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HYTHLODAY'S Q U m I O N S  : 
CLUES TO HIS CHARACTER 7 

OR PROVOKERS OF THOUGHT 7 

The Utopian pursuit of pleasure has made many critics and readers 
uneasy. Interpreters, especially those who stress More's orthodox Chris- 
tianity, often claim that More regarded the pursuit of pleasure not as rea- 
sonable, but as absurd. Edward L. Surtz, on the other hand, has argued 
that More, in inventing the Utopian pleasure philosophy, cc wished to 
provoke Christians to some serious thought about the nature and the 
object of human happiness. n ' I would like to further substantiate 
Father Surtz's position by discussing briefly More's strategy in having 
Hythloday question the Utopians' attitudes toward pleasure. 

The pursuit of pleasure, in the Utopian view, is sanctioned by 
nature and reason, their persistent norms : cc The senses ( s e w )  as well as 
right reason (recta ratio) aim at whatever is pleasant by nature. )) 

44 Nature herself, they maintain, prescribes to us a joyous life or, in other 
words, pleasure, as the end of our operations BB (Utopia, p. 165). C.S. 
Lewis's response, though dated, is instructive. He does not want us to 
take this Utopian interest very seriously : cc It is very strange, )) he says, 
that More 44 should make Hedonism the philosophy of the Utopians. Epi- 
curus was not regarded by most Christians as the highest example of the 
natural light. n ' R.W. Chambers ' first offered what might be called the 
44 natural light n view -- that whatever faults we might find in the Uto- 
pians could be attributed to More's conscious portrayal of them as hea- 
then, but at the same time (in Lewis's words), as cc the highest example of 
the natural light. BB By distinguishing the Utopians as heathen, Chambers 
(along with Lewis and others) is able to absolve More of responsibility for 
any opinion held by the Utopians which may not accord with beliefs More 
expresses in his other writings. 

A second and more recent method of achieving the same end is to 
dissociate More from his narrator Hythloday, and to judge Hythloday's 
whole-hearted enthusiasm for Utopian practices as a naive idealism not 
sanctioned by More. 

Hythloday, though, is not whole-hearted in his praise of hedo- 
nism, and this should make us pause. Three times in Book Two he expres- 
ses some reservation about Utopian practices. He is dubious about their 
custom of premarital inspection. And twice he indicates concern about 




