Thomas More

Thomas More (1478-1535) was a scholar, lawyer, civil servant, and the author of

numerous works. He also served as Lord Chancellor to King Henry VIII of England.

In short, he was a model of the new Renaissance man. More wrote Utopia in 1516

to challenge the existing political and social system in England, and to suggest a

new model of social organization. His beliefs were deeply influenced by the Christian

Humanism of northern Europe.

A. Raphael Hythloday, the wise traveller in Utopia who recounts his own experiences, argues that the economic conditions of England are very unfair and social misery leads people to behave badly.

"'This enclosing has had the effect of raising the price of grain in many

places. In addition, the price of raw wool has risen so much that poor people who used to make cloth are no longer able to buy it, and so great

numbers are forced from work to idleness. ...But even if the number of

sheep should increase greatly, their price will not fall a penny. The rea-

son is that the wool trade, though it can't be called a monopoly because

it isn't in the hands of one single person, is concentrated in few hands

(an oligopoly, you might say) and these so rich, that the owners are never

pressed to sell until they have a mind to, and that is only when they can

get their price.

"'For the same reason other kinds of livestock also are priced exorbi-

tantly, and this is all the easier because, with so many cottages being pulled

down, and farming in a state of decay, there are not enough people to look

after the breeding of cattle. These rich men will not breed calves as they do

lambs, but buy them lean and cheap, fatten them in their own pastures,

and then sell them at a high price. I don't think the full impact of this bad

system has yet been felt. ...So your island [England], which seemed espe-

cially fortunate in this matter, will be ruined by the crass avarice of a few.

For the high price of grain causes rich men to dismiss as many retainers as

they can from their households; and what, I ask, can these men do, but rob

or beg? And a man of courage is more likely to steal than to cringe.

"'To make this hideous poverty worse, it exists side by side with wanton

luxury. Not only the servants of noblemen, but tradespeople, farmers, and

people of every social rank are given to ostentatious dress and gluttonous

greed. Look at the eating houses, the bawdy houses, and those other places

just as bad, the taverns, wine-shops, and alehouses. Look at all the crooked

games of chance like dice, cards, backgammon, tennis, bowling, and quoits,

in which money slips away so fast. Don't all these lead their habitues straight

to robbery? Banish these blights, make those who have ruined farms and

villages restore them, or rent them to someone who will rebuild. Restrict

the right of the rich to buy up anything and everything, and then to exer-

dse a kind of monopoly. Let fewer people be brought up in idleness. Let agri-

culture be restored and the wool manufacture revived, so there will be useful

work for the whole crowd of those now idle -whether those whom poverty

has already made into thieves, or those whom vagabondage and habits of

lazy service are converting, just as surely, into the robbers of the future.

"'If you do not find a cure for these evils, it is futile to boast of your

severity in punishing theft. Your policy may look superficially like jus-

tice, but in reality it is neither just nor practical. If you allow young folk

to be abominably brought up and their characters corrupted, little by little,

from childhood; and if then you punish them as grownups for committing

crime to which their early training has inclined them, what else is this, I

ask, but first making them thieves and then punishing them for it?"'
B. For Raphael it is the Utopians who have the solution.
"But as a matter of fact, my dear More, to tell you what I really think, as

long as you have private property, and as long as cash money is the measure

of all things, it is really not possible for a nation to be governed justly or

happily. For justice cannot exist where all the best things in life are held

by the worst citizens; nor can anyone be happy where property is limited to

a few, since those few are always uneasy and the many are utterly wretched.

“So I reflect on the wonderfully wise and sacred institutions of the

Utopians who are so well governed with so few laws. Among them virtue

has its reward, yet everything is shared equally, and all men live in plenty.

I contrast them with the many other nations which are constantly passing

new ordinances and yet can never order their affairs satisfactorily. ...When

I consider all these things, I become more sympathetic to Plato and do

not wonder that he declined to make laws for any people who refused to

share their goods equally. Wisest of men, he easily perceived that the one

and only road to the welfare of all lies through the absolute equality of

goods. I doubt whether such equality can ever be achieved where property

belongs to individual men. However abundant goods may be, when every

man tries to get as much as he can for his own exclusive use, a handful

of men end up sharing the whole thing, and the rest are left in poverty.

The result generally is two sorts of people whose fortunes ought to be inter-

changed: the rich are rapadous, wicked, and useless, while the poor are unas-

suming, modest men who work hard, more for the benefit of the public

than of themselves.

“Thus I am wholly convinced that unless private property is entirely

done away with, there can be no fair or just distribution of goods, nor can

manic.ind be happily governed. As long as private property remains, by far

the largest and the best part of mankind will be oppressed by a heavy and

inescapable burden of cares and anxieties. This load, I admit, may be light-

ened a little bit under the present system, but I maintain ii cannot be

entirely removed. ..."

“But I don't see it that way," I replied. It seems to me that men can-

not possibly live well where all things are in common. How can there be

plenty of commodities where every man stops working? The hope of gain

will not spur him on; he will rely on others, and become lazy. If a man is

driven by want of something to produce it, and yet cannot legally pro-

tect what he has gained, what can follow but continual bloodshed and

turmoil, especially when respect for magistrates and their authority has

been lost? I for one cannot conceive of authority existing among men

who are equal to one another in every respect. "

“I'm not surprised," said Raphael, “that you think of it in this way,

since you have no idea, or only a false idea, of such a state. But you should

have been with me in Utopia, and seen with your own eyes their man-

ners and customs as I did -for I lived there more than five years, and

would never have left, if it had not been to make that new world known

to others. If you had seen them, you would frankly confess that you had

never seen a people so well governed as they are."  
C. The values of the Utopians, which More supports, are those of the new Christian

Humanism.
In matters of moral philosophy, they carry on much the same arguments

as we do. They inquire into the nature of the good, distinguishing goods

of the body from goods of the mind and external gifts. They ask whether

the name of “good" may be applied to all three, or applies simply to goods

of the mind. They discuss virtue and pleasure, but their chief concern is

human happiness, and whether it consists of one thing or many. They seem

overly inclined to the view of those who think that all or most human

happiness consists of pleasure. ...

Their religious principles are of this nature: that the soul of man is

immortal, and by God's goodness it is born for happiness; that after this

life, rewards are appointed for our virtues and good deeds, punishments

for our sins. Though these are indeed religious beliefs, they think that

reason leads men to believe and accept them. And they add unhesitatingly that if these beliefs were rejected, no man would be so stupid as not

to realize that he should seek pleasure regardless of right and wrong. ...

In fact, the Utopians believe that happiness is found, not in every

kind of pleasure, but only in good and honest pleasure. Virtue itself, they

say, draws our nature to this kind of pleasure, as to the supreme good.

There is an opposed school which declares that virtue is itself happiness.

They define virtue as living according to nature; and God, they say,

created us to that end. When a man obeys the dictates of reason in choosing

one thing and avoiding another, he is following nature. Now the first

rule of reason is to love and venerate the Divine Majesty to whom men

owe their own existence and every happiness of which they are capable.

The second rule of nature is to lead a life as free of anxiety and as full of

joy as possible, and to help all one's fellow men toward that end. ...It is

especially praiseworthy, they tell us, when we provide for our fellow creature's comfort and welfare. Nothing is more humane (and humanity is

the Virtue most proper to human beings) than to relieve the misery of

others, assuage their griefs, and by removing all sadness from their life,

to restore them to enjoyment, that is, pleasure. ...But if such a life is

good, and if we are supposed, indeed obliged, to help others to it, why

shouldn't we first of all seek it for ourselves, to whom we owe no less

charity than to anyone else? When nature prompts us to be kind to our

neighbors, she does not mean that we should be cruel and merciless to

ourselves. Thus they say that nature herself prescribes for us a joyous life,

in other words, pleasure, as the goal of our actions; and living according c

to her prescriptions is to be defined as virtue. And as nature bids men to 

make one another's lives merrier, to the extent that they can, so she warns

us constantly not to seek our own advantages so avidly that we cause

misfortune to our fellows. And the reason for this is an excellent one; for

no man is placed so highly above the rest, that he is nature's sole concern; she cherishes alike all those living beings to whom she has granted the same form.

Consequently, the Utopians maintain that men should not only abide

by their private agreements, but also obey all those public laws which control the distribution of vital goods, such as are the very substance of pleasure.

Any such laws, provided they have been properly promulgated by a good

king, or ratified by a people free of force and fraud, should be observed; and

as long as they are observed, any man is free to pursue his own interests

as prudence prompts him. If, in addition to his own interests, he concerns

himself with the public interest, that is an act of piety; but if, to secure his

own pleasure, he deprives others of theirs, that is injustice. ...

By pleasure they understand every state or movement of body or

mind in which man naturally finds delight. They are right in considering

man's appetites natural. By simply following his senses and his right reason

a man may discover what is pleasant by nature -it is a delight that does

not injure others, that does not preclude a greater pleasure, and that is

not followed by pain.

