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  Context


  Thomas More was born into a prosperous London family in 1478. When More was twelve years old, he began working as a page boy in the household of Cardinal Morton, the Archbishop of Canterbury and a member of King Henry VII’s cabinet. He learned about the affairs of church and state, impressed Morton with his intelligence and wit, and went on to study Greek and Latin literature at Oxford. In 1501, he became a lawyer and, in 1504, a member of the English parliament.


  While still very young, More befriended the Dutch philosopher Desiderius Erasmus, an important figure in a movement known as Humanism. Humanists championed the revival of Greek and Roman philosophy and literature. Inspired by ancient thinkers such as Plato and Aristotle, Erasmus and other humanists tended to regard tradition with skepticism, arguing that reason and a belief in human dignity should govern human conduct and the reform of political and religious practices. In 1516, filled with these ideas, More wrote his most important work, Utopia, a critical examination of contemporary English institutions and customs.


  More’s life took a dramatic turn when he became an advisor to King Henry VIII, whose ascension to the English throne in 1509 introduced a period of political and religious strife. Early in his reign, Henry began to rely on More’s talents, and in 1521 he enlisted More’s help in writing the famous Defense of the Seven Sacraments, an attack on the German theologian Martin Luther. Luther had recently begun to criticize the Catholic Church on matters of doctrine and the abuse of church power. A movement was growing around Luther’s teachings that would eventually lead to the Reformation, a cataclysmic social upheaval that resulted in the division of the church into Catholics and Protestants. More was a devout Catholic and feared Luther’s Reformation would weaken the church.


  More defended Catholicism and won Henry’s respect and trust, and Henry named him Lord Chancellor. However, Henry’s religious allegiances soon shifted when the pope forbade him from divorcing his wife, Katharine of Aragon, thus making it impossible for him to marry his young mistress, Anne Boleyn. Henry married Anne anyway, and the pope promptly excommunicated him from the Church. In response, Henry renounced the pope’s authority and appointed himself head of the church in England, although he never ceased denouncing Luther’s teachings and continued his persecution of Protestants. The deeply religious More steadfastly opposed the break from Rome and made a point of not attending Anne’s coronation. He declined to take the Oath of Succession and Supremacy, which was required of all Henry’s subjects as proof of their allegiance to the new queen Anne and her descendents and also to Henry as supreme head of the new Church of England. By refusing to take the oath, More committed treason, a capital offense. In April 1534, he was imprisoned in the Tower of London, and on July 6, 1535, he was beheaded.


  Because of More’s complex character, scholars are divided as to the true nature of More’s outlook on the world. On one hand, More seems to belong to the tradition of Renaissance Humanism, a progressive movement that emphasized the role of individual moral conscience in matters of politics and religion. Scholars regard More’s greatest work, Utopia, as a brilliant piece of humanist political and social critique. Also, More’s resistance to Henry VIII is often cited as one of the great acts of moral courage in history, a view of him encouraged by the popular 1966 film A Man for All Seasons. On the other hand, though More had much to say about how the church ought to change, he numbered among the courageous few in England who sided with Rome against the rising tide of Protestantism, an act that 400 years later would earn him sainthood in the Catholic Church. More oversaw the cruel persecution and condemnation of Protestant dissenters in England in the years before Henry VIII himself turned against the Catholic Church, and in this regard, More seems to be a defender of tradition and the status quo.


  Besides Utopia, his most famous work, More is also known for his religious writings, including Latin and English poetry and a history of Richard III of England, which some scholars believe inspired Shakespeare’s play. In many of his religious writings, More directly engages the most prominent figures of the Reformation, particularly Luther, on matters of religious practice. More is also noted for his anti-Protestant writings, particularly A Dialogue Concerning Heresies, which was his first major attack on the Reformation. He wrote it in 1528, when England was suffering severe food shortages and outbreaks of the plague and not long after the bloody Peasant’s War had subsided in Germany. For More, war and famine were proof of the evils of the Reformation. He believed these were direct signs not only of God’s disapproval but also of the destabilizing effects of Protestantism on European civilization.


  During More’s fifteen-month imprisonment in the Tower of London, he wrote A Dialogue of Comfort Against Tribulation, an imaginary dialogue between two Hungarians, Anthony and his nephew Vincent, as they await the Turkish invasion. A Dialogue of Comfort is a metaphorical treatment of the issues More faced in his final months: the Turks represent the evils of the Reformation and Henry VIII’s renunciation of the church, both of which More regarded as a catastrophe for Christianity. He argues that one can find comfort from such evil only in Christ and that a person of faith should be prepared to publicly defend Christ even if to do so means death.


  Themes, Arguments, and Ideas


  The Limitations of Principles


  Because of his Humanist studies of classical philosophy, More had an ideal vision of morality that contrasted with the realities of his world, and one of the major goals of the Humanist movement was to integrate those ideals into real life. However, More knew that principles alone don’t get anyone very far in politics. More’s father was a notable judge and raised him amid politics and politicians, so he had seen how corrupt political life could be. A major theme of an early work, The History of King Richard III, was the deception and ruthlessness of rulers. The bloody War of the Roses, a vicious power struggle over the English throne that had thrown the country into chaos for much of the previous century, remained potent in English memory. In book I of Utopia, More accuses Hythloday of being too “academic” in his attitude toward advising rulers. More seems to be saying that one cannot simply represent ideal principles and then despair that corrupt leaders will never heed them. Instead, to gain influence, a conscientious political advisor must learn to play the game and to accept the realities of a world dominated by power and greed.


  The Importance of Social Critique


  In Utopia, More contends that thorough scrutiny of institutions is valuable and that conceiving of ideal or imaginary alternatives to reality may yield important insights into how institutions can improve. While some scholars have been tempted to read More’s Utopia as a set of recommendations for the conduct of real-world affairs, an outright critique of contemporary rulers and laws would not have been possible for More, who was a respected statesmen and close advisor to Henry VIII. The narrator More criticizes the fantastical accounts of the Utopians, effectively distancing the author More from Hythloday’s provocative recommendations, which include the abolition of private property. However, the extent to which the author More favors Utopian practices is unclear. In Utopia, More contrasts the problems of the real world, such as poverty, crime, and political corruption, with the harmony, equality, and prosperity of Utopian society, which suggests that More believes that at least some of the principles underlying Utopian practices are noble, even if the practices themselves are far fetched. In any case, in describing and critiquing Utopian society, More gives new perspectives on the problems and strengths of his own society.


  Summary & Analysis


  Utopia


  Summary: Concerning the Best State of a Commonwealth and the New Island of Utopia


  More Meets Hythloday


  The narrator, Thomas More, arrives in Bruges, in present-day Belgium, and meets his friend Peter Giles. Giles introduces More to Raphael Hythloday, an explorer who has seen much of the world. More, Giles, and Hythloday go to More’s house, and Hythloday describes his travels. Giles asks him why he hasn’t offered his services to rulers, who could use his knowledge of diverse customs and practices to improve society. More and Giles explain that a person of learning and experience has an obligation to use his talents to better humanity. Hythloday, unconvinced, attempts to demonstrate why offering one’s wisdom to government is not desirable.


  Analysis


  Hythloday, a fictional character, plays an ambiguous role in Utopia. On one hand, Giles describes him as wise and well traveled and therefore qualified to comment on a wide range of issues. Hythloday has traveled with the famed explorer Amerigo Vespucci, but since the author More and many others thought Vespucci was a fraud, it is unclear whether Hythloday’s association with Vespucci lends him credibility or suggests that Hythloday is prone to exaggeration. Hythloday in Greek means “speaker of nonsense,” which may suggest that Hythloday’s remarks, despite being blended with factual elements from the author More’s life, should be taken with a grain of salt.


  More and Hythloday’s conversation about placing one’s talents at the service of a ruler demonstrates a conflict between two ways of thinking. Hythloday believes in the purity of the ideal of truth, whereas More believes such purity has no value and that talents must be put to public use, even if the original ideal is compromised by doing so. More is committed to the Humanist ideal of individual conscience and wrestles with the problem of whether one can remain true to one’s principles and to truth while in the employment of a ruler. As Hythloday attempts to demonstrate, reality would force a conscientious person to make many concessions to power and corruption. However, More and Giles argue that the wise cannot leave leadership to the corrupt and must attempt to better society when possible.


  The author More struggled with the issue of whether to join the service of the king or remain a philosopher, and at the time he wrote Utopia, More was on the cusp of joining the king’s service. The argument between the narrator More and Hythloday suggests an internal argument between More and himself as he struggled to choose between remaining free to pursue the ideal and compromising that ideal for the sake of social utility. He eventually rose to the position of Lord Chancellor, the most powerful office in England next to the king himself, but he ultimately abandoned pragmatism for the ultimate ideal of martyrdom.


  Utopia, continued


  Summary: Hythloday at Cardinal Morton’s


  Hythloday describes a dinner he had with Cardinal Morton in England, where he discusses punishment for thieves. A lawyer believes thieves should be hanged, but Hythloday thinks this punishment is too severe and that one should try to understand the reasons men steal in the first place, such as a lack of jobs. He describes how greedy landlords are evicting peasants from their property, rendering them jobless, to pursue the wool trade. Cardinal More asks why Hythloday would eliminate the death penalty, and Hythloday says death is not a deterrent. He describes the ancient Polyerites, who enslaved their thieves and killed them only if they tried to escape. Though the lawyer rejects Hythloday’s suggestion that England adopt this policy, Cardinal Morton recommends that it at least be tried for thieves as well as beggars, and others agree. An exchange ensues about what to do with the poor and sick follows, with a jokester suggesting they become brothers and nuns.


  Hythloday explains to More that this episode at Cardinal Morton’s table shows the futility of counseling political rulers since the officials who were present mocked his reasonable advice. More cites Plato’s argument that philosophers must advise kings whenever possible, and Hythloday cites Plato in return: unless the king is himself a philosopher, he will be unlikely to take philosophers seriously. Hythloday proposes a scenario in which he is present at a discussion between the king of France and his advisors, who recommend various ways the king might manipulate treaties and connive diplomatically to increase his power in Italy. In this situation, Hythloday would want to tell the king to worry about the welfare of his own people and leave Italy alone, surely an unwelcome opinion. Hythloday goes on to give further examples of the futility of hoping to change politics.


  More concedes that Hythloday’s suggestions would not be seriously considered in such scenarios, but he says a wise statesman must act subtly if he hopes to wield any influence. He must make a dire situation as good as possible, even if the outcome is not wholly to his liking. Hythloday counters that court advisors must approve of the worst things and that, by compromising, they become complicit in corruption. He believes private property to be the source of this corruption and explains that in Utopia all property is communal and that Utopia consequently lacks many of the ills that plague a country such as England. More remains skeptical about the desirability of communal property and argues that in such a society people would have no motivation to work. Hythloday insists that Utopia is a well-ordered society, much older and wiser than European societies, so ancient and advanced that when a party of Romans were shipwrecked there the Utopians quickly mastered everything the Romans taught them. More then requests a thorough description of Utopia, and Hythloday begins his lengthy account.


  Analysis


  The scene at Cardinal Morton’s validates some of Hythloday’s concerns about putting his wisdom at the service of rulers. The author More had been involved in politics since childhood and was certainly familiar with the various personalities that make up the court. The dismissive lawyer is doubtless reminiscent of many of the unsavory characters More encountered both as page boy in the very same Cardinal Morton household and as a member of parliament and advisor to Henry VIII. However, the fact that Cardinal Morton was himself willing to entertain the idea of implementing Hythloday’s proposed policy suggests that hope is not lost. Though More is probably somewhat sympathetic to Hythloday’s skeptical attitude, he seems to suggest that a person of conviction and intelligence can, if tactful and persevering, win small battles.


  Book I illuminates the author More’s perceptions of the social ills of early sixteenth-century England. Many historians believe the wool trade was partly responsible for the destruction of rural peasant society, and More and many of his contemporaries criticized those who profited from the high price of wool by evicting peasant farmers from the land to turn it over to sheep herding. The resulting mass poverty contrasted the increasingly opulent lifestyles of the wealthy, and More saw their greed not only as a corrupting influence but also as an offense to Christian piety. Hythloday claims that theft is only a symptom of a larger social issue, a suggestion that in More’s time was a novel way of approaching political and social problems. The understanding that social structures such as wealth and power can be the cause of individuals’ actions was a remarkable insight, since many of More’s contemporaries still believed in the Great Chain of Being, the idea that God determined social and political status.


  The vice of greed is a constantly recurring theme throughout Utopia. Foreign rulers are interested only in increasing their wealth and care little for the welfare of the people, and Hythloday believes abolishing private property to be the only real solution. The narrator More expresses doubts that this plan would actually work, but his response to Hythloday’s provocative reflections occupies an ambiguous middle ground. The author More uses Hythloday to introduce idealistic models and the narrator More to show how they might play out in practice. In some ways, this two-sidedness is in keeping with the author More’s personal attempt to reconcile principle with political reality. More advocates a realistic attitude in contrast to Hythloday, whose idealism has left him cynically inactive. However, More seems also to suggest that some element of truth exists in the ideals Hythloday represents and that those ideals can be realized only if they can be reconciled with the realities of politics and practical life.


  Utopia, continued


  Summary


  “The Geography of Utopia”


  Utopia is a crescent-shaped island country, 500 miles long and 200 miles wide. In the crescent’s curve, large underwater rocks protect a harbor from attack. Utopia had once been connected to the mainland, but when a man named Utopus conquered and civilized the barbarian inhabitants, he made them dig a canal to turn Utopia into an island.


  Utopia consists of fifty-four cities, with the capital, Amaurot, in the center. Every year, each city sends three wise old men to Amaurot to discuss matters that affect Utopia. In the countryside, groups called “families” occupy and work the farmland for two-year periods, producing enough food to sustain the entire country. A “family” consists of forty male and female workers, two slaves, and a leader, or phylarch. Twenty people each year return to the cities and are replaced by twenty new people. If a city has a surplus, it shares that surplus with neighboring cities.


  “Their Cities, Especially Amaurot”


  Hythloday says that all the cities of Utopia look about the same, and he describes Amaurot to give a general impression of the others. Amaurot is a walled city of two square miles, surrounded by thorn-filled trenches on three sides and the river Anyder on the fourth. Uniform houses, which citizens trade every ten years, line wide streets. Because private property does not exist, people leave their doors unlocked and roam wherever they wish. All houses have gardens.


  Each year, each group of thirty families elects a representative leader called a syphogrant. Groups of ten syphogrants in turn elect a tranibor, and the 200 syphogrants elect the prince. The tranibors, with rotating representatives of the syphogrants, meet secretly with the prince to manage the commonwealth’s affairs. To prevent corruption, the council must discuss legislation on at least three separate days, and members are prohibited from discussing political matters outside of the council meeting or they face the death penalty.


  Analysis


  The first descriptions of Utopia seem to suggest a cautious reading of Utopian practices. The translation of Utopia, a word of Greek origin, suggests both “good place” and “no place,” and Anyder, the name of the river running through the capital, means “no water.” Utopia, in other words, is a fantasy. Many details in Hythloday’s account are unrealistic, such as the fact that Utopia could have evolved from barbarism into a perfect civilization virtually overnight. By drawing attention to Utopia’s unreality, the author More seems to imply that the seemingly superior elements of this society cannot simply be adopted into actual society. At the same time, he does seem to encourage comparisons between Utopia and the real world. Utopia, despite its many fantastical elements, in many ways resembles More’s England. Amaurot, for example, closely follows London in its basic layout. We may be tempted to conclude that More really does believe that Utopia provides a viable model for the real world and that he treats his own ideas as absurdities because they are so radical and subversive of the status quo. On the other hand, More’s point may be that Utopia truly is unrealistic and fanciful but that we can gain insight into the real world by comparison.


  By describing the agricultural practices and layout of the cities, Hythloday reveals some of the main principles governing Utopian life. Utopia is a cooperative society of shared resources, and citizens work together to better the whole. No private property exists, and Utopians enforce the absence of status differences and materialism through strict uniformity. This vision of equality and communalism foreshadows the socialist and communist visions that were to emerge centuries after More—many readers have seen Utopia as a precursor to Marx and Engels’s Communist Manifesto. Modern readers, remembering nightmarish twentieth-century totalitarian regimes, may see an inhuman authoritarianism in the Utopians’ insistence on equality through uniformity. However, some of More’s contemporaries might have believed just the opposite. For them, outward conformity was liberating, since clothing and lifestyle in sixteenth-century England reflected the rigid class system.


  The government and agricultural practices Hythloday describes in these sections are admirable models, but they are very far removed from the realities of More’s world. The system of government in Utopia is a representative democracy with built-in protections to ensure transparency and the rule of law, a form of government very different from the politics of More’s England. English politics, and European politics in general, were rife with corruption and power struggles. Parliaments existed, but the vast majority of the population had no say in government. Not for another 300 years would commoners be allowed to vote on their government. The idea of a communal method of agricultural work is similarly radical. In England and Europe, agricultural work was an occupation for the poor, disdained by those with any wealth or station. In Utopia, those class distinctions blur since working on the land is a necessary part of life. Utopians view the land as something to be worked, not owned.


  Utopia, continued


  Summary


  “Their Work-Habits”


  All citizens both work on farms and learn a useful trade, such as weaving or carpentry. Boys generally apprentice with their fathers, and women work trades that do not require physical strength. The Utopians punish laziness on the job, but the workday lasts only six hours. Unlike in Europe, all members of Utopian society share the workload equally, and the Utopians are extremely productive. They take good care of the things they create and avoid luxuries. With such a short workday, all Utopians can enjoy activities such as music, sports, and gardening. The only citizens exempted from manual labor are those who show intellectual promise, and they study to become tranibors, ambassadors, and priests.


  “Social and Business Relations”


  Each city consists of no more than 6,000 households. If a city’s population grows too large, some citizens move to another city. If Utopia’s population grows too large, some citizens form a colony on the mainland. Households live communally, giving to and taking from large warehouses that hold everything they need. The sick stay in efficient hospitals, food is distributed fairly, and all meals are shared.


  “Travel and Trade”


  Citizens are free to travel throughout Utopia, though they must get the prince’s permission. Leaving without permission brings severe punishment. All cities share their surpluses with cities in need, and when all need has been met, they sell their surpluses abroad. Utopians keep a large store of money in the treasury and generally use it in wartime.


  “Their Gold and Silver”


  Utopians have so much gold and silver that they use it to make their bathroom fixtures, and they scorn the metals rather than covet them. This way, if gold and silver are needed, such as to pay soldiers in wartime, citizens will not hesitate to turn them over.


  Analysis


  Although More argues that Utopian society will never be wealthy since common ownership deprives people of the incentive to work, Hythloday maintains that strategic punishment ensures that all citizens will pull their own weight and that this system of punishment must exist for Utopia’s communal society to succeed. Though an individual in a market-based economy who works incredibly long hours to beat out his competition is certainly more productive than the average Utopian worker, Hythloday explains that for every one of the productive people, there are numerous people who make no productive contribution. While no one in Utopia is phenomenally productive, everyone is fairly productive, and laziness on the job is punished. This punishment system admits to the flawed nature of man—Utopia may be perfect, but Utopians are not. The narrator More points out the potential pitfalls of a communal society, but Hythloday maintains that these problems can be overcome by properly structuring society. Utopia is not ideal because its people are perfect but rather because its laws compel citizens to act perfectly despite their inherent human failings.


  Utopia, continued


  Summary


  “Their Moral Philosophy”


  All Utopians are educated, since through education an individual’s values and attitudes take shape. Utopians devote much of their free time to learning, and they are advanced in the sciences. They avoid pointless abstractions in philosophy and focus instead on the meaning of life and the nature of happiness, themes that relate to their belief in the afterlife. They distinguish between true pleasure, which arises from care of the mind and body, and false pleasure in status and appearance.


  “Their Delight in Learning”


  Hythloday describes how eager the Utopians were to learn Greek and how happy they were to read the works of Greek grammarians, historians, and philosophers that Hythloday left behind after a journey. The Utopians are fast learners and are always ready to learn skills to make life more agreeable, such as printing and paper making.


  “Slaves”


  Utopians do not execute criminals but rather condemn them to slavery, and they offer asylum to criminals sentenced to death in other countries. The slave class consists not only of domestic and foreign criminals but also of foreign soldiers captured in battle.


  “Care of the Sick and Dying”


  Utopians properly care for the sick, and priests encourage euthanasia for the terminally ill. Those who refuse euthanasia are still well cared for. Suicide is condemned, however, and the bodies of people who kill themselves without priests’ approval are disposed of carelessly.


  “Marriage Customs”


  Utopians view marriage as a sacred institution. Premarital intercourse is prohibited and severely punished, but the bride and the groom view each other naked before the wedding day to avoid unwanted surprises. The Utopians permit divorce in cases of abuse or adultery, and they sentence the adulterer to slavery.


  “Punishments”


  Utopia has no lawyers. Politicians are respected but not venerated, and since there is no money or property, bribery is unknown.


  “Foreign Relations”


  Utopians avoid the dishonesty and ruthlessness characteristic of Europeans. They do not believe in treaties because treaties imply conflict and deceit among the parties.


  “Warfare”


  The Utopians maintain a skilled army for self-defense and for humanitarian interventions. When possible, they hire mercenaries to fight in their place. They send supplies to allies under attack, and if the situation is especially dire, they send soldiers. To avoid war, they carry out covert propaganda campaigns in enemy territory in an effort to cause political turmoil, such as by offering rewards for the assassination of the enemy leader. Utopia has no forced military service unless the country is invaded, in which case men are sent into battle with their wives and children so that they are inspired to fight bravely.


  “Religions”


  Utopians consider atheism immoral but tolerate other forms of religious expression. Many worship planets, animals, or an ancient virtuous hero, but the majority believe in one mysterious and all-powerful God. Many Utopians were baptized after Hythloday and the other travelers taught them about Christ. All worship together at the same ceremony. Priests, both male and female, conduct the service, educate the children, and act as moral and spiritual guides.


  Conclusion


  Hythloday concludes his description of Utopia by extolling its virtues and superiority. He believes their contempt for money is the reason for their happiness. Pride prevents rich men in other countries from changing. More disagrees with many of the Utopians’ choices, but he still hopes to institute some of their practices in actual cities.


  Analysis


  The Utopian belief in education as a right and a necessity was revolutionary. In More’s Europe, only the rich and powerful could hope to get an education. The proliferation of learning during the Renaissance applied only to the nobility and wealthy upper classes, and most Europeans remained illiterate. In Utopia, on the other hand, all people can share in an intellectual life. Utopian education is systematized and uniform, unlike the European system, which often involved independent private tutors and differed from school to school. Through their rational education system, Utopians feel they can shape the morality and values of their children and give them the ability to be good citizens. Education in Utopia is not just a means of intellectual enlightenment but a program of moral and cultural development designed to ensure that Utopia will always replenish itself through its children.


  Although Utopia is a fantasy, Hythloday’s descriptions reveal a great deal about sixteenth-century Europe, and many of Utopia’s most provocative elements are meant to encourage reflection on the true nature of European society. For example, slavery in Utopia is not premised on race, ethnicity, or belief but rather on moral behavior, and only criminals can become slaves. However, the fact that slavery could be conceived as existing even within this ideal society suggests that ideal societies themselves are products of their times, subject to the beliefs and prejudices of the world from which they spring. The Utopian system of medical care, too, reveals a great deal about the state of medicine in the early sixteenth century. Utopians not only allow but encourage euthanasia, an idea at odds with religious doctrine of the time, which contended that suicide of any kind was a sin that damned its perpetrator to hell. Utopian attitudes toward marriage and war, though fanciful and highly impractical in many respects, are deliberately provocative, and More may have included them to give new perspectives on the actual customs of his day.
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