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A RESPONSE TO ALISTAIR FOX’S TREATMENT
OF THOMAS MORE AS A RELIGIOUS POLEMICIST.

In Alistair Fox’s psychohistorical Thomas More - History and Provi-
dence (New Haven and London, 1982}, the analysis of More’s religious polemics
plays a pivotal part. As Fox writes :

Both More the saint and More the humanist as scholarship has so far
presented them are fictions...,

Scholarship finds itself in such a position because the third More has
never been properly assessed.

This, he says, is because scholars have failed to grapple with More's controver-
sial works, concentrating instead on his early and late writings.
It is little wonder, then, that scholarship has tended to dismember
More into parts that seem not to relate when the vital material that connects
them is so persistently overlooked (pp. 1-3).

According to Fox, before More embarked on writing religious polemics, he had
managed « to combine all the diverse aspects of his being and experience into a
unique, personal synthesis » which disintegrated completely during the period of
the controversies, when « the coherence of the total man threatens to vanish
from sight altogether » (p. 111). The controversies, Fox says,
veil more completely than any of his other writings the inner expe-
rience of the private man. That experience was profound : it radically affec-
ted More’s personality, it threatened to destroy his sense of providence, and
it eventually brought him close to despair.... In them one can trace a pattern
of progressive deterioration... (p. 111).

Having dismissed as uncritical the hagiographic accounts of More's controver-
sies, Fox tells us that the Reformers scrutinized them « critically, » by which, it
soon becomes apparent, he means « objectively » (p. 115). Why the hagiogra-
phers are wrong and More’s opponents and critics are correct we are not told --
an astonishing omission when one remembers that it was a cliché of religious
polemics 10 denigrate an opponent’s works and motives, ! What did Fox think
the Reformers were going to say on these subjects ?

After repeating Tyndale’s charge that out of a base desire for promotion
More had hypocritically repudiated the truth he had carlicr perceived in the Uto-
pia (to what, by the way, did he aspire to be promoted after 1529 ?), Fox tells us
that Christopher Saint-German added another accusation --
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that of deliberate dishonesty. In Salem and Bizance he expressed bewilder-
ment that More, against his own knowledge to the contrary, should have
contrived to make it appear in his Apology that anticlericalism was not of
long standing, had no justifiable basis, and was merely the product of here-
tical subversion... St. German’s perplexity, one feels, was genuine rather
than simply a polemical tactic (p. 115) [Italics mine].

Expressing bewilderment at an opponent’s dishonesty, however, was
another commonplace of contemporary controversy, 2 and Saint-German was
guilty of the very thing of which he accuses More not a few times in their
dispute. ? If we are going to believe all such charges, no religious polemicist on
either side will escape condemnation. So accomplished a practitioner of polemics
as Saint-German * was not unaware of the potentiat afforded by assuming an air
of innocent bewilderment at an opponent’s alleged dishonesty.

We next hear that John Foxe, who questioned More’s « gracious nature
and disposition, » was

the most percipient of More’s early readers. Biased as he was, he was
prepared to allow the devil his due, and was almost unique in attemnpting an
explanation for the things he most detested in More (pp- 115-117).

John Foxe's « explanation » is that More was a man « of a pregnant wit, full of
pleasant conceits, » who, if he had minded his own business, « being a
layman, » and not « overreached himself to prove masteries in such matters
wherein he had little skill, less experience, and which pertained not to his profes-
sion, he had deserved not only much more commendation but also longer life »
(Quoted on p. 117).

John Foxe is indeed percipient enough to say elegantly that More did not
know what he was talking about and that he deserved to die for his activities --
for that is what Foxe says, and nothing less : he is not trying to psychoanalyze
Thomas More. The denigration of an opponent’s competence -- subtle or other-
wise -- is another commonplace of religious polemics in this period. s

Alistair Fox readily equates accusation with guilt, asserting for example

that

it would require self-imposed myopia to ignore the truth of many of the
reformers’ claims.... More’s attitude towards reform did change. From
being a cautious liberal prepared to speculate, like Morton in Utopia, on
possible ways of improving the condition of the commonweal, More
became the reactionary ultra-conservative who could declare in his Apology
that he would sooner see no reform at all, even ‘though the chaunge might
be to the better’, if it involved open public criticism of existing laws ....
Although he disingenuously pretended to' equate anticlericalism with
heresy, the two were not identical, and he undoubtedly knew it (p. 118).
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reters to the Pope as « that Romyshe Porke » 13 and « the Butcher of Rome »
{sig. 14y, and to the Catholic hierarchy as « Cacolike Pharisees. » '* Other
cxamples abound in the writings of many polemicists of the period. ¥ More’s
« polemical ferocity, » therefore, is not very good evidence upon which to judge
his character.

}ox goes on 10 claim that More’s « polemics testify to a progressive loss
ol vontral, objectivity, and any sense of proportion » (p. 122). But was there
any « objectivity » in his earliest religious polemics ? His Responsio is no less
vituperative than his later works, and Fox himself calls his Letter to Bugenhagen
a vituperative pamphlet (p. 137).

When discussing the effect of Luther’s marriage on More, Fox writes,
without evidence,

[t was only Luther’s marriage to Katherine von Bora in 1525 that
really upset his equilibrium... Luther appears to have become a personal
demon for More because in many respects he was very like him. They both
shared an Augustinian revulsion against sensuality on one hand, and a pro-
pensity to indulge it on the other. ... when Luther married More must have
felt particularly outraged that his counterpart was daring to gratify both
flesh and spirit in a way he could not allow himself....

Luther’s doctrines had not changed so drastically between 1522 and
1528 to justify More’s shifting of the note from comic to tragic, but his
lifestyle had, and one can gauge the effect on More from the incessant refe-

rences to Luther’s ‘shamefull inceste and abominable bycherye’ that infest
the earlier English polemics. These refercnces are not merely ihe resuit of
polemical convention as some critics have claimed ; as far as | know nobody
has yet found anything analogous in any other controversialist of the time
(or since, for that matter). Nor do the reiterated taunts amount merely to
scomic abuse.' The language More uses is often so violently disgusted and

disgusting as to suggest an obsessive preoccupation that is far from being
objectively rhetorical (pp. 141-142).

More must have had a great number of « personal demons, » for he mis-
ses no opportunity to cast into the teeth of his opponents the marriage of any
Reformer, going so far as to claim that Tyndale, while not married yet, was thin-
king about it ! '¢ These clerical marriages More always pictured both as yielding
to carnality, and, far worse, vow-breaking towards God. This was the most
effective rebuttal Catholic apologists had at their command against the Protes-
tant charges that Catholic clerical celibacy was the root cause of gross immora-
lity and crime among the clergy, ranging from sodomy to infanticide. "’

Furthermore, there was no change in More’s attitude to Luther from the
Responsio to the Dialogue Concernjng Heresies. His caricature of Luther « as a
‘Luder’, a laughable, rather simple-minded buffoon, » represents a polemicaily
astute method of portraying him. Moreover, an unmarried Luther is not all that
comical if, as More says, « he had got the better of cacodaemons in impiety, in
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3. For instance, Saint-German falsely accused More of misquoting him and
denied having cver said that the clergy punish many persons because they think that
anyone who finds fault with them hates priests (A dialogue betwixte...Salem
and...Bizance [London, 1533}, fol. 36Y). He plainly said of the clergy that « they take if,
that they that fynde defaute at suche abusions and disordre, loue no preestes.... And the-
refore hauc they punysshed many persons... » See A treatise concernynge the diuision bei-
wene the spirylualtie and temporaltie in Thomas More The Apology, ed. 1.B. Trapp

(CW9), p. 180.

4. Saint-German was the most accomplished user of the « some-say » device, by
which opinion is created by the pretense that it already exists.

5. See Martin Luther, Werke, X, ii, 189, 210, 212 ; Thomas More, Responsio
ad Lutherum, ed. lohn M. Headley (CW 5), Pt. 1, p. 46 and The Confutation of
Tvndale’s Answer, ed. Louis A. Schuster, Richard C. Marius, James P. Lusardi, and
Richard J. Schoeck (CW 8) ., Pt. 2, p. 831 ; John Frith, Ww, p. 64 ; George Joye, Refuta-
tion, sigs X5¥-X6 and Apologye, sig. AdY.

6. The Correspondence of Sir Thomas More, ed. E.F. Rogers (Princeton,
1947), p. 450.

7. Elsewhere, too, Fox misreads the opinion of others. Compare his citation of
Marius about More as a persecutor and what Marius does say. See Fox, p. 2, fn. 8 (The
correct.reference here is to CW8, and not as given).

8. More. Apology, CW9, 97/2.97/11, 3. Assertio, sig. ®2.

10. Werke, X, ii, 188. 11. Ibid., pp. 183-185.

12. John Bale, Yet a course at the Rortvshe Foxe (Zurich, 1543), sig. A2.
13. Thomas Becon. A pleasaunt newe Nosegaye (London, 1542), sig. 13V.

14. Thomas Becon, The Relikes of Rome (London, 1560 ?), sig. A3Y. The
wordplay derives from the Latin cacare -- to defecate.

15. See John Skelton, A replycacion agaynst certayne yong scolers abiured of
late in The Poetical Works of John Skelton, ed. Alexander Dyce (London, 1843), I, 206-
224 ; Jerome Barlowe, Rede me and be nott wrothe (Strassburg, 1528) ; Robert Barnes,
Ww, p. 199 and Vitae Romanorum Pontificum (Wittenberg, 1536), sigs., G7Y, M7 ; Wil-
liam Turner, Romishe fox, sigs. E3V-E4Y, F1V,

16. See Thomas More, 4 Dialogue Concerning Heresies, ed. Thomas Lawler,
Germain Marc’hadour, and Richard C. Marius (CW$), Pt. |, 304 and Confutation, CW
8, Pt. 2, 836.

17. See, for instance, William Tyndale, Ww, pp. 134, 140, 374 (misnumbered
for p. 362) ; Robert Barnes, Vitae, sigs. M6Y, M7, L1V-L7V and Ww, pp. 328, 329-330,
339 ; George Joye, The defence of the Mariage of Preistes (Antwerp, 1541), sigs.
A3V-AdY A6, B4, ’



