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Thomas More's Uropia and Teaching about
Social and Political Order

STEPHEN VARVIS

Contradictory Readings

Thomas More’s Utropia is one of those unique works the method and mean-
ing of which isunderstood in dramatically contradictory ways. Without a doubt
it is an amusing, ambiguous, and difficult work which does not give up its
wealth of meaning easily. We are compelled to return to it time and time again.
It intrigues and calls us back, and we are not always sure why. Students en-
gage with it readily. With its litany of socia ingtitutions as examples of an
ideal social order, and its direct and implied social criticism it has become a
resource for political policy advocacy and for “change agents’ everywhere. It
was intended to be and still is a work for thinking and teaching about social
and political order. The ambiguity and difficulty are central to its purpose, but
it also offers away of understanding its own method of teaching.! And in so
doing it provides uswith insight into itsinterpretation and how we might teach
about socia and political order and change.

Divergent ways of understanding Utopiamight beillustrated by the positions
taken by two essayists, critic Edward Rothstein and historian Martin Marty in
aturn of the millennium collection Visions of Utopia (2003). In “Utopia and
its Discontents,” Rothstein concludes that utopian dreams of a perfect com-
munal society “will aways lie beyond our reach,” and that “we know how
visions are formed, how they are battered, how changes might occur and what
dangers lie in its realization, how perfection might be sought but never real-
ized.”? Earlier he emphasized the meaning of the name “Utopia” as “no place,”
not mentioning the pun on “good place,” and argued that utopias require “the
suppression of normal life.” “[U]topias, difficult to reach, difficult to believe
in, and difficult to tell about, might seem to be unreachable fantasies or make-
believe kingdoms.” While utopias do not exist, they might or perhaps they
should. They are “political programs’ toward progress.® In wise writers' cre-
ations they have ironic or satiric undercurrents, as is characteristic of More's
Utopia. Sometimes, however, they embody absolute power, loss of freedom
and privacy. And so “al these paradises are really varieties of Hell.”* Thomas
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More's vision, with its authoritarian government, enforced egalitarianism and
ironic patterns, has“led some to suggest that at times More is showing us not a
utopia, but what a utopia should not be.”>

Martin Marty in “”But Even So, Look at That”: An Ironic Perspective on
Utopias’ calls More's work a “humanist utopia,” a “celebration of religious
tolerance,” and a tale of a “human city based on intellect and reason.”® He
contrasts the work with More himself “who lost self-control, direction and co-
herent philosophy” and became “a heresy hunter” and “ sent one set of dissent-
ers to their death.”” More's Uropia is first a contrast with then contemporary
England. The main character, Raphael Hythlodaeus “sounds like a modern
social critic.”® Foremost however, and despite personal inconsistencies, More
most convincingly described a society based upon a reasonable and tolerant
religion, a “religiously humanistic” socia order. In the midst of the varieties
of particular beliefs in Utopia, he quotes More, “the vast mgjority [of Utopi-
ang| take the more sensible view that there is a single divine power, unknown,
eternal, infinite, inexplicable and quite beyond the grasp of the human mind,
diffused throughout this universe of ours, not as a physical substance, but as
an active force.” Because of this “tolerant generalized religion,” the Utopians
readily converted to Christianity when they heard of its teaching and founder.
It seemed similar to their beliefsand way of life. Thislibera religioustolerance
is the guiding positive outcome of Utopia.®

For Rothstein, the positive goods of the Utopian commonwealth are de-
stroyed by its social constraints, compulsions, and loss of freedom. He notes
More’s irony but does not analyze where and when it comes into play. For
Marty, the positive program and lasting contribution of Uropia isits reasonable
tolerance, beyond its worthwhile socia criticism. He mentions what Raphael
Hythlodaeus “sounds like,” but does not analyze how we might understand his
criticism, nor the seemingly positive description of authoritarian Utopian cus-
toms and institutions in Book II of the work. We are justified, it would seem, in
asking whether More's Utopia is inherently or practically avision of atotali-
tarian order—"varieties of Hell”—or whether it truly might embody a liberal
and religious tolerance. Which oneisit? We might ask whether it is some kind
of positive plan for a good society, a satirical critique of then contemporary
Europe, an experiment in how we might conceive of a good society with use-
ful and good ingtitutions, or something else.’® Upon reading the text for the
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first time, students in classroom discussions come to contradictory conclusions
similar to those of these professional essayists and scholars portrayed in one
lecture series, between the covers of one slim volume. Students, general read-
ers, aswell as professors need answers to the questions that their contradictory
responses raise. How are we to approach and understand this problematic and
intriguing text? The answers we find might also offer us and our students’ pat-
terns for teaching and thinking about social and political order.

The Structure of Utopia and the Dialogue of Counsel

An outline of the structure of Uropia, commentson thekind of work itis, and
its historical setting will help sort through the issues to be addressed. Uropia
is divided into two books, the second of which was written first in 1515, while
More was on a diplomatic mission to Antwerp.* It contains a monologic de-
scription of the island and commonwealth of Utopia, a fictional city somewhere
in the Western hemisphere, narrated by Raphael Hythlodaeus, a fictional travel-
ing companion of the famed Amerigo Vespucci. Book 11 is variously described
as aversion of an encomium or “demonstrative oration” in praise of a good,
or the best commonwealth, and at the same time an example of a*“deliberative
oration,” the intent of which is to persuade the reader of the reasonableness of
an idea or proposal, and its “profit” or utility, goodness, and benefit for us.*
In the process, More, through Hythlodaeus employs the topics and sequence
of questions that made up the exercise of describing and criticizing the “best
state” as developed by Plato in The Republic, The Critias, and The Laws and
by Aristotle in The Politics.®* Because the work is primarily rhetorical, rather
than dialectical it is more descriptive than argumentative and the reader has to
tease out through the descriptions and explanations, the rhetorical tropes and
devices, through its pleading and contradictions, the meaning of the passages
in which the author praises or covertly criticizes the institutions and customs of
the “best” commonweal th.*4

This brings us to one final piece of context for Book II. The speaker of the
book is a character in the story, Raphael Hythlodaeus, a speaker who is not the
author’s mouthpiece. He is portrayed in Book | as both a philosopher, well-
traveled and deeply learned, and something of animpractical idealist. Hisname
reflects this dual emphasis. As Raphael he is named after the divine messen-
ger of the Book of Tobit; as “Hythlodaeus” he is a teacher of nonsense. One
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trangdator, in fact, uses this as his formal name, “Nonsenso.”** And so we must
be ready to encounter the seriousness of the questions that will be addressed
through the monologue or oration, the complexity of rhetorical patterns and
tricksthat will be employed, and we are warned that we must approach al care-
fully, perhaps skeptically, and ready to enjoy the story.

Book 11 is for most readers the memorable part of Utopia; institutions and
habits of the people are often understood as illustrations of More's intentions
for the work or as a description of desirable laws and socia patterns, asillus-
trated by the readings of Rothstein and Marty.*® Each reader might have his or
her own favorite example, either a seemingly positive contribution to a just
socia arrangement, or a satirical jab at sixteenth-century Europe, and perhaps
at today. Often noted are, for instance: the foundational element of Utopian
society, the absence of private property and work limited to six hours per day;*
the formation of representative governance and the patriarchal headship of
households;*® the sameness and regulation of housing and dress;*° the selection
of marriage partners by viewing the intended partner naked as one would when
examining a farm animal or horse for purchase;* the Utopian disregard for
precious metals and jewels (they give them to children to play with) and their
embarrassment for their guests when diplomats arrive conspicuously wearing
gold and silver chains and jewels;?* their thinking and teaching about the har-
mony of virtue and pleasure;?? practices regarding war (male and females and
families fight together), and the use of mercenaries;* and as noted earlier, their
religious rituals, and laws regarding the minimum religious commitments and
beliefs required of all.?* Each step of the way the reader must make ajudgment
about how to read the particular passage, whether it is social criticism, might
be something to emul ate, whether it is seriously proposed or asatirical critique,
whether we should think deeply about its possible application, laugh, react with
revulsion, or consider it theoretically. And as noted earlier, and as will be il-
lustrated in the following, discerning and casua readers as well as specialist
scholars come to contradictory conclusions about how we ought to respond.

Book I was written primarily in 1516, the year of the first publication
of Utopia, after More had returned from Antwerp, and is composed of two
sections. The first section describes the setting and meeting of the character
Thomas More, or Morus, and Hythlodaeus through the agency of the Dutch
humanist and friend of Erasmus and More, Peter Giles.® In the course of the
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following we will distinguish between More the author and what he might
or might not have been suggesting through the character Morus sometimes
referred to in scholarship as “ personaMore,” and his discussion with Raphael
Hythlodaeus. “Morus’ is also a pun on fool, just as the name Hythlodaeus
carried the meaning nonsense. More, the author, appreciated Chaucer and his
creation of Chaucer the pilgrim on the Canterbury road, was himself fond of
acting and understood that political rolesinvolved one oftenin playing apartin
adrama.®® The character Morusis part of More, the author’s role playing and,
just as with Hythlodaeus, does not serve as the author’s mouthpiece.

The second section of Book | is along dialogue primarily between Morus
and Hythlodaeus, an example of deliberative rhetoric in which Hythlodaeus
attempts to persuade Morus and Giles of the inadvisability of a philosopher or
any person of virtue and integrity advising aruler or serving as aroya coun-
selor (or in a royal council). Humanist writers of the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries often raised the question of whether one could advise a prince (or a
tyrant) to act virtuously and govern well and in the process retain one’s own
integrity and life. Thisis known as “the question of counsel” and so we have
from the period a number of “dialogues of counsel.” Two of the more famous
dialogues of counsel are found in More's Uropia and Book 1V of Cagtiglione's
The Book of the Courtier.?” To give direct advice was to invite risk of harm at
the hands of the powerful or tyrannical who might take advice as criticism or
disloyalty. One book of direct advice or counsel, Thomas Elyot’s The Boke
Named the Governor, included adisclaimer. Elyot wrotein his proem to Henry
VI1II: “where| commend herein any one virtue or dispraise any onevice | mean
the general description of the one and the other without any other particular
meaning to the reproach of any one person.”® Later, at the end of the sixteenth
century, Francis Bacon was to give proverbial form to the problem in is essay
“On Counsel:” “A king, when he presides in counsel, let him beware how he
opens his inclination too much in that which he propoundeth; for else counsel-
orswill but take the wind of him, and instead of giving free counsel, sing him
asong of placebo.”? Thisinsight seems to rely upon Bacon’s own experience
that counselors ought, if they know what is good for them, to “take the wind”
of the king, asit were, lest they sail in dangerous waters. A list of topics from
Bacon's Essays reveds the dangers that one faced, whether king or courtier:
“Of Seditions and Troubles,” “Of Boldness,” “Of Cunning,” “Of Simulation
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and Dissimulation,” “Of Ambition.” One need not be a Machiavellian to un-
derstand the dangers of power and the difficulties of virtue. More himself was
to suffer execution, or martyrdom, as aresult of hisrole in the dangerous court
of Henry VIII. Critics have noted that the dialogue of counsel in Utopia dra-
matizes the questions More faced in 1515-1516 as he contemplated and finally
entered royal servicein the king's Council.

Morus takes the Ciceronian position arguing that one must not retreat into
contemplative retirement and should accept the duties of the active lifein mov-
ing political and socia order to the best that can be attained, despite the risks.
The Ciceronian politician attempted to unite in an active life (negotium) what
isuseful (utile) with moral uprightness (honestum) to produce decorum, astyle
of action which is “a moraly right and a prudentially appropriate or useful
manner.”® Hythlodaeus, takes the Platonic position, arguing that the active life
does not bring good results, that the powerful will not listen, that the political
world is too full of flattery and corruption, and that one will lose one’s vir-
tue, if not on€'s life, in the futile attempt.3! The Platonic understanding argues
for contemplation (otium) over action, and teaching through the conversion of
souls rather than amelioration of a particular political situation. Hythlodaeus
becomes one such traveling Platonic teacher, providing a glimpse into a “best
commonwealth,” in which a just order promotes happiness and fulfillment.32
At the end of Book | each has stated his case and position, and played arolein
dramatizing the ideas they each represent. At the end of Book II, we are again
left with both ideals seemingly remaining.*

Following the seemingly unresolved “ dialogue of counsel” in Book |, Morus
and Raphael retreat to dinner, after which (in Book I1) Raphael will offer Morus
and Giles his portrayal of theisland, peoples, customs, and institutions of Uto-
pia. Book |, written after Book |1, sets us up for Book |1, portraying social and
political context for our understanding of the “best commonwealth.” However,
scholarship on Uropia has brought us to contradictory conclusions on how we
should understand Utropia, paralleling the contradictory conclusions noted at
the beginning of this essay. To resolve the problem of the conflicting conclu-
sions, first we must look at a profound disjunction in the scholarship on Utropia.
Second, | will offer areading of the second part of Book | as More's guidance
for usin discerning how to approach the “best” government and social order
described in Book 11. In the process, | will note a way through the scholarly
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impasse. Third, from thisanalysis| will propose four characteristics of Uropia
as elements of a strategy or method of its teaching that might be useful in our
approach not only to Uropia itself, but to considerations of Utopian and politi-
cal literature and discussions of and teaching about political and social order.

Scholar ship on Utopia

Scholarly tools and methods of interpretation have clarified to a great extent
the intent and direction of the work. All of our more conventional and creative
methods have been employed: contextual studies (political, social, economic),
studies of literary and rhetorical forms, placing the work within intellectual
and philosophical traditions (monastic, humanist, rhetorical, Platonic), iden-
tity studies (class and gender), and analyses of the formation of the individual
work.** For the sake of simplicity, we might categorize the scholarship on
Utopia as reflecting two characteristic methodologies, and two corresponding
conclusions.

The first category of scholarship we might call the ideological or doxograph-
ic method. This group of critical writings has largely come to the conclusion—
varioudly stated, and with weight on different aspects of the work—that More
has marshaled a deliberate political argument about socia hierarchy, wealth,
property and money, voiced through the character Raphael Hythlodaeus, the
fictional visitor to the island of Utopia, and the principal speaker of Book II
with its lengthy outline of Utopian institutions and practices. This first method
is likely to conclude that More's work reaches toward modernity or modern
ways of conceiving of political and social order with an emphasis on property
or economic and social relations, and equality over medieval and renaissance
understandings of hierarchy and “order and degree.” The second set of meth-
ods and interpretations emphasizes not the particular ideas but the rhetorical
form and arhetorical reading of Uropia, its humanist dimension. It emphasizes
not ideas, but the work as form of literature or as a rhetorical construction
that must be interpreted as a literary fiction in which ideas are dramatized to
play against each other. In addition, this second set sometimes emphasizes me-
dieval antecedents to the work, particularly monastic, that More might have
borrowed, the sources from which he borrowed them, and moral and spiritual
commitments he exhibited. This broad set of scholarship tends to emphasize
either the traditional commitments, pointing to ironic and comedic elementsin

133



134

Pacific Journal

the portraya of Raphael and Morus, or to ambiguity in the portraya which is
so overwhelming that it points to an educative process in More himself, and
perhaps the formation of More's own identity.* Both sets of scholarly meth-
ods and conclusions consider the economic, social, and religious conditions of
England and the European continent and share an attempt to read Utopia inthis
context and as a response to them. It is significant that in the critical edition of
Utopia in The Complete Works of St. Thomas More (1965) the first ideological
or doxographical tradition is represented by the lengthy introduction by J. H.
Hexter, and the second rhetorical tradition is represented by the second lengthy
introduction and following commentary by Edward Surtz.*® These two intro-
ductions simply are not harmonized in the critical edition, nor are they in most
subsequent work. As a recent More biography noted, “ Utopia remains one of
the most frequently read and debated classics of al time. To appreciate the
depth and the difficulty of the problems this book was designed to explore is to
appreciate why no consensus has been possible, even among those who know
Utopia best.”¥

The ideological or doxographic tradition is usefully exemplified by the work
of Quentin Skinner. Building on the work of Hexter, Skinner argues that the
only thing not subject to debate in the interpretation of Utopia isthat it is about
“The Best State of the Commonwealth.”® In hiswidely read The Foundations
of Modern Political Thought, Skinner argues that Thomas More, the author,
speaks through the voice of Raphael Hythlodaeus to claim that prideis encour-
aged by the inequities of the hierarchical social order of the day, and that the
only remedy for thisisto change theinstitutions of the day to eliminate the cor-
rupting powers of wealth and private property. He concludes that More voices
aradical humanist critique of the humanist ideology of rule by well educated,
humanistically trained princes, governors, or advisors to princes.® In another
formulation, reaching the same conclusion, Skinner argues that More enacts
through Raphael and Morus a debate between a Platonic withdrawal from po-
litical action and a Ciceronian engagement with politics and political order.
Morus represents the humanist Ciceronian active life, but his confidence in the
humanist program of hierarchical leadership, and humanist, classical educe-
tion, is eroded by the end of the dialogue, and he accepts then into the human-
ist active effort Raphael’s Platonist conclusion that hierarchical institutions,
and the economic and moral results of private property converge to produce
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an unjust society. The “best commonwealth,” representing true nobility, must
therefore be pursued in a costly new egalitarian way.*

Theinterpretive pattern and methodol ogy established by Hexter and Skinner
has now become the standard treatment not only in Skinner’s The Founda-
tions of Modern Political Thought (1978), but aso in the Cambridge History
of Renaissance Philosophy (1988) in a chapter contributed by Skinner. It also
has been incorporated into Copenhaver and Schmitt’s briefer summary and
history, Renaissance Philosophy (1992), and in the essay contributed by James
Hankinsto The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Humanism (1996). It is
a firmly established interpretation within some of the standard and most readily
available reference works and briefer histories.**

The second set of methodologies and conclusions, those that focus on rhe-
torical patterns, sometimes begin by denying Skinner’s most basic assertion,
that the only solid thing in Utropia isthat is about “ The Best State of the Com-
monwealth.” The writers within this school of interpretation cite Richard Syl-
vester’s rhetorical interpretation that the title is “The Best State of the Com-
monwealth and the New Island of Utopia,”#? the “and” adding an element of
ambiguity. Is Utopiathe best state? | sthe book about Utopia and about the best
state or commonweal th—two different things? The title is not, in other words,
‘The Best State of a Commonwealth as seen in the New Island of Utopia.’ The
title claims that it is “A Truly Golden Handbook, no less Beneficial than Enter-
taining,” signaling through its exaggeration once again that the reader must be
aware of the rhetorical patterns and wordplay throughout the text. This set of
historians and critics will often emphasize the elements of entertainment, exag-
geration, satire, humor, dialogue, irony, and ambiguity or uncertainty. As noted
earlier, More does not speak through either Raphael Hythlodaeus or through
Morus, but through the dialogue between them (contrary to Hexter and Skin-
ner’s assessment). He lets each portray a different set of ideas and attitudes
with which the reader must then contend.

Some of this second group of critics take their starting point from R.W.
Chambers’ famous biography of More in which he points to a common feel-
ing with the medieval tradition expressed in Utopia, the difference being that
Utopia is founded upon reason alone without the benefit of religion.** And thus
thereis continuity between More the writer of Utopia, who was no radical po-
litical thinker, and More the defender of Catholic doctrine and practice against
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reformers of al kinds, who refused to bend before the assertion of religious
supremacy by Henry VIII. Some of the critics who follow Chambers, with
increasing sophistication of interpretation, do so by developing in More’swork
a humanist, religious reform, for example Edward Surtz and another in more
recent decades John C. Olin, both Jesuit scholars. Others, for example Louis
Martz, do so as literary scholars who share catholic piety regarding More with
Chambers, Surtz and Olin.* Thisliterary or rhetorical school of interpretation,
building on the works of Richard Sylvester, R. J. Schoeck, and Elizabeth Mc-
Cutcheon to name just three of the most prominent,* has recently produced
afull introduction to Utopia in the work of Alistair Fox's Utopia: An Elusive
Vision .

Fox argues that the work from beginning to end builds upon a deliberate am-
biguity and playful irony. Thisis the case with the title, mentioned earlier, and
with preliminary letters, verse, and fictional alphabet and maps (the so called
Parerga)*” as well as through the fictional dialogue.* Consistently throughout
the text we are presented with fiction as fact, fact as fiction, and are encouraged
both to believe and disbelieve what we read and is inspired in our imagina-
tion. Fox further argues that there is a development in the process of Book I1.
The book begins with rather straightforward description of admirable Utopian
institutions, which we are led to trust through a deliberately positive rhetorical
presentation, despite hidden irony and deliberate wordplay. As the book devel-
ops, the institutions and practices become increasingly suspect, and the rhetori-
cal play becomes more critical and ironic.*® Fox argues that More was, in fact,
teaching himself through the writing of the book. He started with the positive
portions of Book 11, and as the portrayal deepened in his mind, later portions
turned more critical.>® He could not continue the positive portrayal as he had
planned. He added the first book to develop the increasingly problematic por-
trayal, and left the final work playful, ironic, paradoxical, and ambiguous—or
“elusive.” Thus, the work itself is a work in the construction of More's own
intellectual and moral commitments and personal identity.5!

A rhetorical interpretation of Uropia isalso represented in standard resources
for scholars and students. Brendan Bradshaw combines literary sensitivity with
afull explication of the sources and topics More negotiated. He outlined the
dialectic between the Platonic and Ciceronian ideals illustrated in the char-
acters of Hythlodaeus and Morus; a humanist sense of the dignity of the soul
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and an Augustinian sense of fallen human nature; classical notions of a ratio-
nally organized commonwealth and messianic notions of the people of God to
be rescued from poverty and oppression.®? He concludes: “in the resources of
reason, rhetoric and moral virtue, the humanist possesses the means and, there-
fore, incurs the duty, to pursue the interest of the commonwesalth even in the
world of Realpolitik.” > However, we are not given away of sorting through the
teaching of Uropia, through the seeming impasse represented by the idealistic
Hythlodaeus and the skeptical and practical Morus. Bradshaw’s interpretation
ispresented in the Cambridge History of Political Thought, 1450-1700 (1991).
Similarly, a thoroughly rhetorical interpretation by Dominic Baker-Smith,
“Reading Uropia,” isincluded in the now “go-to” introductory series for many
works of literature, history, and philosophy, the Cambridge Companion to
Thomas More (2011). He concludes, “ surely one indubitable quality of Utopia
isthat it unsettles familiar attitudes and prompts acts of political imagination,
by which we ‘fele ourselves stered and atered.’ Itsgoal isastate of mind rather
than a specified state of society.”® The conclusion that Uropia ends with a
sense of ambiguity without resolve and without a way to work toward resolu-
tion isnow in several works where it will be regularly consulted by students of
politics and literature.

All in al, the review of the scholarship of the interpretation of the intent
and meaning of Utopia leaves one unsatisfied, despite the insights of many
interpreters. The standard critical edition, our scholarly resources for teaching
and individual works of interpretation present dramatically conflicting inter-
pretations. As George Logan stated, “Utopia has proved to be too sophisti-
cated for its readers, both in substance and in literary method.”* Perhapsthisis
overstated. Perhaps interpreters have proven too sophisticated. There are some
works which offer a more balanced approach, treating both political ideas and
rhetorical forms together, but none offer a clear explanation of how they get to
their conclusions.>® However, More himself offersaguide, amodel of interpre-
tation that a reader might employ profitably.

Cardinal Morton as Guide

In Book Il Raphael describes a series of supposedly good institutions and
customs. Their portrayal raises doubts and questions. How are we to take them?
In the middle of Book I, through the “ Dialogue of Counsel” discussed earlier,
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More offers us an example of how this might be done. Raphael Hythlodaeus
describes a series of good practices observed through histravels, much like the
customs and institutions of Utopia he will later describe in Book I1. He advo-
cates these as responses to particular social injustices apparent in the England
of the early 1500s. The character of Cardinal Morton responds to these ex-
amplesin aparticularly instructive way aswe will see, and thus offers amodel
for how we as readers might understand and respond to Raphael’s proposals as
we move through Book 1. We should remember that this section was written
last, asif More purposely offered amodel for reading what would come next.

More writes a number of dialogs over the course of his lifetime, and, ac-
cording to Kenneth Wilson, often the dialog is between an older and a younger
character, with the implication that the older is teaching the younger.>” In the
case of Utropia, thisis complicated by two factors. While Raphael Hythlodaeus
is older and more experienced than Morus, his name also means something
like “Nonsense.” Similarly, as we know from Erasmus, the younger Morus's
name itself is a pun for “Fool” or “Folly.” Their debate remains unresolved,
in keeping with the characteristics represented by the names of the debat-
ers. At the end of both Book | and Book 11, neither capitulates to the other,
leaving distinct sense of ambiguity or paradox. Should we follow nonsense
or foolishness? However, within the dialogue there is another older character
introduced by way of a story, whom Hythlodaeus described as “Prudentia ac
virtute venerabili”—aman venerated for prudence and virtue.>® This character
is John, Cardinal Morton, former Archbishop of Canterbury, Cardinal, Royal
Councilor, Lord Chancellor under Henry V11, and in whose court More himsel f
was raised and trained. Morton is portrayed wholly positively in both Uropia
and in More's roughly contemporaneous The History of King Richard III. In
both works heis seen as one who understood the rough realities of the political
world, and who is virtuous, wise, and respected.>®

At the heart of the “Diaogue of Counsel” Raphael tells of an episode in
which he sat at Morton’s table and told of the (fictional) Polylerites (people
of much foolishness) and how they pursued the punishment and correction of
thieves. Contrary to England’'s practice of executing thieves, the Polylerites
demand restitution, sentence them to hard labor, and require the wearing iden-
tifiable clothing and a badge labeling them. They also might give the convicted
freedom if they do their work with energy and good will. The purpose, he says,
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“of the punishment is to destroy vices and save men.”® In the process of the
discussion Morton must dismiss a lawyer who is insulted by Raphael’s por-
trayal of English law, and a Friar dedicated to poverty who ironically rejects
Raphael’s insistence that private property isthe source of England’sills. At the
end of Raphadl’s Polylerite example Morton concludes:

It is not easy to guess whether this scheme [for the punishment and re-
habilitation of thieves] would work well or not, since it has never been
tried. But perhaps when the death sentence has been passed on a thief,
the king might reprieve him for a time without right of sanctuary, and
thus see how the plan worked. If it turned out well, the practice might
be made law; if not, he could then carry out the punishment of the man
already condemned. This would be no more perilous to the public or
unjust to the criminal than if the condemned person had been put to
death at once, and in the meantime the experiment would involve no
risk. Infact, | think it would not be abad ideato treat vagabondsin this
way too, for though we have passed many laws against them, they have
had no real effect asyet.%

While Morton responds with appreciation and even extension of Raphael’s
instructive anecdote, Raphael does not recognize this appreciative response.
Instead, he uses the examples of the lawyer, friar and others to conclude that
“from this episode you can see how little courtiers would value me or my ad-
vice.”® Thisisall couched within the discussion of whether or not a person of
Raphael’s or Morus's learning should attempt to instruct a prince in the ways
of virtue and about good social institutions, the “ dialogue of counsel.” Raphael
concludes that this is not possible. Morton's example however exposes Ra-
phael’s lack of insight into his own experience and his failure to attend to the
drama in which he has participated. Not only is it possible to find a virtuous
prince or courtier and offer counsel, but Raphael’s own experience has proven
it. Morton is such a prince or courtier, and Raphael has acted effectively as a
counselor to aprince.

Between the two magjor participantsin the dialogue, Hythlodaeus and Morus,
is a third authoritative character who teaches us how to respond to the de-
scription of institutions that Raphael will give usin Book Il. AsHarry Berger
argued, Morton is an anti-Hythlodaeus. Raphael is pure monologue, closed to
arguments and insights from others, and, in thisinstance, from his own experi-
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ence. Morusin turn is a lesser Morton, playing a critical role in the dialogue,
but sometimes unsure of how to respond.®® Morton voices more than a simple
“pragmatism” as Dominic Baker-Smith would haveit.** Nor is Morton’s, and
by implication, More's response “accommodation” to political necessity, as
Davis argues.® All politics involves pragmatism, accommodation, and com-
promise. To describe Morton as such is to accept the claims of Hythlodaeus
that only prefect virtue and all-knowing goodnessisthe standard of all political
regimes and actors. The characterization of Morton offers us something more
profound. He exercises a sense of caution—"it is not easy to guess’—under-
standing that his own speculation might bein error. He relies on experience in
observing and judging social order. What has been done in the past has pro-
voked unjust results. He thinks suggestively about possible good and bad con-
sequences of new institutions and practices. No one knows what the outcome
will be to a new policy or law. And he offers a cautious suggestion, recognizing
the possible need for modification on the basis of further experience. A pro-
posal might be tested; there is some risk involved, but the outcome might be
beneficial and just. If unintended consequences arise, the old practice might
be reinstated. Morton’s responseis a classic example of prudential or practical
wisdom in its political form as taught in Aristotelian ethics and politics, still
foundational even through the Platonic resurgence of which More was a part.
“Practical wisdom,” asAristotle concluded, “is a true and reasoned state of ca-
pacity to act with regard to the things that are good and bad for man.”% Morton
illustrates how a prudent counselor, courtier, prince, or thinker will respond
to complex moral and political situations and proposals. And for the reader
he illustrates the discrimination necessary for approaching the description of
Utopia, asupposed “ best commonwealth,” Raphael will later elaborate in Book
[1.5” Reminding us of the fictional nature of the text we are reading, Morton
complains that it is difficult to tell what the outcome of a proposal might be,
since it has not been tried, even though Raphael has represented the Polylerite
example as one that has been tested. Morton thus plays the role of a prince, in
his case an ecclesiastical and temporal prince, with court and courtiers, flat-
terers and those looking for preferment. Raphael has become a counselor to
aprince in the ways of virtue and good social institutions and Morton has re-
sponded with adesire for justice, with insight and prudence.
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Through comparison with Morton, we |earn something about how we should
understand the other characters. Raphael will have some interesting and good
things to say. He is experienced and has seen something good and worthwhile.
Heis"Raphael” adivine messenger; he has seen and experienced something of
the Platonic best society. Heis, asit were, amessenger from on high. Heisalso
aportrayer of nonsense. He will sometimes miss the point. His judgment can-
not always be trusted. What he tells us and what he concludes must be tested.
It might be fiction.

Morus is a character who has not yet reached the wisdom of Morton, but
he has been in good company and has had a good education—he exempli-
fies a wise courtier in training. Morus responds that over against Raphael’s
“school philosophy” isamore “civil philosophy.” He saysthat in the “councils
of Kings’

thereis no place for this school philosophy which supposes every topic
suitable for every occasion. But there is another philosophy, better suit-
ed for the role of citizen, that takes its cue, adapts itself to the drama in
hand and acts its part neatly and appropriately. This is the philosophy
for you to use.®

Against Hytholdaeus's school or scholastic philosophical argument, there
is Morus' “civil philosophy.” The academic philosopher may think he knows
the best course of action, the best institutions, the best customs, but he is not
always attuned to the civil customs or political characteristics of social life.
Morus explains how this civil philosophy isto be approached: “by an indirect
approach you must strive and struggle as best you can to handle everything
tactfully—and thus what you cannot turn to good, you may at least make as
little bad as possible.”% He understands the necessity of working within the
drama of the court, as illustrated by the characters and situations Raphael de-
scribes. And he knows of the difficulties of working with those characters, to
whom we should add Raphael Hythlodaeus himself, the divine teacher of non-
sense who does not see everything, who pushes too far, too hard, and antago-
nizes others. The effective counselor will work through the drama of a court
and with a prince and courtiers more easily and effectively through thisindirect
approach. One must understand the drama, the personalities and characters, the
interests, and the powers that contend for advantage and for what they think is
right. As might be expected from his direct challenge to the interested parties
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around Morton’s table (the lawyer and the friar), Raphael provokes animosity
through his direct criticism. If Morus cannot through his own actions portray
how this civil philosophy is practiced, we can seeit in the character and actions
of Morton. Not only does he work through the drama of Raphael, the lawyer
and friar, but he turns Raphael’s example of the Polylerites and their treatment
of thievesto good effect, which Raphael had himself argued could not happen
in a European court. Hythlodaeus would contribute to the ineffectiveness of
philosophical and experiential knowledge of what is good through his overly
insistent claims and unperceptive experience in the dramaof court life.”® Morus
will plead for amore practical approach, producing some good out of the situa-
tion before him.” Morton through his understanding of what is good, practical
wisdom in human affairs, and experience in court life will salvage and even
improve on what good can be gained from Hythlodaeus' travel and learning.

Morton in effect becomes the resolution, hidden away within a story, of the
Dialogue of Counsel and of the question of how to read Uropia. He reconciles
Ciceronian action and Platonic contemplation virtuously. Morus will play the
Ciceronian political actor, neither wholly affirmed as the only way of life, nor
silenced by Raphael’s arguments. Hythlodaeus will remain the Platonic phi-
losopher. Like Socrates and Plato, he will eschew direct political action, but
become a teacher of the best way, even if we must test his examples and in-
sights. As he says, he would not have left Utopia“had it not been to make this
new world known to others’ >—another contradiction between his words and
actions. We learn this “indirectly” through the drama of Morton’'s table. Again
Berger: “More has placed the contrast to all Utopian methods, and the criterion
by which they are to be judged, in the figure of Cardinal Morton.””®

We havein Utopia neither a treatise that we must describe as finally ambigu-
ous, nor one that argues for a particular political or economic organization. It
is rather a rhetorically constructed political treatise filled with potentially good
and bad ideas, wise and unwise solutions, “a nursery of correct and useful in-
stitutions,” " which must be examined, considered, tested, and debated. If the
rhetorical critics are correct, More offers clues along the way about what we
should look for. According to Fox, in his earlier work, Thomas More: History
and Providence, this sense that we must test and discover the virtuousness of
aparticular institution or custom over time through history, and thus under the
guidance of “providence” is a part of the Utopian way of thinking, and is part
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of a “Morean synthesis.” > Morton becomes an exemplar of how we are to
approach Utopian practices and institutions. It takes a wise ruler to judge and
initiate reform of existing institutions and practices and produce good results.
Utopia as awork of literature becomes a handbook in training for the aspiring
wise councilor. It isatool for testing good and bad ideas, the social effects of
customs, for measuring sixteenth-century society, our society, or perhaps any
society against an ideal. It isawork for training the political leader in practical
wisdom or the virtue of prudence. This is true for us as readers five centuries
later.

Aswe read through the philosophical exercise of “the best commonwealth,”
presented to us in the rhetorical wordplay of Raphael’s monologue in Book
I, we can test the institutions and customs he presents. Would they work as
described in thereal world of human nature, personalities, characters, interests,
and social customs? Are there flaws within them? Are their ideals truly good?
How do they reflect not only on the sixteenth century, but on our own day?
Contrary to the doxographic critics, Uropia does not advocate a particul ar ideo-
logical program or critique of existing institutions and customs. And contrary
to the literary critics, Uropia’s ambiguity is resolved as the reader plays the
role of Morton, testing, judging, and reading within the drama at hand. It isan
exercisein political education.

Practical Categoriesfor Reading Utopia

If Uropia has intrigued us and our students, captured our imaginations and
encouraged our attemptsto think through institutions, governance, and the pat-
ternsasociety might adopt, then we can ask what intellectual and rhetorical pat-
terns or practices lead to its success. And by extension we can ask what kinds
of communication we might look for and employ in our teaching about politics
and socia order. What follows is a ssimple proposal for the consideration of
four such patterns. All are included in Utopia and can be found prominently in
other early modern literary and utopian works. Thisis neither an exhaustive nor
systematic catalog, but simply a set of observations, and proposals to inform
our reading, thinking, and teaching.

The first pattern I call “elevation.” This is a broad category that encompasses
theideal or supposedly ideal world of Uropia. It ischaracteristic of the exercise
of creating a“best commonwealth” going back to Plato. In the sixteenth cen-
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tury it might include Sir Philip Sidney’s ideal “golden world,” and the “green
world” of pastoral and garden imagery.” It thus allows for the comparison of
the civilized and corrupt court and society with the innocence of nature and
the garden or an earlier golden age. It encourages the understanding of the
failure to find pure justice in all human societies by comparison with a past,
distant, natural, or more divine or perfect world. It shows up imperfection and
loss by elevating our sight to a proposed good by comparison. This might be
understood as the opposite of satire (which, of course, aso hasits usesin Uto-
pia). It shows up weakness, absence, lack, or ill will, not by critical exposure,
but by reflection of a brighter and purer light. Because of their “elevation,”
the supposedly ideal institutions of Utopias compel our assent and encourage
us to imagine them good and workable. Because of their elevation, utopian
works encourage usto aspireto heights of justice and goodness. AsFox argued,
the pattern of presentation of Book Il of Uropia moves from manifestly ideal
institutions, laws and practices, to those which are increasingly suspect.”” Be-
cause we begin with a compelled assent, we are able to move sympathetically
through the descriptions to ponder them before we feel compelled to test and
accept or reject them. The “ suspicion” of our own times reverses this approach,
encouraging usto stand above, to cast acritical eye on all that we observe. We
might be justly wary of ideals and idedlists. They have failed too often, and
their actual behavior often betraystheir personal moral authority. Morereveals
this through Hythlodaeus. But we can look upward or forward (or backward to
agolden period), if only to glimpse the possibility of something better.
Elevation, however, cannot stand alone, for, as Morus, says “it isimpossible
to make everything good unless all men are good, and that | don’t expect to see
for quite afew years.””® All persons are not good, nor are al our portrayals of
the ideal. We do not see the good with clarity, and portrayals of the ideal may
contain agood deal of “nonsense.” Utopiawe know isa*“good place” anda“no
place.” We are instructed to see through the debate and dialogue of Morus and
Raphael, the example of Morton, and the gentle questioning of Peter Giles a
second characteristic which we might call “prudential uncertainty.” Thisis not
asuspicion that stands critically above, but awillingnessto consider a possibil-
ity. It is an understanding of complexity, recognition that all is not well, and
yet an acceptance that we do not immediately have the understanding to make
al well. “Prudential uncertainty” is a counterbalance to the creation of ideal or
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best worlds. Morus's conclusion at the very end of the work also echoes this
quality: “while | can hardly agree with everything he [Raphael] said (though
he is a man of unquestionable learning and enormous experience of human
affairs), yet | freely confess that in the Utopian commonwealth there are very
many features that in our own societies | would wish rather than expect to
see.”® Here More, through Morus, the Morton in training, portrays prudential
uncertainty in hisrespect for learning and experience, his ability to test what he
has heard, his hope for the good, and recognition of the difficulty of finding or
enacting what appears good in this world. Erasmus complained that “ scrupu-
lous and exact knowledge of academic subjects...causes aimost alack of com-
mon sense in those who have grown old in them.”# This might especialy be
the case when the subject does not admit an exact knowledge, as Morus argues
to Hythlodaeus. Prudential uncertainty might show itself in sound common
sense devel oped through time and experience.

The third category for our understanding and teaching is the use of “indirec-
tion.” Here we have a practice that is explicit in Morus's answer to Raphael.
Morein fact used indirection throughout the work. He shows us how to read the
description of Utopian institutions as outlined in Book |1 indirectly in a story,
through Morton’sresponse as avirtuous and prudent prince to Raphael’searlier
descriptions of punishment of thieves in Book |. He does so without readers
realizing it at the time. Utopia itself from the preliminary fictional and playful
humanist letters, the dubious names of Utopian places and practices, the setting
in a garden, to the description of a fictional ideal society are all indirect pointers
to teach us about how a commonwealth might be organized, what customs and
laws might be promoted, how virtuous leaders will act, what to avoid, when
we might be speaking or listening to nonsense, and how to understand the or-
ganization of a society. Indirection catches us unaware, reveals insights that we
are not predisposed to receive, opens us to glimpses of what might be good or
evil in our society or in ourselves. Indirection causes usto return to awork, an
idea, or a scene to consider more fully what it might mean. The indirection of
Utopia and of the utopian literary tradition is one of the primary elements of its
appedl to itsreaders. As literary works, utopian writings share the novelist and
poet’s desire not to reveal too much too soon, to risk encouraging misunder-
standing, to divert our attention for atime, until we are ready to understand the
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complexity and depth of our condition and their insights. Indirection helps us
see beyond the political passions of our “hyperpartisan” times.®

Finally, I would recommend a fourth category for teaching of palitics, “co-
medic parody.” It is significant that the most comedic character in Utopia iSthe
exacting philosopher Raphael Hythlodaeus. Raphael for al of hislearning and
experience creates one of the most comedic scenes in the work when he asserts
that no prince would listen to him and his undoubtedly learned teaching at just
the moment when hetells of anincident, of which hewas a part, when aprince
did listen to him, grasped his meaning and even proposed further application.
Perhaps it is appropriate that the one who presumes wisdom be the source
of our merriment. Instruction is easier to take when it comes with laughter;
presumptuous preaching can be tedious. The comedic element in the platonic
renaissance has been highlighted by no less a philosopher than Ernst Cas-
sirer;® Trevor-Roper among others, has linked More's humorous trandlations
of Lucian to the same platonic impulse® More's contemporaries certainly
caught this element of the work, which in turn led C. S. Lewisin his English
Literature in the Sixteenth Century 10 argue for the important half-truth that
Utopia wassSimply ajest.® We find the same comedic patterns in More’s friend
Erasmus though with a more satirical sense. When we approach utopian litera-
ture without looking for this element, or when we read works without it, we and
they might fail to bring the “prudential uncertainty” and sense of “indirection”
necessary for the creation and reading of the tradition. Other utopian works of
the early modern period, such as Bacon's New Atlantis and Campanella's The
City of the Sun, lack the comedic element (and prudential uncertainty), and
are characteristic of didactic exercises in the proposed good. We read them
wondering how they can be trusted. Compared to the living qualities of More's
Utopia, they are historical artifacts. It is sufficient to claim that comedic parody
is a part of More's rhetorical repertoire. We miss the delight of Utopia if we
missits humor. And further we might miss the opportunity to learn and perhaps
to teach if we neglect to poke respectful fun at presumed wisdom of political
leaders and writers, and our own fallibility, as More did of himsalf.

Conclusion
Utopia isnot just a satire, or about private property and economic equal-
ity, or simply about the then current social issues of England, or a blueprint
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for a perfect communal society. It is hot about More's identity formation, and
it is does not leave us with complete ambiguity, as many scholars variously
propose. It isnot a portrait of atotalitarian Hell or aproposal for aliberal, reli-
gious humanism as Rothstein and Marty concluded. More offers us the pattern
of a good or best political order, flawed by pride and perhaps misunderstand-
ing, a series of supposedly ideal social practices to be tested, illustrations of
intellectual closedness, openness, and critical appraisal in the give and take
of Hythlodaeus (Nonsense) and More (the Fool), and of Cardinal Morton (a
virtuous and wise politician). We, the readers, must learn to see ourselves in
Hythlodaeus and Morus, and play the role of Morton.®> More creates a good
place, but a flawed good place as well, as a humanly created society must be.
While he elevates our vision, he places us back in the real world of politics
and personalities, indirectly bringing theideal and the imperfect together. Then
he teaches us how to live with the two, to read through the example of a wise
and good ruler and his prudential insight. In the process he shows us our own
limitations, encouraging humility in our comparison of the ideal and our flawed
world, and providing a way of testing our own ideals, reasoning, and action.
Indirectly, by shaping our emotional and intuitive perception, he teaches us to
ask questions of ourselves, our ideals, and what we might, can and should at-
tempt. This would seem to be a model for understanding and teaching utopian
and political literature, and a guide for testing our understanding and teaching
about good or supposedly good societies, about social change and our roleinit.
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