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Worlds Turned Inside Out: The Public and Private Utopias of 
Margaret Cavendish and Sir Thomas More
	Utopian fiction gives voice to transcending ideologies of optimism. Though examples of this form can be found as early as Plato's Republic, an utopia is essentially a modernist endeavor. That is to say, any utopia is predicated, to some extent, upon the assumption that the lot of humanity can and will be tangibly improved: a progression toward perfection. Each utopian writer has a distinct vision of the future. Their fictions are linked to realizing these visions. Though Sir Thomas More and Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, possess somewhat, perhaps fundamentally, different ideals, the utopian fiction created by each author is an exercise in social critique. With the publication of Utopia first in Latin in 1515 and 1516, and later posthumously in English in 1551, More defined a literary form that has become the source for an entire genre. "More's way of perceiving things stamped European consciousness so indelibly that his schema was adopted in scores of authentic travel reports as well as imaginary narratives..."(Manuel 72). Little over a century later, Margaret Cavendish produces "the first utopian work in English by a woman", The Description of a New World, Called the Blazing World (Albinski 12). It should be noted that the Duchess of Newcastle wrote and published prolifically during an age when an impossibly small number of women were literate, much less encouraged to write. The Blazing World provides a rare glimpse into the active mind of a seventeenth century woman. In creating a parallel world(s), the voice of Margaret Cavendish enters into a debate/discussion first given fictional structure by Sir Thomas More. These two early examples of utopian fiction inform one another structurally, thematically, stylistically, and ideologically. After a close examination of the texts, it may be possible to determine what role (if any) Margaret Cavendish plays in developing or advancing this literary form.
	Because Cavendish seems to borrow from the existing form to develop a different concept of utopia, our discussion will begin with More's Utopia. Once this foundation is established, it will be possible to observe how the framework of Cavendish's utopia has been built with different priorities in mind. Utopia has been seen both as an intellectual playground and a genuine model for social reform. Much of the meaning given to Utopia hinges upon the duality of its author. Christians, humanists, atheists, and agnostics alike all share a common admiration of More's work (Surtz vii). "All seem to be agreed that it is a great book, but hardly any two agree as to its real significance: we approach it through a cloud of eulogies" (Lewis 167). Some suggest that it is More's humanism which gives Utopia its almost universal quality. He is able to deal with abstractions without necessarily advocating a specific belief system (Surtz vii).
	Whether it is seen as a serious philosophical doctrine or a social satire, there can be no doubt More was indelibly influenced by his humanist education. His emphasis on and reference to classical works in Utopia can be seen in almost every line of the book. A tale told in two parts (the second part  actually being written nearly a year before the first) describing the uncharted island nation of Utopia from a series of conversations with a Portuguese mariner named Raphael Hythlodaeus, More is able to weave Cicero's rhetoric, the Socratic method, as well as examples Epicureanism into the narrative (Ward 89). More attempts to assimilate Epicurean and Christian philosophies in Utopia in much the same way that St. Augustine reconciled Platonism and Christianity in The City of God (Surtz xvi). Reflecting the humanist desire to return to original texts for new interpretations, St. Augustine's effect on More is only vague and general, while Platonic influence on Utopia is overwhelming (Surtz xiii). Utopia's structure is, in fact, modeled after the Republic.
	More creates a dialectical relationship between Book I and Book II to underscore the contrasting classical elements that influenced his thinking. "The real play in Utopia is between two types of Greek behavior and rhetoric, between the private identity of Socrates and the social identity of Plato" (Pitcher 71).  Book I is Socratic. Hythlodaeus engages in several philosophical debates and discussions with various characters including  the fictional presence of More himself. Hythlodaeus emerges victorious from each conflict. He points to the inconsistencies in More's society and subsequently makes his opponents look foolish (Pitcher 72). "...personality, motives, and failings of each speaker clog up his good intentions" (Pitcher 73). Book I suggests that virtue is seen in humanity only in brief flashes. People are and can be virtuous, but virtue must be drawn out through discourse. Virtue is held precious and protected within a subjective interior. Socratic virtue, however, cannot be isolated from the vice each person carries with them as well (Pitcher 73).
	Book II is Platonic. Everything, virtues and vices, is exposed. Privacy does not exist. Utopia attacks the notion of a subjective interior. No worth is placed on privacy. Utopians are brutally honest. Nothing in their society remains hidden. They stress communal values over those of the individual. More seems to place higher value on complete openness than moral superiority. He seems to suggest that happiness comes from living in truth. Privacy is seen as selfish, secretive, and almost conspiratorial. It is punished with slavery in Utopia. Openness supposedly cleanses Utopian society. Like Plato, More submits the idea that self revelation is a crucial step toward legitimate reform (Pitcher 73-4).
	The self awareness taught and gained from Book II can be used to reform the issues discussed and debated in Book I. Thus More's dialectic has been extended. The compilation of these old ideas in a new format is the source of More's most creative genius. He presents old ideas in such a way as to ridicule and possibly reform society (Pitcher 74-5).
	Because More could not divorce his world entirely from reality, he goes out of his way to provide specific historical details to position his work firmly in his own day and age. More's world becomes a frame of reference from which to judge Utopia (Surtz x). He even includes himself as a character in the book in order to give credence to the historical context in which he was writing (Surtz viii).  His personal history as well as the general history of his age affect how the elements of the synthetic history of Utopia develop. As a Member of Parliament and later as Lord Chancellor, More worked within the traditional framework of institutions, conventions, and systems (Lewis 165). He sought to reform rather than reconfirm the political system of which he was an active part.  In both his civic and his creative life, he wanted to critique these systems and suggest reforms from within (Lewis 168). By distancing the reader from both worlds and placing himself within the text, the fictional More serves as an intermediary. He can convey the harsh truths through ridicule to the reader who sits, hopefully, at a safe distance.
	More, however, was painfully aware of the fact that his book could easily be misconstrued by a marginally educated public (Lewis 170). This is, perhaps, the main reason Utopia was not published in English until 1551 (Ward 89). Even then, the book was seen as subversive, a call to action to create Utopia in Britain. Whether or not it was his intention, Utopia, in being readily accessible to the literate public became politically dangerous (Lewis 170).
	Much of Book II is a critique of authority and its effect on society. Utopia is a completely authoritarian state. No freedom of speech exists in Utopia. "It is not a love of freedom that makes men write Utopias" (Lewis 168). Yet, within this system of domination the Utopians are harmonious and content. Authority is instituted through hedonism, communalism, and religious toleration (Surtz xiv).
	The entire nation is an interconnected series of communes. These communes exist to serve the needs of all people. "It [Communalism] is not an end in itself but the best means to an end: pleasure for all the citizens collectively as a whole" (Surtz xiv). More uses scriptural reference to Christ's own communal living to defend this position. This is a particularly dangerous position to take considering the peasant revolts and the Anabaptist uprisings of the 1520s and 30s (Surtz xiv). The ultimate Utopian goal was total agreement, willing capitulation to a single mind on a grand scale. The reward for attaining this agreement was pleasure for all involved (Surtz xv). 
	Understanding this unified, absolute, singular authority (in the form of his imaginary Utopia) which More uses to examine and correct society's problems for the public good, it is not difficult to imagine how More's book became very popular among radical groups. The Puritans, for example, could use the form, if nothing else, to espouse their own view of the world. "In the 1640s and 1650s the utopia, despite its Roman Catholic antecedents in More's text, proliferated among the various radical sects" (Trubowitz 236).
	More was not a radical or even a liberal, however. His ideas are firmly based in classical thought. Stability, not revolution, is valued above all else. Through Book II More is able to highlight problems within his society, rather than present viable solutions. He writes to a sophisticated humanist audience. Ridicule, More hopes, will prompt reform from within (Lewis 170). At the conclusion, More speaks through his own character and rejects many of the Utopian ideals. "Though in other respects he [Hythlodaeus] is a man of the most undoubted learning as well as of the greatest knowledge of human affairs, I cannot agree with all that he has said" (More 152). The logic of Utopia is tenuous. Its fabric can be unraveled if any one thread is pulled hard enough (Lewis 169). Because of all its logical fallacies, it is hard to comprehend Utopia as any sort of revealed truth that provides a timeless guide to life and living (Lewis 170).
	Margaret Cavendish seems to react to this same predicament of misinterpretation in The Blazing World. She pushes her reader through a narrow chasm, between icy crags with the young lady into a fantasy world whose connection to our own is mysterious and hidden. In her preface, Cavendish is explicit in removing her work from a "reasonable" critique (123). Rather than a purely philosophical enterprise, she describes her utopian vision in a dream-like state, a progression from the "romancical", to the "philosophical", to the "fantastical" (124). She uses these elements to create self contained and virtually separate worlds, like beads strung together on a necklace, through which the attention of the narrative can be shifted. Unlike More's Utopia which is removed from the center of his historical world yet clearly contained within its boundaries, Cavendish's utopian vision is fragmented, containing an infinite number of worlds, each unique and absolute in the mind of its creator. "Women's power... does not remain singular" (Khanna 18). It is possible to assert that The Blazing World was born at least in part out of Cavendish's frustrations with the rigidly defined and enforced gender roles of the seventeenth century. "For I am not covetous, but as ambitious as any of my sex was, is, or can be; which makes that though I cannot be Henry the Fifth, or Charles the Second, yet I endeavor to be Margaret the First...since Fortune and the Fates would give me none, I have made a world of my own: for which no body, I hope, will blame me, since it is in every one's power to do the like" (Cavendish 124). While Cavendish does not seek to obscure her own political views like More, advocating Royalist sympathies as well as social elitism, her socio-political agenda allows for a discussion of individual female authority on a public and private level. "Much of her writing relocates 'utopia' at the borders of feminine desire and masculine models of meaning" (Khanna 18).
	Because Margaret Cavendish rejects the notion that structures and ideas created by men (or any one person, male or female, for that matter) can "represent the generally human", she creates a dialectic tension between the public and the private (Patai 160). Though structurally The Blazing World is presented in two very disproportionate sections not unlike Utopia, Cavendish's work was written as a single unit. The thematic development is more linear in Cavendish's work. Where the public authority in Book II gives cause to challenge assertions made in Book I of Utopia, the public absolutism of the Empress of the Blazing World in Part I gives rise to the investigation of private subjectivity in Part II. "...if I do make such a world, then I shall be mistress of two worlds, one within, and the other without me" (Cavendish 186). 
	Ironically, Cavendish is forced to use the model of absolute monarchy in order to establish her own sense of autonomy as well as to express her own uneasiness with the political chaos of her age (Gallagher 26). The monarch is both a compelling and a problematic symbol. Margaret Cavendish was "fundamentally affected" by the English Civil War (Ferguson 305). She lived in exile with the Queen's court; her husband's and her family's estates were either ruined or confiscated (Khanna 10). In fashioning a world filled with "united tranquility and religious conformity", ruled by an all-powerful but benevolent Empress, Cavendish is engaged in a nostalgic exercise (Cavendish 189). In Part 2 the Empress, in fact, restores the king of her homeland to power and helps him to establish dominance over the rest of the world. "In Cavendish's utopian world, a woman accomplishes what no man could do for Charles II" (Khanna 28). Cavendish's years of exile may have provided her with a new way of understanding absolute monarchy: as an expression "of the absolute self" (Trubowitz 231). As Catherine Gallagher states, "Charles II himself was the ruler of a kind of fantasy kingdom. In a sense, the exile literalized the monarch's metaphoric significance" (29).
	Cavendish moves beyond a simple apology for absolute monarchy. Absolute monarchy becomes an embodiment of self affirmation, a most basic, and the only statement of self open to Cavendish at the time. Because women were systematically disempowered politically, socially, and economically, the only model of a woman exercising her own will was that of an absolute monarch (Gallagher 28). "Not having been born a monarch, she [Cavendish] cannot, like a man, gain an empire through conquest. Hence she retreats to the empire of the mind, where her absolute rule is undisputed... because her sex conflicts with her ambitions, she retreats to the domain of subjectivity" (Gallagher 27). For Cavendish there is no middle ground. A woman's ambition can be expressed absolutely or not at all (Gallagher 27). And, of course, this ambition is always expressed inwardly: a monarch without a tangible kingdom. Her sovereignty can only be expressed absolutely in imaginary terms, within her self, her subjectivity (Gallagher 28). In fact, Lee Cullen Khanna goes so far as to state that, "Without an autonomous place to stand, without subjective power, no access to desire or utopian vision is possible" (30).
 	Cavendish takes full advantage of the place she has created to express her autonomy in her Blazing World. She is able to attack, replace or blend the stratified gender roles of her era. In the very first paragraph of the book, Cavendish sets up and deconstructs a typically romantic plot (Khanna 18). A young beautiful woman is kidnapped and taken away on a ship. All the men are killed in a storm or by the cold and the woman arrives safely on the shores of the Blazing World (Cavendish 124-5). From this point onward, Cavendish introduces ideas and structures from our world which, in shifting between the imaginary worlds, collapse in upon themselves. The young woman is made Empress of the Blazing World and her duties include many occupations reserved only for men. Cavendish presents the Empress as a powerful and inspiring leader. She is a general, a religious figure, a judge, an advocate, a scholar, a scientist, and an artist (Khanna 25-6). Her abilities undercut the notion that men alone house the most refined, the most intellectually challenging, in short, the best and most useful human qualities. Cavendish seems to call "for women to wrest as much power from men as they can and to take control of their own lives, her skill consummate in making this argument acceptable in terms of seventeenth century discourse" (Ferguson 316). 
	Cavendish also places a fictional rendering of herself in the text in order to both advance and expand this argument. Not unlike More's fictional presence, the Duchess of Newcastle is summoned to be an intermediary for the Empress. The fictional Duchess, like the actual one, however, laments the fact that her role in society is fixed. She yearns to have what the Empress possesses: absolute freedom to express her own will. "...my melancholy procedes from an extreme ambition...my present desire is, that I would be a great princess" (Cavendish 183). Yet the Empress also states that she is not satisfied in ruling over the many individual parts of her kingdom. She wants to rule over it in totality, something that can only be achieved, according to the immaterial spirits, in the kingdom of one's own mind. To satisfy their ambition, both women turn to the advice of these spirits. "You can create your self a celestial world if you please...every human creature can create an immaterial world fully inhabited by immaterial creatures, and populous of immaterial subjects, such as we are, and all this within the compass of a head or skull" (Cavendish 185). Here the public collapses in upon the private. A personal sense of utopia is gained through negation of all others. 
	Granted, at some very basic level, a work of utopian fiction is a self referential document. Cavendish, however, seems to push her self conscious construction to its most dangerous extreme (Gallagher 30). Authority exercised absolutely in isolation is an act of tyranny and, possibly, of self destruction. In these privately crafted worlds, as Richard Nozick states, "...you have imagined and created some of these people, whereas they have not imagined you...they are abject slaves" (302). This preoccupation with the isolated interior is present in many of Cavendish's writings. In the dedication poem which opens her volume entitled Philosophical and Physical Opinions she writes:

			Studious She is and all Alone
			Most visitants, when She has none,
			Her Library on which She looks 
			It is her Head, her Thoughts her Books.
			Scorninge dead Ashes without fire
			For her own Flames do her Inspire (165).

The image of the mind on fire, the risk of sparking such a self-consuming fire, is compelling. It is not hard to imagine that this same flaming head ignited The Blazing World (Gallagher 30).
	Quite unlike More, Cavendish's fictional worlds intermingle, intrude upon one another, and will not allow a singular notion of privacy to prevail.  Cavendish's model of personal power over her own interior is both regressive and elusive (Gallagher 32). Where More stresses verisimilitude and historical bonds between his worlds, the "confusion" created by Cavendish is "deliberate..., not only of author and character, historical and fictional subjects, but also material and immaterial societies, inner and outer worlds" (Khanna 24). The result of this deliberate narrative confusion being, Cavendish is able to disrupt and challenge the notion of a universally accepted knowledge or truth (Gallagher 32). "There were more numerous worlds than the stares which appeared in these three mentioned worlds" (Cavendish 184).  She attempts to acknowledge the need for subjectivity without adopting a completely insular attitude. Paradoxically, by placing absolutism at the pinnacle of her fictional hierarchy, Cavendish demonstrates that "truth is not absolute, but relational" (Khanna 26).  
	To some, this paradox is impenetrable. Cavendish's work is marginalized and not often given serious attention because they are supposedly "so exclusively personal that they border on schizophrenia" (Manuel 69). The narrative confusion generated by the text, in this case, indicates either a complete disregard to the demands of a reader other than herself and/or her general lack of skill as a writer. As a relentless, though quite eccentric, self-promoter, Cavendish's desire to publish and distribute her writings was conspicuous. One cannot discount the role her desire for recognition, for fame, played in her writing (Ferguson 315). Therefore, it is possible to assert that she possessed an authentic desire (if not ability as well) to communicate her ideas to others. "The Duchess is not an enigma, however, because such a term mystifies her more than need be; after all she was very much in the business of explaining, either directly or through a mass of ironic subtexts" (Ferguson 317).
	Admittedly, Cavendish, in shifting between worlds public and private, creates a very dense paradox and a source of great confusion: the same institutions Cavendish understands are subverted or replaced on a personal level, she seeks to support on a public level. The Blazing World seems to operate as both a subversive and a reactionary document. "Cavendish's imperial model of female autonomy paradoxically inspires her antifemale arguments for male authority and control" (Trubowitz 240). She attempts not to destroy absolutism, but to qualify it. She wants to define absolutism provisionally. It is clear to each woman in the tale that they are free to create their own inner world without certain dominating institutions or ideas so long as it is tolerant enough to accept their existence in others'. Each world is not completely isolated. They are always connected by individuals. "The fantasy of absolute power over a world which figured itself in absolute monarchy is hence no sooner articulated than it finds monarchy an inadequate figure for absolute power...when a kingdom of the self is invoked, it carries with it implications of multiplicity: one is a commonwealth" (Gallagher 31, 30). 	
	Cavendish uses absolute rhetoric and arrives at acceptance of a tolerant, relativistic, expanding fictional universe. "...if any should like the world I have made, and be willing to be my subjects, they may imagine themselves as such...if they cannot endure being my subjects, they may create worlds of their own, and govern themselves as they please" (Cavendish 224-5). Her universe is built to accommodate to assimilate the continuous generation of provisionally autonomous subjects and their worlds. "Presumably the character Cavendish's world will, like the blazing world, also contain a Margaret Cavendish who wishes to be an empress of a world and decides instead to create a microcosm, etc. ad infinitum" (Gallagher 32). Though it may be argued whether or not she succeeds in her narrative goal, this paradox is not accidental; it is a consciously crafted construction.
	While she divorces herself from reason to establish her utopia on a more personal level, Cavendish ultimately follows an almost humanist commitment to order on a fundamental level.  The fantastical, by nature irrational, elements are necessary to underscore the personal level of the debate. Rather than an almost childish "exercise in social anthropology" as W.H.G. Armytage suggests, the Empress' encounters with various humanoid bears, flies, worms, birds, foxes, and apes, as well as immaterial spirits, allow Cavendish to develop a woman with a powerful sense of sovereignty (inner and outer), not bound by the rules of reason (19). These "textual tactics" are employed to accurately portray "a woman's quest for authority in a world conditioned by men's words" (Khanna 30,22). "Cavendish's foray into the fantastic, however, allows her to expand the utopian landscape into the personal as well as the public domain" (Trubowitz 233). Cavendish embraces art and the artist as central to her utopian vision. It is only through an act of creativity that she could begin to move toward her utopian goal (Khanna 28).
	Creativity itself, however, is act of ordering. Art is a process of imposing order, creating new boundaries, which allow different and hopefully interesting perspectives to develop. The idea of progress and process become essential to the organization of The Blazing World. Cavendish invites the reader to view her book as a progression from the "romancical" to the "philosophical" to the "fantastical". The progress of her work is not limited to these three terms, though. Each step is necessary, though not the last, in an ongoing process. Cavendish seems to recast utopian fiction as a process rather than a static, possibly unattainable, goal. "Utopia becomes a dance of difference" (Khanna 29).  Though built using some concepts given their most lasting form by More, Cavendish fundamentally re-orders her utopia and establishes an equally viable and more inclusive utopian tradition (Khanna 16). "Instead of the opposition of unsatisfactory 'reality' to a better or perfect new society characteristic of the dominant utopian tradition, the reader discovers a continuous process of making and unmaking worlds. Multiplicity, not binary opposition constitutes utopian methodology" (Khanna 23-4) Where More's Utopia stands as an effective and complex example of social satire/criticism,  Cavendish with her Blazing Word seems to allow, if not encourage, the development of varied, even disparate utopian forms.
	Friendship, a positive relationship between two independently empowered women, provides Cavendish with the context for her broader utopian vision.  Her important statement of female self sufficiency is almost summarily dismissed as a failure, because of her "adherence to an absolutist paradigm...a patriarchal model of male sovereignty" (Trubowitz 240-1). It is possible to assert, however, that Margaret Cavendish is as much concerned with the affirmation of her own gender in particular as she is in promoting tolerance and inclusion on a fundamentally personal level. "She acknowledges that this apparent aristocracy is available to all - if they but dare to enter the realm of discourse" (Khanna 33).  
	The modern novelist Salman Rushdie understands the fractured vision Margaret Cavendish tries to realize in her work. "Human beings do not perceive things whole; we are not gods but wounded creatures, cracked lenses, capable of only fractured perceptions. Partial beings in all the senses of that phrase" (Rushdie 12). We are all, in some sense, marginalized. Writing well, attempting to describe this incomplete existence, requires great courage and passion. "...the real risks of any artist are taken in the work, in pushing the work to the limits of what is possible, in the attempt to increase the sum of what it is possible to think. Books become good when they go to this edge and risk falling over it" (Rushdie 15). The Blazing World totters on the edge of this precipice. It may fall over it at points, but it should not be relegated to virtual critical obscurity. Her attempt to reevaluate or redefine the utopia in terms of both individual and public authority is, perhaps, her most unique and significant contribution to the utopian form.
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