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      INTRODUCTION

      

      Christian humanism as embodied in the life of Thomas More and set forth in his writings is a calling — a practical activity and a divine mission. The task as More sees and shares it with a host of contemporary reformers is to revivify individual existence and to restore Christian community. He differs from some of these reformers in his refusal to separate the two goals. Of greater significance, he differs from many, if not most, reformers in his resistance, to the temptation to define individual rebirth and Christian communion in purely private or other-wordly terms. More’s ideas of rebirth and community possess a mundane and social dimension which is essential to them, and they also carry with them a lively sense of pleasure, a healthy affection for the things of this world, and the feeling that a love of oneself and others should inform all human activities and relations. Reform, then, is a spiritual phenomenon which has the utmost bearing on practical life. As we shall see, the new man and the new society are inextricably interwoven. The real Christian community is not the congregation of the elect or St. Augustine’s City of God, but a visible society instituted in equality and perfected in caritas.

      The institutions and usages of his social world being what they were, More viewed them as inevitable corrupters and perverters of human judgment. Growing up and living under their influence, men lost contact with the well-springs of their existence — they no longer could sense and know authentic life values. Hence it came about that they saw everything topsy-turvy : they mistook foolishness for wisdom, inequity for justice, death for life.

      Given these conditions reform would have to encompass a double movement : the transformation of society and the recovery by the individual of an uncorrupted and free communication with the sources of his well-being. This, I shall try to show, is how More conceives of the problem of reform. In dealing with this and other issues, More prefers his language to remain close to living experience. Such language, adhering closely to common perception, feeling, and desire, is the proper mode of common human communication.

      It is by choice, then, that More is a man of letters and not a technical philosopher. He is not primarily concerned with the pursuit and clarification of concepts or the systematization of knowledge. His friend Peter Giles expresses the difference by way of a telling contrast : “I [Utopia is speaking] am a rival of Plato’s republic, 
perhaps even a victor over it. The reason is that what he has delineated in words, I alone have exhibited in men and resources and laws of surpassing excellence.”1
 Utopia
 is superior because it portrays a living commonweal while the Republic
 merely inquires into the philosophical principles of such a society. The meaning and ramifications of this assertion of the priority of life over philosophy will have to be explored. But we may already detect the hint of an intrinsic relation between the substance of reform, the recovery of individual and communal spiritual life, and the method of reform, the actualization of this aim by the use of life-giving or inspiring means. The source of such inspiration, then, is a life that is lived in studious pursuit of, and consistent with, reform — in short, the life of a reformer. A teaching must be lived not only for the sake of the integrity of the teacher, but for the sake of the persuasive weight it lends to its message. An exemplary life is simultaneously the highest philosophy and the most effective lesson. The life of Christ bears eloquent witness to this.

      We come full circle : from More the reformer — to his idea of reform — to the problem of its enactment — to the activities of More the reformer. In his own thought we have a provisional warrant for our method of recovering More through the double operation of understanding his teachings in the light of his life and his life in the light of his teachings.
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          The Complete Works of St. Thomas More
, Vol. IV : Utopia
, ed. E. Surtz and J. H. Hexter, Yale University Press, 1965, p. 21. Hereafter this work will be cited as Utopia.
 The Latin will be given in the footnotes. “Ciuitatis aemula Platonicae, / Fortasse uictrix, (nam quod illa literis / Deliniauit, hoc ego una praestiti, / Viris & opibus, optimisque legibus.” Since, in the Yale edition, the Latin and English face each other page references to the Latin will be omitted when citing this edition.

        

      

    

  


		

    
		

  
    
      CHAPTER I 
FOLLY AND THE SOURCES OF SOCIAL DISORDER

      In the period immediately preceding the breakdown of Christian concord in Western Europe, More and his friend Erasmus were actively engaged in challenging many of the existing beliefs and actual practices of their civilization as they sought to reform and revitalize the Christian commonwealth. They shared with many a fellow Christian humanist a reasonable hope that such a campaign might very well succeed in bringing the life of the community closer to the teachings of Christ and his church. The opening years of the decade which was to culminate in Luther’s break with the church was marked by their vigorous literary and pedagogical activity in behalf of a program of reform whose surprising comprehensiveness and depth became more and more apparent with each succeeding publication. It is but one sign of this depth that Erasmus and More chose to see so many of the beliefs and practices of their society in terms of Erasmus’ favorite figure of topsy-turvy. For instance, the ideas and policy of the Utopians, with regard to war and international relations, involve a transvaluation of the values of the western feudal and post-feudal aristocracy. The hero, who is presented for our admiration and emulation, is not the warrior-knight, but the holy man who prays for peace in the midst of battle. The Utopian idea of glory is the reverse of military glory. And, it may be added, nothing is so dishonorable to them as going to war to uphold one’s honor. The ethic of the Utopians is consonant with the benefits of peace and the abhorrence of the inhumanity of war. It is the ethic of the aristocracy turned on its head. Conversely, Utopian heroism and courage would be deemed willainy and cowardice, judged by the code of chivalry. Even the sports and pleasures of the western aristocracy, for example, hunting and dicing, are held to be their very opposite—the source of pain, not pleasure, by the Utopians. Nowhere is this out-and-out opposition by the Christian humanist-literati to the mores of the aristocracy more vehemently expressed than in their hostility to its warrior ethic. In their eyes, a knightly code and monarchical policy feed on each other at the expense of peace—a peace which is the precondition of all human well-being.

      The emergent lay or lay-oriented intellectual class of humanist teachers and councilors play a greater and greater role in European society as the 16th century advances. Erasmus enthusiastically testifies to the magnitude of this Christian humanist penetration of the court in England :

      
        The King… is delighted with good books, and

        the Queen… is no less to be respected for

        her piety than her erudition… Thomas Linacre

        is their physician,… Cuthbert Tunstall is

        Master of the Rolls,… Thomas More is one

        of the Council… Pace… is the King’s

        Secretary ; William, Lord Mountjoy, is at

        the head of the Queen’s household, and John

        Colet is the Preacher.1



      

      There was no doubt in the minds of More and Erasmus that the world was upsidedown, but the fact that it mistook folly for wisdom was not to be taken as the occasion for despair, resignation, or withdrawal. The Christian vocation called all men to dedicate themselves to the reform and perfection of the Christian community.

      The struggle to reform their society from within brought these humanists into deep conflict with powerful groups in the church and universities. The publication of a major tract of this reform movement, Erasmus’ The Praise of Folly
, drew strong negative reactions from vested theological and pedagogical interests. Among those who took Erasmus to task for undermining the authority of the theologians and the church was his friend and correspondent, Martin Dorp of the University of Louvain. In a letter to Erasmus, relatively mild in tone when compared with the one that was to follow it, Dorp deplored the writing of the Folly
 as a disservice to Christianity.

      In criticizing The Praise of Folly
, Dorp had pressed Erasmus to write something in praise of wisdom. Such a work, he felt, would remove some of the curse from the irreverent Folly.
 In their anger at Erasmus, the solemn theologians of Louvain appeared, or pretended, to overlook the fact that the Folly
, while carrying out the promise of its title, also contained praise of natural and divine wisdom. Indeed, encomia of nature, grace, and folly are basic themes which run through many of Erasmus’ writings. These three conditions of men, the states of folly, nature, and grace, are the subject of a life-long concern which Erasmus shared with More. Each in his own way, yet always in the spirit of the common enterprise, endeavored to teach by lauding the praiseworthy, condemning the vicious, and indicating the way to reform the foolish. That they drew sustenance from each other is evident from their writings and personal conduct ; that they believed it was the vocation of friends and of all men to sustain each other is evident from their positive teachings. Thus, the Moriae Encomium
 is the offspring of Erasmus, but even if he had not proclaimed the fact to the world,2
 who could doubt that it was conceived in the spirit of its namesake — if More had never been born, it is questionable whether the Folly
 would ever have been written.

      Though More and Erasmus are engaged in a common work, an unpremeditated division of labor begins to emerge. The Folly
 treats of natural and divine wisdom, but its major theme remains the comedy of human errors. On the other hand, it is More’s Utopia
, Book II which dedicates itself primarily to the fulsome praise of natural wisdom.3
 Its portrayal of human fulfillment and social concord, under a social order in which natural reason guides human industry, is nothing less than an exemplification of this wisdom. It is, of course, highly doubtful that More undertook the work in response to Dorp’s suggestion to Erasmus. Needless to say, it was not the retraction for which Dorp had called. Instead, in spirit and content, it formed a nice complement to the Folly.
 And this was as it should be. Had not Erasmus, in dedicating the Folly
 to his friend, charged him with its defense ?4
 And did not the Folly
 possess some of the very same qualities and saving graces which Erasmus tells us he had found in More, and which led him to the idea of the praise of folly as he pondered a way to commemorate his visit to England and the enjoyment of More’s company ?5



      But just as the Folly
 also treats of wisdom, so Utopia
 has something to say on the subject of folly. In part for the same reason : it would be labored, if not impossible, to discuss the one without making reference to the other. While folly receives due attention in both books of Utopia
 it is principally in Book I, the part with which he chooses to introduce his description of Utopia, that More focuses on the follies of his day, particularly the social corruption of European and English society. Book II is taken up with the actual description of Utopia. In this fashion the contrast between the folly of a western commonwealth and the wisdom of Utopian society is vividly juxtaposed for the reader.

      It will be recalled that Erasmus’ Folly claims, as her very own, those lawyers, merchants, theologians, monks, bishops, popes, rulers, and poets who pursue the ways of self-love while ignoring the claims of charity. This, in brief, is Erasmus’ message and admonition. He discusses the failings of these social types in terms of morals and religion. In contrast, More shifts the focus. He concentrates on the folly of social institutions and political practices. There can be no question but that this is the result of a conscious choice. Thus, in the opening portions of Utopia
 More is careful to inform the reader that he is principally interested in the mores and institutions of different peoples. All other news from foreign lands is idle gossip.6



      The first thing, then, that sets More, the social critic, apart from some of his humanist confreres, is his insistence on viewing the human problem of folly and disorder as originating in social institutions. Even where, as in the case of Erasmus, others, to some degree, share this insight, no one concentrates so completely upon it or so fully spells out its consequences. More leaves us in no doubt that the problem of order and disorder is social in nature as is its cause or origin. In consequence, remedies, too, must be social in nature.

      The explication and analysis of the last two propositions is the chief concern of this chapter. A second feature of More’s social thought, which will mainly occupy us in the first section, is the nature of his criticism of English society.

      
        1. The Corrupt Mores and Institutions of English and European Society.



        War and Madness.

        No human folly, no social ill, so violated the spirit and so outraged the good sense of these Christian humanists as did the affliction of war. If peace, as Erasmus argued, was the source and origin of human well-being,7
 war was the “seed of all evil.”8
 Significantly, war was not regarded by Erasmus as merely another human folly : in The Complaint of Peace
 he called it madness, not folly9
 and he thought of it as a condition of being possessed by the furies.9
 It was, then, qualitatively different from mere ignorance or even moral weakness. It was a state in which the individual was bereft of elementary prudence — a state of insanity.

        Any doubt that Erasmus intended to distinguish the madness of war from other follies is dispelled by a passage in The Praise of Folly
, in which he takes pains to establish and emphasize the difference. He contrasts two kinds of madness with reference to their causes. One, of which war is the prime example, he traces to the furies ; the other, flows from folly.

        
          The fact is that ‘madness’ is a genus

          comprising two species : one the revenging Furies

          send secretly from hell whenever… they put

          into the hearts of mortal men lust for war…

          The other kind is far different from this.

          It comes, you see, from me [Folly is speaking] ; and

          of all things is most to be desired. It is present whenever an amiable

          dotage of the mind at once frees the spirit from

          carking cares and anoints it with a complex delight.11
...
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