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Subjects or Citizens ? 
Populi and cives in More's Epigramrnata. 

T HE recent edition of Thomas More's Lutin Pwms ' pr* 
vides an occasion for comment on aspects of his political 

vocabulary. Elsewhere I have argued that More used epigrammatic verse 
as a political idiom, but the epigrmmata confirm in their language the 
difficulty of specifying the political status of a community which c d d  
neither be called subjects nor, in the republican sense, citizens. 

If one leaves out the rival progrymnasmata done with William 
Lyly, which traditionally precede the main collection, Mare's Epigram- 
mata begins not with an epigram but an ode in praise of the accession 
of King Henry VIII. More compares the early advantages of the new reign 
with the rigours of Henry VIIYs. The theme of liberation and dtlivaance 
which suffuses the ode is typically expressed in these verses : 

Ergo alios populi reges timuere, sed istum, 
Per quem nunc nihil est quod timeatur, amant. 

The Yale editors translate this cc Hence it is that, while other kings have 
been feared by their subjects, this king is loved, since now through his 
action they have no cause for fear. )F The translation of populi as 'sub- 
jects' seems most inappropriate here. When More wishes to refer t o  cc the 
people )) in the classical sense as members of a political community he 
uses populus, as in 7'he History of King Richard III or Utopia. Poprrlus 
has a dimension of freedom and initiative denied to 'subject' : it is the 
people, not subjects, which passes judgement on the absurd drama of 
usurpation enacted before it in the History. 

As with the ode, so too with the epigrams which follow it. Bonum 
Rincipem b e  Patrem Non Dominum (No. 1 1 1, p. 162) expresses a spe- 
culum principis commonplace in deceptively simple language : 

Princeps pius nunquam carebit liberis 
Totius est reg@ pater. 

Princeps abundat ergo felicissimus, 
Tot liberis, quot ciuibus. 

In some contexts 'subjects' might be the appropriate rendering 
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of ciuibus, but here it conflicts with the associations of freedom implicit 
in liberi. It is also at variance with the translation of cives as 'citizens' 
in the next epigram De Bono Rege Et Populo. 

The point here is not a quibble about a few items of translation, 
but that More's political language is not one of subditus or subjectus, 
but of civb and populus. These are the terms used in the History, Uto- 
pia and the Epigrammata to designate the political community and its 
realtionship to government. Their ideological and rhetorical significance 
persisted through the Renaissance even into the eighteenth cen t~ry .~  (( Je 
n'ai pas lu que le titre de cives ait jamais kt6 donnC au sujet d'aucun 
prince, )) wrote Rousseau in a note to his Contrat Social. In the Dis- 
courses, Machiavelli distinguishes between soggetto and compagno, a dis- 
tinction taken over and modified for an English context by Stephen Gar- 
diner in the 1530s. ' Such distinctions are often fine and More makes 
the telling bon mot in Utopia that the difference between royal service 
-- inservim -- and slavery -- servias -- is merely a syllable. Clearly More 
was sensitive to the political implications of language, but we do not have 
to rely on interpretations of his works for confirmation of this. In a 1516 
letter to Erasmus he quite emphatically rejects the title of subjects as an 
appropriate designation of the political community : 

Nam eo non credo moueri tales viros, quod ibi non essent mul- 
tos habituri subditos ac subiectos, quomodo nunc reges popu- 
!urn vociii~t, hoc esi pius quam seruos, quum tanto sit honorifi- 
centius imperare liberis ... 9. 

In the light of such clearly expressed sentiments the use of 'sub- 
jects' in translating an epigram titled Populus Consentiens Regnum Dat 
Et Aufert (121) appears out of place. 

The question which now arises is the kind of conception of a poli- 
tical community held by More. Obviously he was not a republican but 
nor was he a champion of monarchy. Perhaps his political writing is best 
located in the development of an English civic consciousness or concep- 
tion of the role of the citizen in a vivere civile. lo Pocock argues that this 
development remained staunchly monarchical and did not become repu- 
blican (( in the acephalous sense D. Whether the community be called 
'commonweal' or respublica, (( it remains a corpus of which the prince 
is head, a hierarchy of degree in which counsel is given by every man 
sitting in his place D. This seems to be precisely the situation reflec- 
ted in More's epigrams and nowhere better than in De Bono Rege Et 
Populo (1 12) : 

Totum est unus homo regnum, idque cohaeret amore. 
Rex caput est, populus caetera membra facit. 

Rex quot habet ciues (dolet ergo perdere quenquam) 
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Tot numerat parteis corporis ipse sui. 
Exponit populus sese pro rege putatque 

Quilibet hunc proprij corporis esse caput. (1 12) 

Yet the development of civic consciousness in England was neces- 
sarily unsettling and not reducible to the offering of counsel from a fixed 
place in a hierarchy. The so-called Dialogue of Counsel in the First Book 
of Utopia is nothing if not a demonstration of the equivocal position 
of the counsellor at court. Republican sentiments, no matter how mas- 
ked or qualified in a monarchical context, underlie a changing political 
consciousness in England. The trick was to hold the two in balance, as 
one of More's most perplexing epigrams shows. Quis Optimus Reipub. 
Status (198) asks whether a senate or a king is a better form of govern- 
ment. The argument of the poem is that a senate is better, but before a 
conclusion can be reached the enquiry is diverted to another destination. 
On paper a republic is more rational, but political reality offers no such 
choice and amelioration must be the option of a civically minded coun- 
sellor to a king. 

Two points should be made then aboutpopulus and cives in More's 
epigrams. First, these terms imply a political community and not merely 
a multitude which gains its corporate being from monarchical rule. 
Second, the nascent civic consciousness of Tudor writers is not only to 
be found in discursive works like Utopia, but also in the vocabulary and 
usage even of so siight a poetlc adventure as an epigram. 
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R h m L  fmnpis des pp. 133-136. 

L'auteur conteste la tradudion de cives et de populi par 'sub 
jects' dans les @mes de More sur le gouvernement. More lui-meme, 
dans une lettre B Brasme, denonce le terme de 'sujet', qui implique sou- 
mission et, en pratique, assefvissement, alors que celui de 'citoyen' 
exprime une libre participation B la vie de la communaute. Ces preci- 
sions de vocabulaire sont importantes chez un auteur soucieux d'eveil- 
ler la conscience civique, compatible d'ailleurs avec le regime 
monarchique. 


