The sixteenth century saw the creation of the utopian genre of literature and
the redevelopment of the noble savage as an important theme. The most im-
portant book in this new genre was, of course, Thomas More’s Utopia (1516).

Thomas More
Utopia

The pivotal point in the creation of British utopianism and the beginning of
the formal genre of utopian literature was the 1516 publication in Latin in Lou-
vain of Thomas More’s Libellus vere aureus nec minus salutaris quam festivius
de optimo reip[ublicae] statu, deq[ue] nova Insula Vtopia. The Utopia, as it
fortunately has become known, produced imitators almost immediately. The
words utopia and utopian passed into the language remarkably soon—often
with negative connotations. Utopia struck a chord that had not been sounded
recently, and it became the fount for the outpouring of what we now call
utopias. Utopia and More have been many things to many people. As a result,
many layers of commentary overwhelm the little book, which is almost lost
under the essays and books (many longer than the original) written about it.

Of Their Trades, and Manner of Life

AGRICULTURE is that which is so universally understood among them, that no
person, either man or woman, is ignorant of it; they are instructed in it from
their childhood, partly by what they learn at school, and partly by practice; they
being led out often into the fields, about the town, where they not only see oth-
ers at work, but are likewise exercised in it themselves. Besides agriculture,
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which is so common to them all, every man has some peculiar trade to which
he applies himself, such as the manufacture of wool, or flax, masonry, smith’s
work, or carpenter’s work; for there is no sort of trade that is in great esteem
among them. Throughout the island they wear the same sort of clothes with-
out any other distinction, except what is necessary to distinguish the two sexes,
and the married and unmarried. The fashion never alters; and as it is neither
disagreeable nor uneasy, so it is suited to the climate, and calculated both for
their summers and winters. Every family makes their own clothes; but all
among them, women as well as men, learn one or other of the trades formerly
mentioned. Women, for the most part, deal in wool and flax, which suit best
with their weakness, leaving the ruder trades to the men. The same trade gen-
erally passes down from father to son, inclinations often following descent; but
if any man’s genius lies another way, he is by adoption translated into a family
that deals in the trade to which he is inclined: and when that is to be done, care
is taken not only by his father, but by the magistrate, that he may be put to a
discreet and good man. And if after a person has learned one trade, he desires
to acquire another, that is also allowed, and is managed in the same manner as
the former. When he has learned both, he follows that which he likes best, un-
less the public has more occasion for the other.

The chief, and almost the only business of the Syphogrants [lower officials]
is to take care that no man may live idle, but that every one may follow his trade
diligently: yet they do not wear themselves out with perpetual toil, from morn-
ing to night, as if they were beasts of burden, which as it is indeed a heavy slav-
ery, so it is everywhere the common course of life amongst all mechanics except
the Utopians; but they dividing the day and night into twenty-four hours, ap-
point six of these for work; three of which are before dinner; and three after.
They then sup, and at eight o’clock, counting from noon, go to bed and sleep
eight hours. The rest of their time besides that taken up in work, eating and
sleeping, is left to every man’s discretion; yet they are not to abuse that interval
to luxury and idleness, but must employ it in some proper exercise according
to their various inclinations, which is for the most part reading. It is ordinary
to have public lectures every morning before daybreak; at which none are
obliged to appear but those who are marked out for literature; yet a great many,
both men and women of all ranks, go to hear lectures of one sort or other, ac-
cording to their inclinations. But if others, that are not made for contempla-
tion, choose rather to employ themselves at that time in their trades, as many
of them do, they are not hindered, but are rather commended, as men that take
care to serve their country. After supper, they spend an hour in some diversion,
in summer in their gardens, and in winter in the halls where they eat; where
they entertain each other, either with music or discourse. They do not so much
as know dice, or any such foolish and mischievous games: they have, however,
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two sorts of games not unlike our chess; the one is between several numbers, in
which one number, as it were, consumes another: the other resembles a battle
between the virtues and the vices, in which the enmity in the vices among
themselves, and their agreement against virtue is not unpleasantly represented;
together with the special oppositions between the particular virtues and vices;
as also the methods by which vice either openly assaults or secretly undermines
virtue; and virtue on the other hand resists it. But the time appointed for labour
is to be narrowly examined, otherwise you may imagine, that since there are
only six hours appointed for work, they may fall under a scarcity of necessary
provisions. But it is so far from being true, that this time is not sufficient for
supplying them with plenty of all things, either necessary or convenient; that it
is rather too much; and this you will easily apprehend, if you consider how
great a part of all other nations is quite idle. First, women generally do little,
who are the half of mankind; and if some few women are diligent, their hus-
bands are idle: then consider the great company of idle priests, and of those that
are called religious men; add to these all rich men, chiefly those that have es-
tates in land, who are called noblemen and gentlemen, together with their fam-
ilies, made up of idle persons, that are kept more for show than use; add to
these, all those strong and lusty beggars, that go about pretending some disease,
in excuse for their begging; and upon the whole account you will find that the
number of those by whose labours mankind is supplied, is much less than you
perhaps imagined. Then consider how few of those that work are employed in
labours that are of real service; for we who measure all things by money, give
rise to many trades that are both vain and superfluous, and serve only to sup-
port riot and luxury. For if those who work were employed only in such things
as the conveniences of life require, there would be such an abundance of them,
that the prices of them would so sink, that tradesmen could not be maintained
by their gains; if all those who labour about useless things, were set to more
profitable employments, and if all they that languish out their lives in sloth and
idleness, every one of whom consumes as much as any two of the men that are
at work, were forced to labour, you may easily imagine that a small proportion
of time would serve for doing all that is either necessary, profitable, or pleasant
to mankind, especially while pleasure is kept within its due bounds. This ap-
pears very plainly in Utopia, for there, in a great city, and in all the territory that
lies round it, you can scarce find five hundred, either men or women, by their
age and strength, are capable of labour, that are not engaged in it; even the
Syphogrants, though excused by the law, yet do not excuse themselves, but
work, that by their examples they may excite the industry of the rest of the peo-
ple. The like exemption is allowed to those, who being recommended to the
people by the priests, are by the secret suffrages of the Syphogrants privileged
from labour, that they may apply themselves wholly to study; and if any of
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these fall short of those hopes that they seemed at first to give, they are obliged
to return to work. And sometimes a mechanic, that so employs his leisure
hours, as to make a considerable advancement in learning, is eased from being
a tradesman, and ranked among their learned men. Out of these they choose
their ambassadors, their priests, their Tranibors [higher officials], and the
Prince himself; anciently called their Barzenes, but is called of late their Ade-
mus.

And thus from the great numbers among them that are neither suffered to
be idle, nor to be employed in any fruitless labour, you may easily make the es-
timate how much may be done in those few hours in which they are obliged to
labour. But besides all that has been already said, it is to be considered that the
needful arts among them are managed with less labour than anywhere else. The
building or the repairing of houses among us employ many hands, because
often a thriftless heir suffers a house that his father built to fall into decay, so
that his successor must, at a great cost, repair that which he might have kept up
with a small charge: it frequently happens, that the same house which one per-
son built at a vast expense, is neglected by another, who thinks he has a more
delicate sense of the beauties of architecture; and he suffering it to fall to ruin,
builds another at no less charge. But among the Utopians, all things are so reg-
ulated that men very seldom build upon a new piece of ground; and are not
only very quick in repairing their houses, but show their foresight in prevent-
ing their decay: so that their buildings are preserved very long, with but little
labour; and thus the builders to whom that care belongs are often without em-
ployment, except the hewing of timber, and the squaring of stones, that the ma-
terials may be in readiness for raising a building very suddenly, when there is
any occasion for it. As to their clothes, observe how; little work is spent in
them: while they are at labour, they are clothed with leather and skins, cast care-
lessly about them, which will last seven years; and when they appear in public
they put on an upper garment, which hides the other; and these are all of one
colour, and that is the natural colour of the wool. As they need less woollen
cloth than is used anywhere else, so that which they make use of is much less
costly. They use linen cloth more; but that is prepared with less labour, and they
value cloth only by the whiteness of the linen, or the cleanness of the wool,
without much regard to the fineness of the thread: while in other places, four
or five upper garments of woollen cloth, of different colours, and as many vests
of silk, will scarce serve one man; and while those that are nicer think ten too
few, every man there is content with one, which very often serves him two
years. Nor is there anything that can tempt a man to desire more; for if he had
them, he would neither be the warmer, nor would he make one jot the better
appearance for it. And thus, since they are all employed in some useful labour,
and since they content themselves with fewer things, it falls out that there is a
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great abundance of all things among them: so that it frequently happens, that
for want of other work, vast numbers are sent out to mend the highways. But
when no public undertaking is to be performed, the hours of working are less-
ened. The magistrates never engage the people in unnecessary labour, since the
chief end of the constitution is to regulate labour by the necessities of the pub-
lic, and to allow all the people as much time as is necessary for the improve-
ment of their minds, in which they think the happiness of life consists.

Of Their Traffic

Bur it is now time to explain to you the mutual intercourse of this people, their
commerce, and the rules by which all things are distributed among them.

As their cities are composed of families, so their families are made up of those
that are nearly related to one another. Their women, when they grow up, are
married out; but all the males, both children and grandchildren, live still in the
same house, in great obedience to their common parent, unless age has weak-
ened his understanding; and in that case, he that is next to him in age comes in
his room. But lest any city should become either too great, or by any accident
be dispeopled, provision is made that none of their cities may contain above six
thousand families, besides those of the country round it. No family may have
less than ten, and more than sixteen persons in it; but there can be no deter-
mined number for the children under age. This rule is easily observed, by re-
moving some of the children of a more fruitful couple to any other family that
does not abound so much in them. By the same rule, they supply cities that do
not increase so fast, from others that breed faster; and if there is any increase
over the whole island, then they draw out a number of their citizens out of the
several towns, and send them over to the neighbouring continent; where, if
they find that the inhabitants have more soil than they can well cultivate, they
fix a colony, taking the inhabitants into their society, if they are willing to live
with them; and where they do that of their own accord, they quickly enter into
their method of life, and conform to their rules, and this proves a happiness to
both nations for according to their constitution, such care is taken of the soil,
that it becomes fruitful enough for both, though it might be otherwise too nar-
row and barren for any one of them. But if the natives refuse to conform them-
selves to their laws, they drive them out of those bounds which they mark out
for themselves, and use force if they resist. For they account it a very just cause
of war, for a nation to hinder others from possessing a part of that soil, of which
they make no use, but which is suffered to lie idle and uncultivated; since every
man has by the law of Nature a right to such a waste portion of the earth as is
necessary for his subsistence. If an accident has so lessened the number of the
inhabitants of any of their towns, that it cannot be made up from the other
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towns of the island, without diminishing them too much, which is said to have
fallen out but twice since they were first a people, when great numbers were car-
ried off by the plague; the loss is then supplied by recalling as many as are
wanted from their colonies; for they will abandon these, rather than suffer the
towns in the island to sink too low.

But to return to their manner of living in society, the oldest man of every
family, as has been already said, is its governor. Wives serve their husbands, and
children their parents, and always the younger serves the elder. Every city is di-
vided into four equal parts, and in the middle of each there is a market-place:
what is brought thither, and manufactured by the several families, is carried
from thence to houses appointed for that purpose, in which all things of a sort
are laid by themselves; and thither every father goes and takes whatsoever he or
his family stand in need of, without either paying for it, or leaving anything in
exchange. There is no reason for giving a denial to any person, since there is
such plenty of everything among them; and there is no danger of a man’s ask-
ing for more than he needs; they have no inducements to do this, since they are
sure that they shall always be supplied. It is the fear of want that makes any of
the whole race of animals either greedy or ravenous; but besides fear, there is in
man a pride that makes him fancy it a particular glory to excel others in pomp
and excess. But by the laws of the Utopians, there is no room for this. Near
these markets there are others for all sorts of provisions, where there are not
only herbs, fruits, and bread, but also fish, fowl, and cattle. There are also,
without their towns, places appointed near some running water, for killing
their beasts, and for washing away their filth; which is done by their slaves: for
they suffer none of their citizens to kill their cattle, because they think that pity
and good-nature, which are among the best of those affections that are born
with us, are much impaired by the butchering of animals: nor do they suffer
anything that is foul or unclean to be brought within their towns, lest the air
should be infected by ill smells which might prejudice their health. In every
street there are great halls that lie at an equal distance from each other, distin-
guished by particular names. The Syphogrants dwell in those that are set over
thirty families, fifteen lying on one side of it, and as many on the other. In these
halls they all meet and have their repasts. The stewards of every one of them
come to the market-place at an appointed hour; and according to the number
of those that belong to the hall, they carry home provisions. But they take more
care of their sick than of any others: these are lodged and provided for in pub-
lic hospitals: they have belonging to every town four hospitals, that are built
without their walls, and are so large that they may pass for little towns: by this
means, if they had ever such a number of sick persons, they could lodge them
conveniently, and at such a distance, that such of them as are sick of infectious
diseases may be kept so far from the rest that there can be no danger of conta-
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gion. The hospitals are furnished and stored with all things that are convenient
for the ease and recovery of the sick; and those that are put in them are looked
after with such tender and watchful care, and are so constantly attended by
their skilful physicians, that as none is sent to them against their will, so there
is scarce one in a whole town that, if he should fall ill, would not choose rather
to go thither than lie sick at home.

After the steward of the hospitals has taken for the sick whatsoever the physi-
cian prescribes, then the best things that are left in the market are distributed
equally among the halls, in proportion to their numbers, only, in the first place,
they serve the Prince, the chief priest, the Tranibors, the ambassadors, and
strangers, if there are any, which indeed falls out but seldom, and for whom
there are houses well furnished, particularly appointed for their reception when
they come among them. At the hours of dinner and supper, the whole
Syphogranty being called together by sound of trumpet, they meet and eat to-
gether, except only such as are in the hospitals, or lie sick at home. Yet after the
halls are served, no man is hindered to carry provisions home from the market-
place; for they know that none does that but for some good reason; for though
any that will may eat at home, yet none does it willingly, since it is both ridicu-
lous and foolish for any to give themselves the trouble to make ready an ill din-
ner at home, when there is a much more plentiful one made ready for him so
near at hand. All the uneasy and sordid services about these halls are performed
by their slaves; but the dressing and cooking their meat, and the ordering their
tables, belong only to the women, all those of every family taking it by turns.
They sit at three or more tables, according to their number; the men sit towards
the wall, and the women sit on the other side, that if any of them should be
taken suddenly ill, which is no uncommon case amongst women with child,
she may, without disturbing the rest, rise and go to the nurse’s room, who are
there with the sucking children; where there is always clean water at hand, and
cradles in which they may lay the young children, if there is occasion for it, and
a fire that they may shift and dress them before it. Every child is nursed by its
own mother, if death or sickness does not intervene; and in that case the
Syphogrants’ wives find out a nurse quickly, which is no hard matter; for any
one that can do it, offers herself cheerfully; for as they are much inclined to that
piece of mercy, so the child whom they nurse considers the nurse as its mother.
All the children under five years old sit among the nurses, the rest of the
younger sort of both sexes, till they are fit for marriage, either serve those that
sit at table; or if they are not strong enough for that, stand by them in great si-
lence, and eat what is given them; nor have they any other formality of dining.
In the middle of the first table, which stands across the upper end of the hall,
sit the Syphogrant and his wife; for that is the chief and most conspicuous
place; next to him sit two of the most ancient, for there go always four to a
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mess. If there is a temple within that Syphogranty, the priest and his wife sit
with the Syphogrant above all the rest: next them there is a mixture of old and
young, who are so placed, that as the young are set near others, so they are
mixed with the more ancient; which they say was appointed on this account,
that the gravity of the old people, and the reverence that is due to them, might
restrain the younger from all indecent words and gestures. Dishes are not served
up to the whole table at first, but the best are first set before the old, whose seats
are distinguished from the young, and after them all the rest are served alike.
The old men distribute to the younger any curious meats that happen to be set
before them, if there is not such an abundance of them that the whole company
may be served alike.

Thus old men are honoured with a particular respect; yet all the rest fare as
well as they. Both dinner and supper are begun with some lecture of morality
that is read to them; but it is so short, that it is not tedious nor uneasy to them
to hear it: from hence the old men take occasion to entertain those about them,
with some useful and pleasant enlargements; but they do not engross the whole
discourse so to themselves, during their meals, that the younger may not put in
for a share: on the contrary, they engage them to talk, that so they may in that
free way of conversation find out the force of every one’s spirit, and observe his
temper. They despatch their dinners quickly, but sit long at supper; because
they go to work after the one, and are to sleep after the other, during which they
think the stomach carries on the concoction more vigorously. They never sup
without music; and there is always fruit served up after meat; while they are at
table, some burn perfumes, and sprinkle about fragrant ointments and sweet
waters: in short, they want nothing that may cheer up their spirits: they give
themselves a large allowance that way, and indulge themselves in all such pleas-
ures as are attended with no inconvenience. Thus do those that are in the towns
live together; but in the country, where they live at great distance, every one eats
at home, and no family wants any necessary sort of provision, for it is from
them that provisions are sent unto those that live in the towns.

Of the Travelling of the Utopians

IF any man has a mind to visit his friends that live in some other town, or de-
sires to travel and see the rest of the country, he obtains leave very easily from
the Syphogrant and Tranibors, when there is no particular occasion for him at
home: such as travel, carry with them a passport from the Prince, which both
certifies the license that is granted for travelling, and limits the time of their re-
turn. They are furnished with a waggon and a slave, who drives the oxen, and
looks after them: but unless there are women in the company, the waggon is
sent back at the end of the journey as a needless encumbrance: while they are
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on the road, they carry no provisions with them; yet they want nothing, but are
everywhere treated as if they were at home. If they stay in any place longer than
a night, every one follows his proper occupation, and is very well used by those
of his own trade: but if any man goes out of the city to which he belongs, with-
out leave, and is found rambling without a passport, he is severely treated, he
is punished as a fugitive, and sent home disgracefully; and if he falls again into
the like fault, is condemned to slavery. If any man has a mind to travel only over
the precinct of his own city, he may freely do it, with his father’s permission and
his wife’s consent; but when he comes into any of the country houses, if he ex-
pects to be entertained by them, he must labour with them and conform to
their rules: and if he does this, he may freely go over the whole precinct; being
thus as useful to the city to which he belongs, as if he were still within it. Thus
you see that there are no idle persons among them, nor pretences of excusing
any from labour. There are no taverns, no alehouses nor stews among them; nor
any other occasions of corrupting each other, of getting into corners, or form-
ing themselves into parties: all men live in full view, so that all are obliged, both
to perform their ordinary task, and to employ themselves well in their spare
hours. And it is certain that a people thus ordered must live in great abundance
of all things; and these being equally distributed among them, no man can
want, or be obliged to beg.

In their great council at Amaurot, to which there are three sent from every
town once a year, they examine what towns abound in provisions, and what are
under any scarcity, that so the one may be furnished from the other; and this is
done freely, without any sort of exchange; for according to their plenty or
scarcity, they supply, or are supplied from one another; so that indeed the whole
island is, as it were, one family. When they have thus taken care of their whole
country, and laid up stores for two years, which they do to prevent the ill con-
sequences of an unfavourable season, they order an exportation of the overplus,
both of corn, honey, wool, flax, wood, wax, tallow, leather, and cattle; which
they send out commonly in great quantities to other nations. They order a sev-
enth part of all these goods to be freely given to the poor of the countries to
which they send them, and sell the rest at moderate rates. And by this exchange,
they not only bring back those few things that they need at home (for indeed
they scarce need anything but iron), but likewise a great deal of gold and silver;
and by their driving this trade so long, it is not to be imagined how vast a treas-
ure they have got among them: so that now they do not much care whether
they sell off their merchandise for money in hand, or upon trust. A great part
of their treasure is now in bonds; but in all their contracts no private man
stands bound, but the writing runs in the name of the town; and the towns that
owe them money, raise it from those private hands that owe it to them, lay it
up in their public chamber, or enjoy the profit of it till the Utopians call for it;
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and they choose rather to let the greatest part of it lie in their hands who make
advantage by it, than to call for it themselves: but if they see that any of their
other neighbours stand more in need of it, then they call it in and lend it to
them: whenever they are engaged in war, which is the only occasion in which
their treasure can be usefully employed, they make use of it themselves. In great
extremities or sudden accidents they employ it in hiring foreign troops, whom
they more willingly expose to danger than their own people: they give them
great pay, knowing well that this will work even on their enemies, that it will
engage them either to betray their own side, or at least to desert it, and that it
is the best means of raising mutual jealousies among them: for this end they
have an incredible treasure; but they do not keep it as a treasure, but in such a
manner as | am almost afraid to tell, lest you think it so extravagant, as to be
hardly credible. This I have the more reason to apprehend, because if I had not
seen it myself, I could not have been easily persuaded to have believed it upon
any man’s report.

It is certain that all things appear incredible to us, in proportion as they differ
from own customs. But one who can judge aright, will not wonder to find, that
since their constitution differs so much from ours, their value of gold and sil-
ver should be measured by a very different standard; for since they have no use
for money among themselves, but keep it as a provision against events which
seldom happen, and between which there are generally long intervening inter-
vals; they value it no farther than it deserves, that is, in proportion to its use. So
that it is plain, they must prefer iron either to gold or silver: for men can no
more live without iron, than without fire or water; but Nature has marked out
no use for the other metals, so essential as not easily to be dispensed with. The
folly of men has enhanced the value of gold and silver, because of their scarcity.
Whereas, on the contrary, it is their opinion that Nature, as an indulgent par-
ent, has freely given us all the best things in great abundance, such as water and
earth, but has laid up and hid from us the things that are vain and useless.

If these metals were laid up in any tower in the kingdom, it would raise a jeal-
ousy of the Prince and Senate, and give birth to that foolish mistrust into which
the people are apt to fall, a jealousy of their intending to sacrifice the interest of
the public to their own private advantage. If they should work it into vessels,
or any sort of plate, they fear that the people might grow too fond of it, and so
be unwilling to let the plate be run down, if a war made it necessary to employ
it in paying their soldiers. To prevent all these inconveniences, they have fallen
upon an expedient, which as it agrees with their other policy, so is it very dif-
ferent from ours, and will scarce gain belief among us, who value gold so much,
and lay it up so carefully. They eat and drink out of vessels of earth, or glass,
which make an agreeable appearance though formed of brittle materials: while
they make their chamber-pots and close-stools of gold and silver; and that not
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only in their public halls, but in their private houses: of the same metals they
likewise make chains and fetters for their slaves; to some of which, as a badge
of infamy, they hang an ear-ring of gold, and make others wear a chain or a
coronet of the same metal; and thus they take care, by all possible means, to
render gold and silver of no esteem. And from hence it is, that while other na-
tions part with their gold and silver, as unwillingly as if one tore out their bow-
els, those of Utopia would look on their giving in all they possess of those (met-
als, when there were any use for them) but as the parting with a trifle, or as we
would esteem the loss of a penny. They find peatls on their coast; and diamonds
and carbuncles on their rocks; they do not look after them, but if they find
them by chance, they polish them, and with them they adorn their children,
who are delighted with them, and glory in them during their childhood; but
when they grow to years, and see that none but children use such baubles, they
of their own accord, without being bid by their parents, lay them aside; and
would be as much ashamed to use them afterwards, as children among us, when
they come to years, are of their puppets and other toys. . . .

They reckon up several sorts of pleasures, which they call true ones: some be-
long to the body and others to the mind. The pleasures of the mind lie in
knowledge, and in that delight which the contemplation of truth carries with
it; to which they add the joyful reflections on a well-spent life, and the assured
hopes of a future happiness. They divide the pleasures of the body into two
sorts; the one is that which gives our senses some real delight, and is performed,
either by recruiting nature, and supplying those parts which feed the internal
heat of life by eating and drinking; or when nature is eased of any surcharge
that oppresses it; when we are relieved from sudden pain, or that which arises
from satisfying the appetite which Nature has wisely given to lead us to the
propagation of the species. There is another kind of pleasure that arises neither
from our receiving what the body requires, nor its being relieved when over-
charged, and yet by a secret, unseen virtue affects the senses, raises the passions,
and strikes the mind with generous impressions; this is the pleasure that arises
from music. Another kind of bodily pleasure is that which results from an
undisturbed and vigorous constitution of body, when life and active spirits
seem to actuate every part. This lively health, when entirely free from all mix-
ture of pain, of itself gives an inward pleasure, independent of all external ob-
jects of delight; and though this pleasure does not so powerfully affect us, nor
act so strongly on the senses as some of the others, yet it may be esteemed as
the greatest of all pleasures, and almost all the Utopians reckon it the founda-
tion and basis of all the other joys of life; since this alone makes the state of life
easy and desirable; and when this is wanting, a man is really capable of no other
pleasure. . . . If it is said that health cannot be felt, they absolutely deny it; for
what man is in health that does not perceive it when he is awake? Is there any
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man that is so dull and stupid as not to acknowledge that he feels a delight in
health? And what is delight but another name for pleasure?

But of all pleasures, they esteem those to be most value able that lie in the
mind; the chief of which arises out of true virtue, and the witness of a good con-
science. They account health the chief pleasure that belongs to the body; for
they think that the pleasure of eating and drinking, and all the other delights
of sense, are only so far desirable as they give or maintain health. But they are
not pleasant in themselves, otherwise than as they resist those impressions that
our natural infirmities are still making upon us: for as a wise man desires rather
to avoid diseases than to take physic; and to be freed from pain, rather than to
find ease by remedies; so it is more desirable not to need this sort of pleasure,
than to be obliged to indulge it. If any man imagines that there is a real happi-
ness in these enjoyments, he must then confess that he would be the happiest
of all men if he were to lead his life in perpetual hunger, thirst, and itching, and
by consequence in perpetual eating, drinking, and scratching himself; which
any one may easily see would be not only a base, but a miserable state of a life.
These are indeed the lowest of pleasures, and the least pure; for we can never
relish them, but when they are mixed with the contrary pains. The pain of
hunger must give us the pleasure of eating; and here the pain outbalances the
pleasure; and as the pain is more vehement, so it lasts much longer; for as it be-
gins before the pleasure, so it does not cease but with the pleasure that extin-
guishes it, and both expire together. They think, therefore, none of those pleas-
ures are to be valued any further than as they are necessary; yet they rejoice in
them, and with due gratitude acknowledge the tenderness of the great Author
of Nature, who has planted in us appetites, by which those things that are nec-
essary for our preservation are likewise made pleasant to us. For how miserable
a thing would life be, if those daily diseases of hunger and thirst were to be car-
ried off by such bitter drugs as we must use for those diseases that return sel-
domer upon us? And thus these pleasant as well as proper gifts of Nature main-
tain the strength and the sprightliness of our bodies.

They also entertain themselves with the other delights let in at their eyes,
their ears, and their nostrils, as the pleasant relishes and seasonings of life,
which Nature seems to have marked out peculiarly for man; since no other sort
of animals contemplates the figure and beauty of the universe; nor is delighted
with smells, any farther than as they distinguish meats by them; nor do they ap-
prehend the concords or discords of sound; yet in all pleasures whatsoever they
take care that a lesser joy does not hinder a greater, and that pleasure may never
breed pain, which they think always follows dishonest pleasures. But they think
it madness for a man to wear out the beauty of his face, or the force of his nat-
ural strength; to corrupt the sprightliness of his body by sloth and laziness, or
to waste it by fasting; that it is madness to weaken the strength of his constitu-
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tion, and reject the other delights of life; unless by renouncing his own satis-
faction, he can either serve the public or promote the happiness of others, for
which he expects a greater recompense from God. So that they look on such a
course of life as the mark of a mind that is both cruel to itself, and ungrateful
to the Author of Nature, as if we would not be beholden to Him for His
favours, and therefore rejects all His blessings; as one who should afflict him-
self for the empty shadow of virtue; or for no better end than to render himself
capable of bearing those misfortunes which possibly will never happen.

This is their notion of virtue and of pleasure; they think that no man’s rea-
son can carry him to a truer idea of them, unless some discovery from Heaven
should inspire him with sublimer notions. I have not now the leisure to exam-
ine whether they think right or wrong in this matter: nor do I judge it neces-
sary, for I have only undertaken to give you an account of their constitution,
but not to defend all their principles. I am sure, that whatsoever may be said of
their notions, there is not in the whole world either a better people or a hap-
pier government: their bodies are vigorous and lively; and though they are but
of a middle stature, and have neither the fruitfullest soil nor the purest air in
the world, yet they fortify themselves so well by their temperate course of life,
against the unhealthiness of their air, and by their industry they so cultivate
their soil, that there is nowhere to be seen a greater increase both of corn and
cattle nor are there anywhere healthier men, and freer from diseases: for one
may there see reduced to practice, not only all the art that the husbandman em-
ploys in manuring and improving an ill soil, but whole woods plucked up by
the roots, and in other places new ones planted, where there were none before.
Their principal motive for this is the convenience of carriage, that their timber
may be either near their towns, or growing on the banks of the sea, or of some
rivers, so as to be floated to them; for it is a harder work to carry wood at any
distance over land, than corn. The people are industrious, apt to learn, as well
as cheerful and pleasant; and none can endure more labour, when it is neces-
sary; but except in that case they love their ease. They are unwearied pursuers
of knowledge; for when we had given them some hints of the learning and dis-
cipline of the Greeks, concerning whom we only instructed them (for we know
that there was nothing among the Romans, except their historians and their
poets, that they would value much), it was strange to see how eagerly they were
set on learning that language. We began to read a little of it to them rather in
compliance with their importunity, than out of any hopes of their reaping from
it any great advantage. But after a very short trial we found they made such
progress that we saw our labour was like to be more successful than we could
have expected. They learned to write their characters, and to pronounce their
language so exactly, had so quick an apprehension, they remembered it so faith-
fully, and became so ready and correct in the use of it, that it would have looked
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like a miracle if the greater part of those whom we taught had not been men
both of extraordinary capacity and of a fit age for instruction. They were for the
greatest part chosen from among their learned men, by their chief council,
though some studied it of their own accord. In three years’ time they became
masters of the whole language, so that they read the best of the Greek authors
very exactly. I am indeed apt to think that they learned that language the more
easily, from its having some relation to their own. I believe that they were a
colony of the Greeks; for though the language comes nearer the Persian, yet
they retain many names, both for their towns and magistrates, that are of Greek
derivation. I happened to carry a great many books with me, instead of mer-
chandise, when I sailed my fourth voyage; for I was so far from thinking of soon
coming back, that I rather thought never to have returned at all, and I gave
them all my books, among which were many of Plato’s and some of Aristotle’s
works. . . . One of my companions, Thricius Apinatus, happened to carry with
him some of Hippocrates’s works, and Galen’s Microtechne, which they hold
in great estimation; for though there is no nation in the world that needs physic
so little as they do, yet there is not any that honours it so much: they reckon
the knowledge of it one of the pleasantest and most profitable parts of philos-
ophy, by which, as they search into the secrets of Nature, so they not only find
this study highly agreeable, but think that such inquiries are very acceptable to
the Author of Nature; and imagine that as He, like the inventors of curious en-
gines amongst mankind, has exposed this great machine of the universe to the
view of the only creatures capable of contemplating it, so an exact and curious
observer, who admires His workmanship, is much more acceptable to Him
than one of the herd, who like a beast incapable of reason, looks on this glori-
ous scene with the eyes of a dull and unconcerned spectator. . . .

Of Their Slaves, and of Their Marriages

THEY do not make slaves of prisoners of war, except those that are taken in bat-
tle; nor of the sons of their slaves, nor of those of other nations: the slaves
among them are only such as are condemned to that state of life for the com-
mission of some crime, or, which is more common, such as their merchants
find condemned to die in those parts to which they trade, whom they some-
times redeem at low rates; and in other places have them for nothing. They are
kept at perpetual labour, and are always chained, but with this difference, that
their own natives are treated much worse than others; they are considered as
more profligate than the rest, and since they could not be restrained by the ad-
vantages of so excellent an education, are judged worthy of harder usage. An-
other sort of slaves are the poor of the neighbouring countries, who offer of
their own accord to come and serve them; they treat these better, and use them
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in all other respects as well as their own countrymen, except their imposing
more labour upon them, which is no hard task to those that have been accus-
tomed to it; and if any of these have a mind to go back to their own country,
which indeed falls out but seldom, as they do not force them to stay, so they do
not send them away empty-handed.

I have already told you with what care they look after their sick, so that noth-
ing is left undone that can contribute either to their ease or health: and for
those who are taken with fixed and incurable diseases, they use all possible ways
to cherish them, and to make their lives as comfortable as possible. They visit
them often, and take great pains to make their time pass off easily: but when
any is taken with a torturing and lingering pain, so that there is no hope, either
of recovery or ease, the priests and magistrates come and exhort them, that
since they are now unable to go on with the business of life, are become a bur-
den to themselves and to all about them, and they have really outlived them-
selves, they should no longer nourish such a rooted distemper, but choose
rather to die, since they cannot live but in much misery: being assured, that if
they thus deliver themselves from torture, or are willing that others should do
it, they shall be happy after death. Since by their acting thus, they lose none of
the pleasures, but only the troubles of life; they think they behave not only rea-
sonably, but in a manner consistent with religion and piety; because they fol-
low the advice given them by their priests, who are the expounders of the will
of God. Such as are wrought on by these persuasions, either starve themselves
of their own accord, or take opium, and by that means die without pain. But
no man is forced on this way of ending his life; and if they cannot be persuaded
to it, this does not induce them to fail in their attendance and care of them; but
as they believe that a voluntary death, when it is chosen upon such an author-
ity, is very honourable, so if any man takes away his own life, without the ap-
probation of the priests and the Senate, they give him none of the honours of
a decent funeral, but throw his body into a ditch.

Their women are not married before eighteen, nor their men before two-
and-twenty, and if any of them run into forbidden embraces before marriage
they are severely punished, and the privilege of marriage is denied them, unless
they can obtain a special warrant from the Prince. Such disorders cast a great
reproach upon the master and mistress of the family in which they happen, for
it is supposed that they have failed in their duty. The reason of punishing this
so severely is, because they think that if they were not strictly restrained from
all vagrant appetites, very few would engage in a state in which they venture the
quiet of their whole lives, by being confined to one person, and are obliged to
endure all the inconveniences with which it is accompanied. In choosing their
wives they use a method that would appear to us very absurd and ridiculous,
but it is constantly observed among them, and is accounted perfectly consistent
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with wisdom. Before marriage some grave matron presents the bride naked,
whether she is a virgin or a widow, to the bridegroom; and after that some grave
man presents the bridegroom naked to the bride. We indeed both laughed at
this, and condemned it as very indecent. But they, on the other hand, won-
dered at the folly of the men of all other nations, who, if they are but to buy a
horse of a small value, are so cautious that they will see every part of him, and
take off both his saddle and all his other tackle, that there may be no secret ulcer
hid under any of them; and that yet in the choice of a wife, on which depends
the happiness or unhappiness of the rest of his life, a man should venture upon
trust, and only see about a hand’s-breadth of the face, all the rest of the body
being covered, under which there may lie hid what may be contagious, as well
as loathsome. All men are not so wise as to choose a woman only for her good
qualities; and even wise men consider the body as that which adds not a little
to the mind: and it is certain there may be some such deformity covered with
the clothes as may totally alienate a man from his wife when it is too late to part
with her. If such a thing is discovered after marriage, a man has no remedy but
patience. They therefore think it is reasonable that there should be good provi-
sion made against such mischievous frauds.

There was so much the more reason for them to make a regulation in this
matter, because they are the only people of those parts that neither allow of
polygamy, nor of divorces, except in the case of adultery, or insufferable per-
verseness; for in these cases the Senate dissolves the marriage, and grants the in-
jured person leave to marry again; but the guilty are made infamous, and are
never allowed the privilege of a second marriage. None are suffered to put away
their wives against their wills, from any great calamity that may have fallen on
their persons; for they look on it as the height of cruelty and treachery to aban-
don either of the married persons when they need most the tender care of their
comfort, and that chiefly in the case of old age, which as it carries many dis-
eases along with it, so it is a disease of itself. But it frequently falls out that when
a married couple do not well agree, they by mutual consent separate, and find
out other persons with whom they hope they may live more happily. Yet this is
not done without obtaining leave of the Senate, which never admits of a di-
vorce, but upon a strict inquiry made, both by the senators and their wives, into
the grounds upon which it is desired; and even when they are satisfied con-
cerning the reasons of it, they go on but slowly, for they imagine that too great
easiness in granting leave for new marriages would very much shake the kind-
ness of married people. They punish severely those that defile the marriage-bed.
If both parties are married they are divorced, and the injured persons may
marry one another, or whom they please; but the adulterer and the adulteress
are condemned to slavery. Yet if either of the injured persons cannot shake off
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the love of the married person, they may live with them still in that state, but
they must follow them to that labour to which the slaves are condemned; and
sometimes the repentance of the condemned, together with the unshaken
kindness of the innocent and injured person, has prevailed so far with the
Prince that he has taken off the sentence; but those that relapse after they are
once pardoned are punished with death. . . .

They have but few laws, and such is their constitution that they need not
many. They very much condemn other nations, whose laws, together with
the commentaries on them, swell up to so many volumes; for they think it
an unreasonable thing to oblige men to obey a body of laws that are both of
such a bulk, and so dark as not to be read and understood by every one of
the subjects.

They have no lawyers among them, for they consider them as a sort of peo-
ple whose profession it is to disguise matters, and to wrest the laws; and there-
fore they think it is much better that every man should plead his own cause,
and trust it to the judge, as in other places the client trusts it to a counsellor. By
this means they both cut off many delays, and find out truth more certainly:
for after the parties have laid open the merits of the cause, without those arti-
fices which lawyers are apt to suggest, the judge examines the whole matter, and
supports the simplicity of such well-meaning persons, whom otherwise crafty
men would be sure to run down: and thus they avoid those evils which appear
very remarkably among all those nations that labour under a vast load of laws.
Every one of them is skilled in their law, for as it is a very short study, so the
plainest meaning of which words are capable is always the sense of their laws.
And they argue thus: all laws are promulgated for this end, that every man may
know his duty; and therefore the plainest and most obvious sense of the words
is that which ought to be put upon them; since a more refined exposition can-
not be easily comprehended, and would only serve to make the laws become
useless to the greater part of mankind, and especially to those who need most
the direction of them: for it is all one, not to make a law at all, or to couch it
in such terms that without a quick apprehension, and much study, a man can-
not find out the true meaning of it; since the generality of mankind are both so
dull, and so much employed in their several trades, that they have neither the
leisure nor the capacity requisite for such an inquiry.

Thomas More (1478-1535) was an English statesman who was knighted by Henry VIII for
service to the crown but later executed for his refusal to sanction Henry as head of the church
in England. He was canonized in 193s.
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