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THOMAS MORE AS A RENAISSANCE HUMANIST *. 

The topic chosen for this lecture reflects my own interests as a 
scholar, and it will also give me an opportunity to address myself to a 
question. often raised in my discussions with several More specialists and 
treated by them on more than one occasion I ,  that is, whether and to 
what extent the interpretation of Renaissance humanism which I have 
tried to propose and to defend over a number of years may be applied to 
Thomas More and his work. I shall try to show in this paper that Renais- 
sance humanism, as I understand that term, constitutes a significant 
aspect of the life and work of Thomas More. I do not claim that it is the 
only or even the most important aspect, for apart from being a humanist 
and a scholar, Thomas More was a lawyer and statesman, a theologian 
and a martyr, and 1 do not wish to maintain that within the complex 
physiognomy of More's person and life, of his fame and his place in his- 
tory, humanism is as important an aspect as some of the others. Yet I 
shall be concerned with Thomas More rather then with Sir Thomas More 
or with St. Thomas More, and I shall be satisfied if I can show that Tho- 
mas More, among other things, was also a humanist, just as many other 
Renaissance scholars were often something else besides being humanists, 
as for example Petrarch and Poliziano who were vernacular poets, or 
Ficino and Pico who were speculative philosophas. 

A Renaissance humanist, as I understand that term, was not a 
preacher of vaguely d c f i ~ d  him= Y&A~S, iiihideii& by spccidki 
knowledge, as arc many modern writers to whom the term is now freely 
applied, but a highly trained classical scholar, and a student (not 
necessarily a teacher) of the Studia humanitatis, the humanities, that is. 
of a cycle of studies that are described as containing grammar, rhetoric, 
poetry, history and moral philosophy. Humanist scholarship was not the 
sum total of Renaissance learning or culture. It did not include theology 
or jurisprudence, the philosophical disciplines other than ethics, or the 
sciences, although individual humanists, depending on their intellectual 
interests or professional ambitions, were able to combine the humanities 
with any other field of study. Humanist scholarship, as we described it, 
originated in Italy during the fourteenth and fifteenth century. and 
spread from there to the rest of Europe including England. The diffusion 
of Italian humanism in fifteenthcentury England has been studied by 
Roberto Weiss and others 3. The process involved, as might be expected, 
Italian scholars who visited England for a shorter or longer period and 
English scholars who visited Italy or studied in Italy and returned with 
new knowledge, ideas and books. 
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Thomas More belonged to the first generation of English and 
other Northern scholars who received a full humanistic training at home 
without ever going to Italy, and Erasmus,who had his reservations about 
Italy and who visited Italy rather late in life, was still prompted to wonder 
what might have become of More if he had lived in Italy 4. Yet More had 
Italian friends who lived in England 5, and he had teachers and friends 
who had been to Italy, such as Colet, Grocyn and Linacre. More received 
a good humanistic training, although the details of his early education are 
unknown to us 6. He learned Latin at an early age, and his Latin style was 
greatly admired by his humanist contemporaries. He made the effort of 
learning Greek, learned it well, and was a strong champion of Greek stud- 
ies, as we may see from the long letters on the subject which he addressed 
to Martin Dorpius and to the University of Oxford 7. We do not know 
for certain whether he taught grammar, but he wrote laudatory 
verses for some textbooks of grammar published by his friends 8, and he 
gave lectures on Augustine's City of God 9. The lectures have not come I 

down to us, but there is good reason to assume that they dealt with ques- 
I 

i 
tions of Roman history, as did other commentaries from the same 
period lo. More's correspondence shows him to have been a respected 
member of the international community of humanist scholars1 l .  He was 
in close touch with many English and continental scholars, including 
Guillaume Budt, the leading French humanist of his time 12, and above 
all Erasmus, an intimate and lifelong friend who.dedicated to him his 
Prake of Folly 13, had More's writings published in Louvain and 
Basel 14, and gave a fine portrait and eulogy of More in a letter to Hutten 
written in !L!Q '5. 

If we scan and survey the extant writings of Thomas More, we 
note that a sizable part of them fits the humanist pattern rather neatly, 
especially (but not exclusively) his Latin works, and the works of his ear- 
lier years. The verses he wrote for the grammar books of others, and the 
letters sent in defense of the study of Greek have been mentioned. As tes- 
timonies of his contribution to grammar, as then understood, we may add 
More's Latin translations from the Greek : three dialogues and a decla- 
mation of Lucian translated in competition with Erasmus 16, and many 
epigrams from the Greek Anthology, some of them translated in competi- 
tion with William Lily 17. More's mastery of Greek appears also in the 
words and phrases inserted in his letters, especially to Erasmus, evidently 
after the model of Cicero's letters to Atticus. More's skill in rhetoric 
appears in the declamation on tyrannicide which he composed in reply to 

Lucian and again in competition with Erasmus, 18, and also in his letters. 
Some of the longer letters have the form of invectives, especially the let- 
ters to Dorp and Lee which he wrote in defense of Erasmus 19, and the 
letter to Germanus Brixius which he had printed separately and which is 
an early example of More as a polemicist, concerned in this case with 
political and scholarly issues 20. We read of public orations More delive- 
red on ceremonial occasions 2', but to my knowledge they have not been 
preserved. More's contribution to humanist historiography consists in his 
History of Richard III, a work that he composed in both Latin and 
English 22. It had a complicated textual history and remained a fragment, 
but it is remarkable in both versions for its style and pathos and shows the 
influence of Sallust, Tacitus and other ancient historians 23. 

Of greater significance is More's contribution t o  poetry. His 
English poems, most of them early, include verse translations of a few 
Latin prose pieces by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola More's Latin 
poems, many of them translated from the Greek Anthology, were 
composed at different periods of his life. In the judgment o f  his contcm- 
poraries and of his modern editors, they excel in style and technique (he 
used several difficult verse schemes), and in the serious moral and politic- 
al content of many pieces, as it is not often encountered in other poets of 
his age 25. 

The last and in a way most important field of the humanities is 
moral philosophy, which includes political philosophy. More's stature as 
a moral and political thinker appears in many of his poems and letters, 
and above all, in his most famous work, the Utopia, which is no doubt a 
major contribution to moral and political philosophy, and also a master- 
piece of Renaissance humanism. As we have learned from Hexter and 
others z6, the second book of the Utopia was written in 1515 in the Low 
Countries where More spent several months as an envoy o f  Henry VIII. 
Most of the first book, often referred to  as the dialogue of  counsel, was 
added after More's return to London in 1516. The work has the form of a 
dialogue, especially in the first book, and this literary pattern links it with 
such ancient authors as Plato, Cicero and Lucian, and also with a large 
body of humanist literature from the fifteenth and sixteenth century ". 
The dialogue form also presents a perennial problem t o  the modem inter- 
preter because the author expresses his opinions not in direct statements 
made in his own name, but through the mouth of his characters. Hence it 
has been argued for ever, in the case of More as in that of 
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Plato and other writers, that certain ideas encountered in a dialogue can- 
not be taken as the considered opinion of the author, but are merely pre- 
sented as part of a discussion, even when the participants of the discus- 
sion include the author himself, or in the case of Plato, his admired 
teacher Socrates. The matter has been further complicated in recent dec- 
ades when the writings of Thomas More, and especially Utopia, have 
been reclaimed by literary historians and critics as works of literature, 
and freed, as it were, from the literal and dogmatic interpretations of 
political and other philosophers. Since my background is in philosophy 
rather than in literature, I must try to defend the rights and claims of a 
philosophical interpretation, for More as well as for Plato, while avoiding 
the pitfalls of a narrow dogmatic interpretation, and making allowance 
for the legitimate insights of the literary critics. A dialogue by More or by 
Plato must be appreciated as a work of literature, but it does not cease for 
that reason to  be a work of philosophy. The play of conflicting opinions 
in a dialogue brings out the varied facets of a problem and the contrasts 
between its different solutions. However, this does not mean, at least not 
in all instances, that an author holds no opinion of his own, or that he 
considers all opinions expressed by his characters as equally valid or inva- 
lid. There are some sound philological methods that help us to ascertain 
what the author of a dialogue really means. Many dialogues are compos- 
ed in a kind of crescendo style, and there is reason to believe that the char- 
acter who speaks last also has the last word, as.far as the author is 
concerned. Furthermore, if an opinion expressed in a dialogue can be 
corroborated by statements made by the author in his other works, and 
especially in works that are no! written ir. the dialogiie form, there is 
ample reason for treating such opinions as the author's own. It is of 
course true that the dialogue form allows the author to include many 
statements which he would not be prepared to defend in his own name. 
But it is equally true that plausible statements cannot be simply dismissed 
because they are found in a dialogue, especially if they are also found in 
other writings of the same author. We must proceed in each case with 
great caution. This is a rather general piece of advice, and 1 am afraid I 
have neither the time nor the competence to apply it in detail to an 
interpretation of More's Utopia. 

I should like to  add another word of caution concerning the gener- 
al relationship between philosophy and literature in our time. Since much 
philosophical discourse in recent decades has been rather narrow and 
technical, and has often failed or refused to deal with some of the 
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major questions which occupied the center of traditional philosophy, it is 
not at all surprising that many critics and writers should have invaded and 
occupied the territory relinquished by the professional philosophers. This 
change of dominion is even welcome, and certainly preferable to com- 
plete intellectual anarchy. Yet the literary critics cannot have it both 
ways. If they claim that a poet or writer has a better answer to certain 
questions than the professional philosopher, or if they want to offer a 
better interpretation to the works of past philosophers than do their col- 
leagues in philosophy, they should also submit to the rules and to the dis- 
cipline that have traditionally governed the interpretation of past think- 
ers, whether they were professional philosophers or not. They cannot first 
claim to interpret the thought of the past, and then avoid the rules of a 
precise interpretation, hiding behind such dubious and elusive terms as 
(< symbolism )> or cc deliberate ambiguity, >> and failing to explain precise- 
ly what the words and sentences used by an author really mean. And 
when they claim that Shakespeare was a greater thinker than Descartes 
(and perhaps he was) they should not avoid telling us what his thought 
precisely meant. And if they claim that Plato and More are writers and 
not philosophers (something I consider to be wrong) they still should tell 
us what their thoughts really amount to. 

Having spoken, perhaps at excessive length, about the literary 
form of More's Utopia, I must add a few words about its title, and about 
its general theme as expressed in that title. Utopia is a Greek work coined 
by More, and thanks to More, the word and its derivatives such as Uto- 
pian and Utopianism have become so familiar that we usually forget ?Q 

ask about the original and precise meaning of the word Utopia. The word 
consists of the negation ou and the term topos which stands for place. 
The combination Utopia, Noplaceness, is neither precise nor felicitous in 
Greek, for the suffix -ia denotes an abstraction rather than a place, and 
the negative prefix for a noun should be an alpha privativum, not the 
negation ou, as such words as akrateia and many others show. There is no 
other comparable noun with the prefix alpha in the classical Greek vocab- 
ulary, and the best defense we can offer for More's word is  that the word 
atopia, which would have been more correct, though not entirely correct, 
was preempted since ancient times by a different meaning (cc absurdity D, 
and other similar connotations). The complete original title of More's 
work was probably better understood by his contemporary readers : De 
optimo reipublicae statu deque nova insula Utopia. I should like to offer 
a guess about the way More arrived at the term Utopia (and I 
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am afraid this is the only scholarly contribution I may hope to make in 
this paper). In several letters written by More to Erasmus in 1516 when he 
sent him his manuscript, More does not use the title Utopia, but rather 
refers to his work as Nusquama (nowhereland) 28. It is quite possible that 
this was the original title (which was awkward enough) and that More 
then adopted the title Utopia while the work was in press, perhaps on the 
advice of Erasmus. The title Nusquama is clearly traceable to the end of 
the ninth book of Plato's Republic where Socrates states that the perfect 
republic which he and his friends have been describing exists only in their 
discourse, but nowhere on earth (ges ge oudamou) 29. I am convinced 
that More in the choice of his initial title Nusquama was inspired by this 
passage in Plato. Erasmus tells us that More was familiar with this work 
at an early age 30, but it is worth noticing that the first printed edition of 
Plato's works in Greek was published by Aldus Manutius in 1513 31. It 
seems to me plausible that More used his leisure in Flanders to reread 
Plato's Republic in Greek and to discuss it with his friends. This does not 
detract from More's originality at all, but it shows More's knowledge of 
Plato, and especially of the Greek text of Plato. For in the Latin transla- 
tion of Ficino which had been available in print since 1484, the crucial 
passage is mistranslated (nusguam interius, instead of nusquam in 
terris) 32. 

The first book of Utopia deals with some of the political and social 
ills of contemporary England, and curiously enough, it is quite clear that 
More is perfectly serious in criticizing these ills, although the pattern of 
the dialogue form is followed more strictly in this book than in the 
second. The only problem !hat remzins is whether :he prudent aid  expe- 
rienced man should serve as a counsellor of the king, and it has been 
rightly observed that the discussion seems to end with a negative conclu- 
sion. Since More at the time when he wrote the dialogue had Served the 
king on some specific occasions, but hesitated for several more years 
before accepting a permanent office, I see no reason for doubting that the 
refusal to serve as expressed in the dialogue reflects his actual attitude at 
the time. We may rather ask why More came to change his mind at a later 
date, and it has been plausibly argued that the royal policy under Wolsey 
was actually trying in those years to find remedies for the evils criticized 
by More, and that he came to hope that he himself would help, while in 
office, to move things in the right direction 33. 

The second book, which was written first and which contains the 
description of the ideal republic in Nowhereland and represents the core 

of the work to which it owes its title and its fame, is a dialogue only in 
name, for it consists of a long and continuous discourse put into the 
mouth of a narrator who thus serves to mediate between the author and 
his reader, a device often used by Plato 34 but much more rarely by other 
ancient or humanist authors of dialogues. We must admit that the device 
of the fictitious narrator, Raphael Hythlodaeus, may have helped More 
to disavow many details of his description of the ideal commonwealth, 
and even to blur the distinction between the serious and the less serious 
parts of it. On the other hand, the form of the dialogue or of the narrative 
should not prompt us to write off all parts of the description as playful or 
fictitious. The ideals of peace and of justice pervade all other writings of 
More and of his friend Erasmus 35, and the contrast between the just 
ruler and the tyrant is a recurrent theme in More's epigrams, where he 
even dares to express his preference for the republic over the 
monarchy 36. The abolition of property, and the complete equality of the 
life of all citizens, traits in which More's Utopia goes beyond Plato's 
Republic, must have appeared to More as a genuine solution to the social 
and political problems of the real world as he knew it, and he certainly 
meant to present to his contemporaries the ideal image o f  a more perfect 
political order. Yet neither the Utopia nor More's other writings nor the 
record of his political activities suggest that he ever thought it possible or 
desirable to bring about a Utopia in the real world of his time, whether by 
legislation or force, by reform or revolution. Utopia, like Plato's Repub- 
lic, lived in his discourse, and the question whether and how it could be 
realized was not of primary importance to their authors ; i t  was sufficient 
to describe their perfection, and to hold them up as exemplars worthy of 
imitation and of approximation. 

More shows his humanist outlook by reserving all offices in Uto- 
pia for trained scholars 37, and by providing instruction and lectures for 
all its citizens 38. It has also been shown by Thomas White and others that 
the specific institutions and opinions of the Utopians, though novel and 
unique when taken as a whole, reflect in many details the teachings of 
Plato (and not only of his Republic, but also of his Laws and other wri- 
tings), of Aristotle, of Epicurus and of other ancient thinkers 39. I also 
refuse to treat as unimportant what More tells us about the philosophical 
and religious opinions of the Utopians. The fictitious narrative allows 
More to present to us a community of human beings untouched by the 
Christian religion and by Greek philosophy. They believe in God as the 
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source of nature and of providence and in the immortality of the soul, 
and are even punished when they fail to hold these beliefs, and they have 
very precise convictions about virtue and pleasure This means that for 
More these basic beliefs are not peculiar to  any specific religious or philo- 
sophical tradition, but somehow inherent in human reason and a part of 
man's nature. These beliefs are so fundamental that More refuses to 
extend the rule of tolerance to the denial of providence and of immortal- 
ity, following on this point the example of Plato's Laws 41. In taking this 
position, More has forgotten neither his Christian faith nor his humanist 
enthusiasm, for he tells us with evident approval that his narrator has 
begun to introduce into Utopia the Christian religion as well as ancient 
and especially Greek philosophy and literature 42. In describing and 
praising the beliefs of the Utopians, More does not disavow his religion or 
his classical scholarship, but he asserts what for him is the core of both, 
namely a rational religion and philosophy that is in fundamental agree- 
ment with both the Christian religion and with Greek philosophy. As a 
humanist and a friend of Erasmus, More was opposed to scholastic theol- 
ogy and firmly believed that the new tools of humanist scholarship, when 
applied to  the original text of the Bible and of the Church Fathers, would 
lead to a new and improved form of religion 43. It is this combination of 
scholarship and religion that constitutes the legitimate core of such widely 
used and misused labels as Christian humanism or learned piety. This 
attitude had its antecedents among the Italian humanists, especially in 
Petrarch, whose writings found readers and imitators in many Northern 
monasteries, in Valla, whose Notes on the New Testament were edited by 
Erasmus, and in Manetti, who attempted a new trans!a_?ion of the PscI~u" 
and of the New Testament that was not widely diffused but did not 
remain completely unknown. More's closest contact with Italian human- 
ism and philosophy also had a strong moral and religious accent. He 
translated into English the life of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, written 
by his nephew Gianfrancesco, as well as three of Pico's letters and a 
group of his short religious prose writings, dedicating his translation to a 
nun of his acquaintance 44. 

This translation leads us to More's English writings, most of them 
political and religious in content and composed during his later years, 
except for the History of Richard III. More's achievement as a writer of 
English prose, and his contribution to its development, have been much 
discussed in recent years. I must leave the final judgment in this matter to 

the specialists in English literature, and shall venture only a few observa- 
tions, based on a partial reading of More and on some analogies from 
Italian literature. The fact that More was also a prominent writer of 
English prose has its counterpart in the Italian prose written by Dante and 
Boccaccio, by Bruni, Alberti and Manetti, by Ficino and Landino, by 
Bembo and by many other Italian scholars. This fact speaks for itself, 
and in my opinion it disposes of the often repeated clicht that the human- 
ists threatened the development of vernacular prose and even tried to de- 
stroy it. As a rule, vernacular literature began with poetry and with popu- 
lar prose whereas learned prose continued for a long time t o  be written in 
Latin. In order to become the vehicle of learned prose, the vernac- I 

ulars had to be molded and transformed under the influence of Latin. 
They needed an abstract vocabulary, a more precise and uniform gram- 
mar and sentence structure, and a clearer system of literary 

i composition. In Old and Middle English, this development was initiated 
by King Alfred, by Chaucer and other writers, but the process had to be 

I repeated in the sixteenth century after the English language had under- 
gone more profound linguistic changes than Italian has ever witnessed 
since the fourteenth century. I am inclined to think that More played an 
important role in this development, and that his experience as a humanist 
scholar and as a writer of Latin prose made him eminently suitable for 
this task. 

I should like to add a short comment on one of More's last and 
! most moving works, the Dialogue of Comfort written when he was a pris- 

oner in the Tower 45. The consolation More provides in this work for 
himseii and ior his reader is based on his religious faith and on the help 
given him by God, as has been rightly stressed by the interpreters. I can- 
not help noticing a secondary or subordinate humanist overtone even in 
this work. I find it not only in the form of the fictitious dialogue purport- 
ing to be a translation from Latin, but also in the obvious similarity to 
Plato's Criton and to Boethius' Consolation of Philosophy, and in 
More's explicit references to the arguments of the philosophers which are 
not sufficient, to be sure, but at least worthy of mention 46. 

The work of More, just as that of Erasmus, reflects his humanism 
not only in what it contains but also in what it excludes. More quo ta  and 
admires Thomas Aquinas, as many humanists do, but he Shows no ink-  
rest in late scholastic logic, natural philosophy, or theology. The absence 
of scholastic philosophy is characteristic in an age in which this tradition 
was still powerful and when many persons whom More knew and corres- 
ponded with were thoroughly trained in it. More showed some interest in 
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the crafts and sciences, and especially in printing and in the new geo- 
graphical discoveries, but he made no original contributions to this area 
of knowledge. It may be of interest that an edition of Euclid which he 
owned is now in the Columbia University Library 47. 

More's interest in music is attested by Erasmus 48, whereas we 
have more direct evidence for his lively interest in the visual arts. The 
double portrait of Erasmus and Petrus Aegidius of Antwerp (to whom 
the Utopia is dedicated) by Quentin Massys was painted for More and 
was sent to him as a gift by the sitters. More not only thanked his friends 
for their gift, but also composed two Latin poems for the pictures which 
must have hung in his home 49. They have since found their separate ways 
to Hampton Court and to Longford Castle The portraits of More and 
of his family by Hans Holbein are well known 51, but it seems to be less 
widely known that Holbein arrived in London with a recommendation 
from Erasmus to More, lived for a while in More's home, and was intro- 
duced by More to the king and to many of his other courtly patrons j2. 

Finally, More commissioned his tomb for the Old Church in Chelsea 
where it still may be seen (I have not seen it, but it is described though not 
reproduced in the catalogue of the More exhibition at the National Por- 
trait Gallery). 53 He composed for this tomb a detailed prose epitaph of 
himself, and appended to it the verse epitaph of himself and of his two 
wives, which is one of his most beautiful Latin poems 54. 

I should like to stress as another facet of More's humanism the 
cult of friendship that appears in his correspondence and especially in the 
letters he exchanged with Erasmus. The friendship between schn!ars is 
one of the characteristic features of Renaissance humanism, and as so 
many other things, it is an inheritance from classical philosophy and 
literature where friendship appears as a prominent topic of moral discus- 
sion in Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, Cicero and others. It is one of the 
curious examples of the impoverishment of modern thought that the 
theme of friendship has almost completely disappeared, if not from our 
actual life, at least from our contemporary philosophical thought and dis- 
course. 

To complete the picture of More as a humanist, I should like to 
mention the wit for which he was rightly famous among his friends and 
contemporaries 55. It often occurs in his letters and other works, and even 
in the writings and anecdotes of his last days. The depth of his irony 
reflects the attitude of a man who ridicules all that is trivial in human 
experience, in order to reserve his respect and serious thought for higher 
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matters, and who at times is even able to joke and play about matters for 
which he shows a genuine respect on other occasions. It is for this reason 
that he liked and translated Lucian, and that Erasmus dedicated to him 
his most ironic and no less serious work, the Praise of Folly, whose origi- 
nal title (Encomium Moriae) contains a pun on More's name. For the 
same reason, the author of a good modern play on More, Robert Bolt, 
described him in the title as A Man for All Seasons 56. The title is taken 
from a short eulogy of More in Robert Whittinton's Vulgaria .... et de in- 
stitutione grammaticulomm opusculum, a textbook in English and Latin 
frequently printed in the 1520's and 1530's. where the author calls More 
in English a man for all seasons B, and in Latin << vir ut ita dicam 
omnium horarum. )) 57 The Latin phrase is taken verbatim from the pre- 
face of Erasmus to the Praise of Folly, ss and thus Erasmus's Latin is the 
ultimate source of the modern English title of the play, through the inter- 
mediary of the English and Latin passage of an obscure grammarian. 
Apparently the Erasmian origin of the phrase was unknown to the 
modern playwright and his literary advisers, and this is one of the many 
examples that show how the widespread ignorance of Latin and of its lit- 
erature tends to conceal for most people, including those considered 
sophisticated and even educated, the true sources of our civilization. 

It is more difficult to decide whether and to what extent More 
the statesman and More the religious thinker, writer and martyr are 
linked with More the humanist and scholar. More is by no means the only 
person whose life and thought had different dimensions that are not 
easi!y breught togethe: under a siiigle beiiomiiiaior. There I s  every reason 
to believe that his state letters and public orations reflect the same style of 
writing and thinking that characterizes his Latin works. His training in 
the common law, and his activities as a lawyer, were an important factor 
in his political career, but quite unrelated to his training and work as a 
humanist, as Erasmus stated rather bluntly 59. On the other hand, there is 
no doubt that More as a member of Parliament and as a royal envoy, 
adviser and chancellor tried to  promote the same ideals of justice and of 
peace that he expressed in his humanist writings, especially in the epi- 
grams and in Utopia. I am unable to judge whether More's theological 
writings show in style and technique any similarities with the polemical 
letters and invectives of his earlier years, but the question ought to be 
investigated. 

For posterity, More's work as a humanist and even a s  a statesman 
and theologian has been overshadowed by his death as a martyr of his 
Catholic faith. For this martyrdom he was finally canonized in 1935, 
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whereas his firm and noble conduct in prison and in the face of death 
have been admired through the centuries by many persons who do not 
share his religious convictions but who do not believe that any man or 
woman should be punished, let alone, executed for his religious or other 
opinions. Political crimes are quite a different matter, and it is a sad com- 
ment on our recent and current confusion that many people seem unable 
or unwilling to distinguish between dissident political opinions (which 
should be tolerated) and criminal political actions (which should be 
punished). There is no doubt that More died for his religious faith and 
derived from it the strength for his steadfast conduct. I should like to 
think that also his political and moral convictions, and especially his 
belief in justice, played a role in shaping his attitude (we are told by Eras- 
mus that More hated and abhorred tyranny throughout his life) 60, and 
that the examples of Socrates and of Boethius (a Christian condemned by 
a heretical king) were on More's mind. 

Whether More lived and died for a cause that was doomed or 
bound to win is a question to  which the answer will vary, depending on 
our own beliefs and on our understanding of modern history. Opinions 
on this matter have differed a great deal from the sixteenth century to our 
time, and they will continue to  differ. The question is not as important as 
it appears to be, for in history the lost causes are not fruitless or forgot- 
ten,and as time passes, they may even become winning causes again. 
Although More's cause, at least in England, may have seemed lost for a 
long time, he has remained a tragic hero, and has repeatedly been present- 
ed as such. In freely choosing to accept the consequence of his beliefs and 
actions, he won a victory over his enemies; his king, znd death itself. =is 
writings, and the record of his life and death, are there and will be there 
for us and others to see and to admire. The historical event itself, whether 
an action or the production of a work of art or of writing, passes by in 
great speed, and our choices must be made quickly and often in a hurry. 
But the memory and record of what was done, the work produced by the 
artist or writer or thinker remain for ever unless they are physically de- 
stroyed, and may be restudied after they have been forgotten or misun- 
derstood. There is a dimension of history that does not disappear with the 
moment that witnessed an event or the origin of a work. This work 
continues to live and to inspire us, and to give us a measure by which we 
may judge the present which passes as quickly as the past and which is 
often trivial or insignificant. In this sense, More the man, the statesman 
and the saint, but also More the humanist and the scholar will continue 
to live, and a centenary celebration is merely a reminder, for those who 
need to be reminded, of what should be a permanent possession and a 
part of our life as scholars, thinkers and thoughtful persons. 

Columbia University Paul Oskar Kristeller 
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