Magid, “Thomas More in America,” Utopian Studies 27, no. 3 
(2016): (521–528), 525; Kevin Rodríguez Wittmann, Mapping Insularity: A Visual 
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though the results of this fictitious state, as described in More's work, 
speak a completely different language. Accordingly, the most wide-
spread and rudimentary interpretation of Utopia sees the work as a blue-
print for an ideal state or community.  

This reading assumes that More conceived of an exemplary polity. 
Gregory Claeys argues that “with Thomas More's groundbreaking text 
Utopia, we have a quasi-realistic account of a significantly improved so-
ciety.”16 The interpreters of a perfect state or community claim that the 
utopian concept is not yet a reality in this world, but only a fiction of 
what an ideal community of the future should look like. However, the 
idea is conceivable and can therefore be pursued further. The design for 
a better society is therefore anchored in this world and at the same time 
a counter-design to the prevailing social conditions. Even if the idea 
cannot be realized immediately, it would still represent a vision of a 
world that would be desirable in the future. Utopia would thus be the 
dream of a new order that encompasses all areas of social life. 

While it is undisputed that Utopia is understood today as the arche-
type of all positive state utopias and that utopia is its generic term, the 
question of whether one really wants to live in the state Thomas More 
conceived of on this fictitious island of Utopia is a different issue. Even 
if such realization were desired, it would remain impossible, since Uto-
pia is still considered to be a concept that, although conceivable, cannot 
be directly realized. The name “Utopia,” derived from the Greek “ou” 
and “topos,” refers to a “nowhere” that cannot be found, projecting all 
longings into an unattainable distance. The fictitious island is an illusory 
construct, a concept and a vague vision of a possible world or a time in 
which a new social, religious or technical order prevails.17 

But if Utopia is a fantasy image of an island and a society, then the 
dream of an ideal state may still fascinate many in view of today's im-

                                                                                         
History of Islands in Medieval and Early Modern History (Leiden: Brill 2024), 2; 
Joanne Paul, “Beyond Utopia: Thomas More as a political thinker,” History of 
European Ideas 50, no. 3 (2024): 353–369, 357. 

16 Claeys, Searching for Utopia, 12. 
17 Ulrich Arnswald, “Zum Utopie-Begriff und seiner Bedeutung in der Politischen 

Philosophie,” in: Thomas Morus' Utopia und das Genre der Utopie in der 
Politischen Philosophie, herausgegeben von Ulrich Arnswald und Hans-Peter 
Schütt (Karlsruhe: KIT Scientific Publishing 2010), 1–35. 
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perfect conditions, but there is also a certain glorification of this fantasy 
image. Because upon closer examination, the reality of the supposedly 
perfect social utopia is nowhere near as attractive as the hasty interpreta-
tion of the ideal state at first glance would have us believe. A closer look 
at the results of the supposedly perfect social utopia reveals that the in-
stitutions and rules of the Utopians are questionable. 

Nevertheless, discussions still continue to arise today about 
whether the fictitious island of Utopia represents a cloud-cuckoo-land or 
an ideal state. To this day, the book is more controversial than any other 
work of political philosophy from antiquity to modern times. The 
imaginary place of the realization of the perfect state ultimately ends in 
a nightmare scenario of a social, religious and technical order that re-
duces the ideas of Utopia as the best political system in connection with 
the most reasonable form of human coexistence to absurdity. Even the 
comprehensive social order (economy, administration, urban planning, 
gender roles, child-rearing, etc.) in the best state of Utopia (De Optimo 
Reipublicae Statu) leaves people practically no individual freedom and 
corresponds to a totalitarian state system. 

It is noteworthy that some contemporary interpreters, after experi-
encing two totalitarian systems of rule in the last century, are still not 
sufficiently sensitized and immune to such temptations. This aspect is 
already evident in More's Utopia: “But you should have been with me in 
Utopia and personally seen their manners and customs as I did, (...) (i)n 
that case you unabashedly would admit that you had never seen a well-
ordered people anywhere but there.”18, by which he means a completely 
organized and controlled society. And Peter Aegidius provides yet an-
other clue when he states that it will take a long time “before we adopt 
anything that is better arranged with them than with us.”19  

IV. A Closer Look at More's Utopia 
In contemporary utopia research and in political philosophy and political 
theory, utopia is often used in a colloquial sense. Even though More 
gave the genre its name, it may be legitimate not to reduce it to a utopia 
or utopian thinking à la Thomas More. Nevertheless, such a retrospec-
tive approach to examining More's concept of utopia has its appeal and 

                                                        
18 More, Utopia. The Complete Works of St.Thomas More, 107. 
19 Ibid., 109. 
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may recover dimensions that have been neglected in the history of the 
reception of his work. In any case, based on More’s Utopia, we can 
identify some characteristics of political utopias in brief:20 

1. Political utopias are theories of the state that describe a fictional but 
inner-worldly society and a fictional, inner-worldly model of the state. 

2. A utopia is therefore always an anti-individualistic endeavor, as 
it exclusively depicts a fictional community in a stationary social model 
as a “utopian ideal.” 

3. The author does not expect his utopia to be realized in the near 
future—in other words, certainly not in his own lifetime. 

4. The utopia itself is always allegorical or achronic. This corre-
sponds to the narrative character of its social criticism. In other words, it 
never takes place in the present as we experience it. 

5. The utopian design always inevitably stands in contrast to the 
existing conditions of the present. However, the constructed counter-
world is not to be understood as an alternative to how things should be, 
but rather as how they could be. 

6. Utopia is a kind of critique or parody of a conceivable future 
tomorrow. Utopia thus does not represent a real ideal, but rather a 
thought experiment with wit and spirit. 

7. Every utopia develops its own “reality.” 
At the same time, this small work, first published 500 years ago in 

December 1516 in Leuven and comprising just over a hundred pages, is 
probably one of the most controversial works in the history of political 
thought, with its interpretation still being debated to this day. These con-
troversies result, among other things, from the structure of the book, 
which presents two opposing worlds. When looking at the structure of 
the work, the division into two books is immediately apparent: 

In the first book of the work, which provides a framework for the 
actual narrative of Utopia, detailed and direct criticism is levelled at the 
political and social conditions in England and Europe at that time. In 
More's critique of the early 16th century, his contemporaries are held up 
to the mirror in the form of a sharp-eyed analysis of social and political 
conditions. In a kind of mélange of philosophical-political treatise, con-
versation among scholars, and narrative of a well-traveled man, the so-
cial conditions of England at that time are denounced. 
                                                        
20 Arnswald, “Zum Utopie-Begriff und seiner Bedeutung in der Politischen Philoso-

phie,” 7. 
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The second book of the work, which makes up about two-thirds of 
the text, tells the story of the fictional island of Utopia. This part de-
scribes in particular the organization of the state and the living condi-
tions of its inhabitants. It also suggests that it is a blueprint for a suppos-
edly ideal way of life that ensures peace and happiness for all. The con-
stitution of this ideal state, “Utopia,” appears to be formally conceived 
in a strictly rational manner. The island of Utopia thus appears, among 
other things, to be the archetype of all positive state utopias. 

However, the question must be asked: can More's Utopia really 
represent an ideal state?—A brief look at the supposedly postulated 
ideal state immediately reveals something else: 

• State primacy of control over all areas of life. 
• Idleness is not tolerated. There is a strict obligation to work 

(even for travelers). 
• The daily routine is completely uniform and strictly prescribed. 
• All individuality is eliminated (e.g., clothing, jewelry, etc.). 
• Utopians do not allow for privacy. Work and leisure must be 

spent under the eyes of everyone. 
• Children are state property and, in the event of overpopulation 

or underpopulation, can simply be redistributed by transferring 
the surplus from overcrowded extended families to families with 
fewer members. 

• There is no autonomous sphere in the economy: production, dis-
tribution, and the human labor that underpins them are com-
pletely politically controlled and publicly organized. 

• There is a kind of moral terror. The state dictates what is permit-
ted and what is not. There is no room for personal decision-
making. Morality is always based on the moral concepts of the 
state, not on individual moral concepts. 

• The state resorts to a system of slavery for the benefit of the 
Utopians. This is hardly in line with the communist idea of abol-
ishing money. 

• Adulterers are punished with the harshest slavery. 
• Utopia is based on an expansive foreign trade regime that domi-

nates neighboring states economically, even though the ideology 
of the islanders is supposedly communism. 

• The reasons for war also include downright imperialist policies. 
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The economic self-interest of the Utopians is sufficient reason for 
war, without the need for aggression on the part of the other side. 

These few points21 alone should suffice to show that an ideal state 
hardly ever takes this form. Hanan Yoran is right when he sums it up as 
follows: “The self-image of Utopia is indeed misleading. Most obvi-
ously, many of the ideal state’s practices are oppressive and brutal even 
by nonutopian standards.”22 

At the same time, however, More calls his work “The Best State of 
a Commonwealth and the New Island of Utopia. A Truly Golden Hand-
book, No Less Beneficial than Entertaining.” The witty and amusing 
perspective referred to in the title pervades the work. People and places 
that are part of the description of the distant island are satirized through-
out. Either the translation of the respective proper name refers to the op-
posite of the description intended for the reader, thus counteracting it, so 
to speak, qua negation, or the meaning of the proper name is at least 
strongly relativized, if not completely ridiculed. 

This dense network of meaningful proper names is intended to cre-
ate the necessary distance for an adequate reception of the work. More 
seems to have been inspired by Lucian of Samosata by creating these 
names.23 This entertaining and witty narrative style also means that the 
reader must work hard to discern the author's intentions. The various in-
tertwining dialogues are intended to actively involve the reader in the 
search for a better constitution.  

More leaves all lines of argumentation open in the dialogue. There-
fore, the continuation of the travelogue and the conversation is post-
poned to another day, with the outcome still open. This is intended to al-
low the critical reader to form their own opinion, whereby they must en-
gage in a game whose rules they cannot fully comprehend. 
                                                        
21 Ulrich Arnswald, “Thomas Morus’ Utopia als Fürstenspiegel. Über ein lehrreiches 

und anregendes Gedankenspiel zum Entwurf neuer möglicher Staatsverfassungen,” in: 
Die gute Regierung. Fürstenspiegel von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, herausgegeben 
von Mariano Delgado und Volker Leppin (Fribourg: Academic Press Fribourg; Paulus 
Verlag, Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer 2017), (294–314), 296. 

22 Hanan Yoran, Between Utopia and Dystopia: Erasmus, Thomas More, and the 
Humanist Republic of Letters (Lanham; Boulder; New York; Toronto; Plymouth, 
UK: Rowman and Littlefield 2010), 165. 

23 Hans Süssmuth, Studien zur Utopia des Thomas Morus. Ein Beitrag zur 
Geistesgeschichte des 16. Jahrhunderts (Münster/Westfalen: Aschendorffsche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung 1967). 
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Here it might be useful to take a closer look at a few selected ex-
amples of criticism and parody in Utopia: 

1. The narrator and eyewitness of Utopia, Hythlodeus, can be 
translated—somewhat unflatteringly—as “big mouth” or “chatterbox.”  

2. “Utopia,” meaning “nowhere,” is ruled by a ruler named “Ade-
mus” which translates as “king without a people.”  

3. The capital is located on the river “Anydrus”—“Waterless.”  
4. Neighboring peoples have names such as the “Nephelogetes,” 

which translates roughly as “people from cloud cuckoo land.”  
5. Hythlodeus, the narrator of Utopia, has the first name Raphael. 

The biblical angel Raphael is considered both the patron saint of travel-
ers and the savior of blindness. 

More's neologisms are so revealing in themselves that the question 
of chance becomes irrelevant. The entire text is a thought experiment 
full of wit and spirit that is extremely difficult to grasp. It can therefore 
hardly be disputed that satire and parody play a significant role in the 
success of a book that allowed itself to be praised as “A Truly Golden 
Handbook, No Less Beneficial than Entertaining.” 

Rather, it is now often claimed that the alternation between seri-
ousness and irony is often overlooked and that the work is therefore ei-
ther understood as an ideal conception of the state, without the irony be-
ing recognized, or dismissed as parody and satire, without the serious-
ness and criticism expressed in the work being appreciated.24 However, 
both seem wrong to me. According to my interpretation, there is no truth 
between seriousness and irony that a reader could verify with certainty, 
despite all hermeneutic efforts. The meaning of More's Utopia is not 
concretely tangible in terms of content, except in the social criticism of 
the first book, as I will now attempt to explain in a further step. 

In this heightened interpretation of the work, there are several 
commentators who acknowledge that satire, parody, and irony are part 

                                                        
24 Heiserman, “Satire in the Utopia,” 171; 174; Kristeller, “Thomas More as a Ren-

aissance Humanist,” 11; Paul Oskar Kristeller, “Thomas Morus als Humanist,” in: 
Paul Oskar Kristeller / Hans Maier, Thomas Morus als Humanist. Zwei Essays, 
herausgegeben von Dieter Wuttke (Bamberg: Kaiser 1982), (9–37), 25; Bernd 
Renner, “'Real versus ideal': Utopia and the Early Modern Satirical Tradition,” 
Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme 41, no. 3 (2018): (47–
66), 49f.; 53; Otfried Höffe, “Thomas Morus — ein Staatsmann erfindet Utopia,” 
Zeitschrift für Politik 66, no. 1 (2019): (63–85), 64. 
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of the work and contribute to its humor, but who nevertheless argue that 
there are equally clear messages of criticism in the second book that are 
specifically aimed at the readership.25 Allegedly, the author uses irony 
as a stylistic device to lead the reader into an alternative world, with the 
aim of enabling them to perceive their own reality with a sharpened 
gaze.26 However, some critical remarks are meant to be taken seri-
ously—namely, whenever these things were supposedly important to 
More. But how can one tell whether the author is serious or not? Or how 
can one tell whether he is making fun of things that he takes seriously? 
And who says that the character of More in the text is identical to the 
author of the text, for example?  

This is especially true since the most widespread interpretation is 
one that equates the opinion of the eyewitness Hythlodeus in Utopia 
with the views of the historical author of the text, Thomas More, even 
though the text itself attributes the authorship of the content to the trave-
logue of the reliable source Hythlodeus. Some statements also suggest 
that the fictional More, who is only a marginal figure in the book's con-
versation, even makes fun of the real author More.27 

Logically, therefore, any determination of seriousness or irony 
cannot be deduced from these internal settings alone. In addition to the 
fictional level at the beginning of the work, there is a biographical level 
before the narrative transitions into fiction. Above all, however, the 
level that is decisive for the localization of the work is the meta-level of 
the accompanying letters. 

V. Literary Form as the Basis of Imagination 
The accompanying letters to Utopia are more than just accessories, as can 
be seen in the Yale edition.28 Rather, they are an integral part of the narra-

                                                        
25 Heiserman, “Satire in the Utopia,” 163–174; 168; 171; 174; Renner, “'Real versus 

ideal': Utopia and the Early Modern Satirical Tradition,” 49f.; 53; Höffe, 
“Thomas Morus—ein Staatsmann erfindet Utopia,” 64. 

26 Thomas Schölderle, Geschichte der Utopie. Eine Einführung (Köln; Weimar; 
Wien: Böhlau 2012), 14. 

27 Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, 256f.; Wolfgang E. H. 
Rudat, “Thomas More, Hythloday, and Odysseus: An Anatomy of 'Utopia',” 
American Imago 37, no. 1 (1980): 38–48, 44ff.; Höffe, “Thomas Morus — ein 
Staatsmann erfindet Utopia,” 78f. 

28 More, Utopia. The Complete Works of St.Thomas More, 2–45; 248–253. 
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tive. With his carefully selected letters, Thomas More opens an additional 
narrative level by involving his humanist friends in the interpretation of the 
multi-layered work Utopia through several accompanying letters. 

The witty game of fiction also takes the form of a series of letters 
and poems written before and after the main text by humanists who were 
friends of More and who give their opinion on the model character of 
the political and social institutions of the Utopians in Hythlodeus' trave-
logue. To the reader's confusion, real and fictional aspects are thus in-
terwoven. The reader is astonished by this game. 

The ironic exaggeration in the book Utopia begins with an intro-
ductory letter in which More addresses the city clerk of Antwerp, Peter 
Giles, whose Latin name is Petrus Aegidius, asking him to review his 
memorandum of the joint conversation with Raphael Hythlodeus and to 
correct it if necessary.29 For the reporting from Utopia itself, Hythlodeus 
continues to be introduced as the guarantor and actual author. The entire 
construction of the framework conversation inevitably raises the ques-
tion of the function of the description of the state within the fiction of 
the island of Utopia. 

The difficulty in evaluating the letters lies in deciphering the ironic 
exaggerations, grasping the witty inversions of facts, and recognizing 
their significance. With this challenging puzzle, Thomas More shows 
which circle of readers the work is aimed at and what the key to under-
standing it is. The multi-layered nature of the work makes it clear that 
Utopia deals with the ideas of the humanists. The literary character of 
Utopia underscores that More is aware “that it is not only seriousness 
that finds the roots of things, but often even more easily, because it is 
more playful, cheerfulness, irony, humor.”30  

In this respect, Utopia is also a humanistic study in which More 
exchanges ideas and reflects on the character of human beings with his 
humanistic friends.31 It is already clear at this point that the work does 
not have the coherence of a unified whole. It is composed of heteroge-
neous elements that may be meant seriously or ironically; in any case, 
this often cannot be conclusively clarified. 
                                                        
29 Ibid., 43. 
30 Süssmuth, Studien zur Utopia des Thomas Morus. Ein Beitrag zur 

Geistesgeschichte des 16. Jahrhunderts, 109f. (translation by the author). 
31 Kristeller, “Thomas More as a Renaissance Humanist,” 11; Yoran, Between Utopia 
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From a literary perspective, More's humanistic study is imaginative 
and very skillfully written. More constantly plays with his readers, for 
example, when he asks Peter Giles to correct his summary of 
Hyhtlodeus' travelogue, if necessary, or instructs him to ask him in the 
future in which part of the new world the island of Utopia is located. For 
the two of them had forgotten to ask this very question: “We forgot to 
ask, and he forgot to say, in what part of the new world Utopia lies.”32 

The report ends just as spectacular. In the final scene, the dialogue 
format is resumed, followed by a passionate plea from the reporter 
Hythlodeus, who initially pretended to be neutral but now passionately 
advocates for the utopian community of the state of Utopia, only to end 
abruptly as dinner is about to begin. With this ending, everything is once 
again open. Due to the impending dinner, the evaluation of the report on 
the Utopians' way of life is simply postponed.33 

All these demonstrate the literary quality and humor of the work, 
which is aimed entirely at humanists educated in Latin and Greek. More 
himself is said to have expressly rejected a translation of the work into 
English. What is certain is that the text is addressed to humanist friends 
who were able to correctly interpret the text with its literary tricks and 
allusions. The multi-layered nature of the work thus becomes an irre-
ducible condition that eludes any clear interpretation.34 

VI. From Imagination to Political Imagination 
The imagination thus emerges both from the fact that this is a trave-

logue about a distant island, that the implementation of the supposedly 
perfect order of this distant island is not expected in the immediate future 
in the European states of the time, and that it is only a description of an 
inner-worldly society and a fictional, inner-worldly model of the state. 
The political reality of a perfect state as “reality of fiction within fiction” 
(Arnswald) turns the fictional narrative into a political imagination. 

The political imagination relevant to Utopia is one that relates to 
collective coexistence, both in social and material terms. It is the imagi-
nation of a society that is developed within the framework of collective 

                                                        
32 More, Utopia. The Complete Works of St.Thomas More, 43. 
33 Ibid., 109. 
34 Süssmuth, Studien zur Utopia des Thomas Morus. Ein Beitrag zur 

Geistesgeschichte des 16. Jahrhunderts, 33. 
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life for a different conceivable collective life. But why does More call 
his book “A truly golden handbook, no less useful than entertaining”? 
What else might More have intended with his ambiguous work? 

In response to these questions, I propose the thesis that Utopia is 
rather an “experimentum rationis,” i.e., a thought experiment, and not 
the blueprint for an ideal state as many ardently desire. It is not even a 
strictly utilitarian-rational thought experiment, as is often claimed. In 
my interpretation, it is exclusively a thought experiment intended to 
open scope for debating all possible and conceivable models of govern-
ment. That is precisely its function: a truly golden experimental hand-
book about the best constitution and the new island of Utopia.  

The island of Utopia does not provide a definitive solution—let 
alone a serious one— to the abuses in England at the time described in 
the first book. Clearly, such a multi-layered understanding of the work 
no longer allows for a simple, one-dimensional interpretation of the au-
thor's intention. It also seems certain that Utopia cannot be understood 
as the comprehensive social reform work that it has often been portrayed 
as in the history of utopia research and still is in some quarters. Thus, 
the work was never intended to be understood as an ideal to strive for.  

At the same time, however, it cannot simply be viewed as an intel-
lectual game, because the background against which this fictional 
thought experiment takes place is too serious, and the criticism of the 
conditions of his time too scathing, for it not to have consequences. 
From the playfulness with the true meaning of proper names to the 
ironic relativizations or even the internal inconsistency of his remarks, 
there are many indications that the author More wants to encourage his 
readers to critically question his supposedly ideal social model as well 
as the social reality of the present at that time. The open ending of the 
conversation between More and Hythlodeus is further evidence of this. 
Why should the conversation end openly if all problems and evils had 
been eliminated?  

More presents the humanistically educated reader of his time with 
a social counter-model that only appears to have solved all injustices on 
the surface. In the first book, the author draws the reader's attention to 
the social misery of their time, but on closer inspection, Utopia, with its 
many unattractive institutions and practices, fails to provide a concrete 
answer to this in the second book, since the alternative social model—as 
I have explained—must be critically questioned. The latter is therefore 
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not a social reform manifesto, as is often assumed without reflection. 
The aim of this only seemingly serious proposal must rather be seen as 
enabling a space for discussion beyond censorship for the circle of edu-
cated humanists of his age. 

The island of Utopia is thus a deliberate provocation aimed at 
questioning the real social reality of the present at that time. Instead of 
continuing to thoughtlessly regard the status quo as God-given, readers 
should come to the radical realization that the political and social condi-
tions in Europe at the beginning of the 16th century were miserable and 
in urgent need of improvement.  

More's aim is not to develop a model constitution for the future. 
Rather, he seeks to show how the unsatisfactory state structures of the 
present can be transformed into real structures of order that could lead to 
completely different upheavals. Thus, Utopia is not just a historical 
novel, but a vital tool for political imagination that allows society to 
question existing power structures through the lens of a fictional “ideal” 
that turns out to be the opposite. 

VII. Conclusion 
Thomas More's work Utopia shaped the later tradition of develop-

ing fictional ideal models of states, motivated in part by theory and in 
part by literature, and the proper name of the island created by More be-
came the generic term for political state fiction. However, this view can 
be called into question if one does not subscribe to the widespread thesis 
that utopianism is, in a sense, an abstraction of social reality, deliber-
ately contrasting it with an idea of a desirable, ideal social life. 

A utopia is understood as an idea that is conceivable but cannot be 
implemented immediately, representing a dream, concept, or vision of a 
world or time in which a new social, religious, or technical order pre-
vails. Due to the perfection of this idea, it is assumed that every member 
of the community agrees to follow the maxims of this community ideal 
in all areas of life. However, this thesis seems untenable to me in the 
work of Thomas More. Under the circumstances described here, Utopia 
can also be understood, as we call it today, as a dystopia that does not 
produce a desirable model of state. As I interpret it, Utopia is more of an 
“experimentum rationis,” or thought experiment, than a blueprint for an 
ideal state, as many ardently desire. 

The island of Utopia, with its many unattractive institutions and 
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practices, offers no definitive solution, let alone a serious one, to the 
abuses described in the first book in 16th-century England. Utopia can-
not therefore be understood as a comprehensive work of social reform, 
as has often been portrayed in the history of utopia research and is still 
portrayed in some circles. 

Fictional worlds can evoke political imagination and can serve as a 
protective space in which to engage in radical criticism of the state with-
out committing to a specific political program. Political imagination can 
envision alternative social and political realities beyond the existing status 
quo and thereby act as a bridge between critical reflection and transforma-
tive action. It is no coincidence that More's island of Utopia has shaped 
the tradition of fictional models of society—utopia as well as dystopia. 

The idea of a different society as a utopia ultimately does not lead 
to a reinvention of reality. It remains merely an idea of an imaginary re-
ality. In this ambivalent tradition, More sees his work Utopia as a game 
or thought experiment of the mind, characterized by wit and esprit. The 
fictional reality of the island is not a guide to be imitated, but rather a 
play on irony and parody, as well as a space for discussion beyond cen-
sorship, in which the circle of educated humanists of his time could re-
flect on the conditions in Europe at that time. 


