■ Sir Thomas More ■

UTOPIA
(1516)
Sir Thomas More (1477-1535) began his public career in L 01_1don. A brillia~t
lawyer, he came to the attention of King Henry VIII, who was impressed by ~is
intellect and sense of humor. The two became friends, and More rose in
public service to become Lord Chancellor, the highest legal officer in the
land. More was a member of the humanist community in England and a close
friend of Erasmus. A believer in education for both men and women, More
raised his daughters according to humanist principles; they became internationally renowned for their learning.
When Henry VIII broke with the Catholic Church over the issue of his
divorce, More refused to follow the king along the paths of Protestantism.
He would not lend his support to the divorce or to the declaration of the
king's supremacy in religious matters. Accused of treason and beheaded in
1535, More was subsequently canonized by the Catholic Church.
Utopia is an expression of More's humanist ideals. The first part, known as
the Book of Counsel, contains a long debate over whether a humanist should
become advisor to a king, a question which in More's case was to prove
prophetic. The second part, from which the following excerpts are taken,
describes the imaginary society of Utopia, which has lent its name to all subsequent proposals for ideal communities.

Occupations
Agriculture is the one pursuit which is common
to all, both men and women, without exception.
They are all instructed in it from childhood
partly by principles taught in school, partly by'
field trips to the farms closer to the city as if for
recreation. Here they do not merely look on,
but, as opportunity arises for bodily exercise,
they do the actual work.
Besides agriculture (which is, as I said
common to all), each is taught one particular craft'

as ~is own. This is generally either wool-working
or lmen-making or masonry or metal-working or
c~rpentry. There is no other pursuit which occupies any number worth mentioning. As for
clothes, these are of one and the same pattern
th roughout the island and down the centuries,
th0 ugh there is a distinction between the sexes
a nd between the single and married. The garments are comely to the eye, convenient for bodily
mo~ement, and fit for wear in heat and cold. Each
family, I say, does its own tailoring.

245

56. Sir Th omas More
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Social Relations
But now, it seems, I must explain the behavior of
the citizens toward one another, the nature of
their social relations, and the method of distribution of goods. Since the city consists of households, households as a rule are made up of those
related by blood. Girls, upon reaching womanhood and upon being settled in marriage, go to
their husbands' domiciles. On the other hand,
male children and then grandchildren remain
in the family and are subject to the oldest parent,
unless he has become a dotard with old age. In
the latter case the next oldest is put in his place.
Every city is divided into four equal districts.
In the middle of each quarter is a market of all
kinds of commodities. To designated market
buildings the products of each family are co~veyed. Each kind of goods is arranged separately m
storehouses. From the latter any head of a household seeks what he and his require and, without
ff
.
.
money or any kind of compensat10n, carnes 0
what he seeks. Why should anything be refused?
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display of possessions. The latte r vice can have no
place at all in the Utopian scheme of things.
. Meanwhile, gold and silver, of which money
is made, are so treated by them that no on e
values th em more highly than their true nature
~ese:ves . Who does not see th at they are fa r
mfenor to iron in usefuln ess since without iron
mortals cannot live any more than without fire
and water? To gold and silve r, however, nature
has given no use that we cannot dispense with, if
the folly of men had not made th em valuable
because they are rare. On the other hand, like
a most kind and indulge nt moth er, she has
exposed to view all that is best, like air and water
and earth itself, but has rem oved as far as
possible from us all vain and unprofitable things.
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"The Island of Utopia. " This illustration w~s
the frontispiece in Sir Thomas More 's Utopia,
published in 1516.
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Part III Renaissa nce and RcfonnaL ion

If in Utopia these metals were kept locked
up in a tower. it might be suspect ed that the
governo r and the senate- for such is the foolish
imagina tion of the commo n folk-we re deceiving the people by the scheme and they
themsel ves were deri,ing some benefit therefrom. Moreove 1·, if they made them into d1inking
vessels and other such skillful handiwo rk, then if
occasio n arose for them all to be melted down
again and applied to the pay of soldiers , they
realize that people would be unwillin g to be
deprive d of what they had once begun to
treasure .
In that part of philoso phy which deals with
morals, they carry on the saine debates as we do.
They inquire into the good: of the soul and of
the body and of externa l gifts. They ask also
whethe r the naine of good may be applied to all
three or simply belongs to the endowm ents of
the soul. They discuss virtue and pleasure , but
their princip al and chief debate is in what thing
or things, one or more, they are to hold that
happine ss consists . In this matter they seem to
lean more than they should to the school that
espouse s pleasur e as the object by which to
define either the whole or the chief part of
human happine ss.
What is more astonish ing is that they seek a
defense for this soft doctrine from their religion,
which is serious and strict, almost solemn and
hard. They never have a discussi on of happine ss
without uniting certain principl es taken from
religion as well as from philosop hy, which uses
rationa l argume nts. Withou t these principl es
they think reason insuffic ient and weak by itself
for the investig ation of true happine ss. The
followin g are exampl es of these principl es.
The soul is immort al and by the goodnes s of
God born for happine ss. After this life rewards
are appoint ed for our virtues and good deeds,
punish ment for our crimes. Though these
principl es belong to religion , yet they hold that
reason leads men to believe and to admit them.
As it is, they hold happine ss rests not in
every kind of pleasur e but only in good and

. stii·c · To such , as to. the 'sttpi·e 111 e
d e c e n l Pl e •1,
good, our nature _is d1·awn b y virtu e itse lf, to
which the opposite _ school_ alo~1 e attribute s
happine ss. Th e Utopi~~n s d e hn e _virtu e as living
accordi ng to nature since to this e nd we were
CI"eated b y God. That individu al , th ey say, is
followin g the guidanc e of nature who, in d esiring one thing and avoidin g another, obeys the
dictates of reason.
Women do not marry till eighteen , men not
till they are four years older. If before marriage a
man or woman is convict ed of secret intercourse, he or she is severely punishe d, and they
are forbidd en to marry altoget her unless the
governo r 's pardon remits their guilt. In addition, both father and mother· of the family in
whose house the offense was commit ted incur
great disgrace as having been neglectf ul in
doing their duties. The reason why they punish
this offense so severely is their forekno wledge
that, unless persons are carefull y restraine d
from promisc uous intercou rse, few will unite in
married love, in which state a whole life must be
spent with one compan ion and all the troubles
incident al to it must be patientl y borne.
In choosin g mates, they seriousl y and st..Iictly
espouse a custom which see1ned to us very foolish
and extreme ly 1idiculo us. The woman, whether
maiden or widow, is shown naked to the suitor by
a worthy a.Ild respecta ble matron, and similarly
the suitor is presente d naked before the maiden
by a discreet man. We laughed at this custom and
condem ned it as foolish. They, on the other
hand, marvell ed at the remarka ble folly of all
other nations. In buying a colt, where there is
question of only a little money, persons are so
cautious that though it is almost bai·e they will not
buy until they have taken off the saddle a nd
removed all the trapping s for fear some sore lies
conceal ed under these covering s. Yet in the
choice of a wife, an action which will cause either
pleasure or disgust to follow them the rest of their
lives, they are so careless that while the rest of
her body is covered with clothes, they estimate
th e value of the whole woman from hardly a

. le handbreadth of her, only the face being
sing
.
. "ble and clasp her to themselves not without
V].Si
'
f h .
.
·11
great danger o t e1r . agreeing 1 together if
thing afteiwards gives them offense.
sollle
They have very few laws because very few are
needed for persons so educa~ed. The chief fault
they find with other peoples 1s that almost innumerable books of laws and commentaries are
not sufficient. They themselves think it most
unfair that any group of men should be bound
by laws which are either too numerous to be
read through or too obscure to be understood
by anyone.
Moreover, they absolutely banish from their
country all lawyers, who cleverly manipulate
cases and cunningly argue legal points. They
consider it a good thing that every man should
plead his own cause and say the same to the
judge as he would tell his counsel. Thus there is
less ambiguity and the truth is more easily
elicited when a man, uncoached in deception by
a lawyer, conducts his own case and the judge
skillfully weighs each statement and helps untutored minds to defeat the false accusations of the

crafty. To secure these advantages in othe r countries is difficult, owing to the immense mass of
extremely complicated laws. First, they h ave , as
I said, very few laws and , secondly, th ey regard
the most obvious interpretation of the law as the
most fair interpretation.
.
This policy follows from their reason~ng
that, since all laws are promulgated to remind
every man of his duty, the more recondite interpretation reminds only very few (for there
are few who can arrive at it) whereas the more
simple and obvious sense of the laws is open to
all. Otherwise, what difference would it make
for the common people, who are the most
numerous and also most in need of instruction,
whether you framed no law at all or whether
the interpretation of the law you framed
was such that no one could elicit it except by
great ingenuity and long argument? Now, the
untrained judgment of the common people
cannot attain to the meaning of such an interpretation nor can their lives be long enough,
seeing that they are wholly taken up with
getting a living.

