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ABSTRACT. This article examines the utopian vision present in the eponymous work by 
Thomas More and in the early Anabaptists. In the light of the discussion on the power and 
dangers of utopian thinking in liberation theology it seeks to show how More struggled with 
the tension between the positive possibilities of a different world and the destructive criticism 
of the present reality. A similar tension is found in early Anabaptist practices, especially in 
terms of their relationship to the state and their practice of commonality of goods. The article 
shows that that all attempts to reduce visions of a better world to a particular setting end up as 
ideological. 
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Introduction 
In this article, I will examine the power of utopian ideas in the early six-
teenth century, especially in the birth of the various forms of Anabaptist or 
Radical Reformation thinking of the period. I do this in conjunction with a 
look at Thomas More’s seminal work Utopia. My aim is to show the positive 
and negative impacts of utopian thinking, and how both contributed espe-
cially to Anabaptist thinking on the relation between church and state. Alt-
hough drawing on historical sources, the article is not primarily historical. 
Rather, the question of the role of utopian thinking in theology is addressed 
through the lens of its treatment in current liberation theology to see how 
such thinking is both necessary and limited. When utopias seek to be real-
ised and lose their eschatological power of transformation, hope is ultimate-
ly destroyed and the will to transform is lost. So I will seek to show to what 
extent More and the early Anabaptists sought to allow the transformative 
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power of another possible world (Pires Rizatto 2003; Althaus-Reid et al. 
2007) to operate, without it turning into another form of ideology. 

Before I turn to the question of utopia, a brief word on the tentative re-
lation between More and early Swiss Anabaptism is called for. I make no 
claims here for influence, but I do want to argue that it is at least plausible 
to suggest that people such as Balthaser Hubmaier or Conrad Grebel would 
have read More’s work. Utopia was first published (in Latin) in Leuven in 
late 1516 or early 1517 (Lupton 1895: lxiv). What was meant to be the sec-
ond edition—though in fact it was the third edition to appear—was a ver-
sion revised by More that appeared in Basle in 1518 (Lupton 1895: lxvi-
lxx). This edition was printed by Johannes Froben at the instigation of 
Erasmus, a close friend of Froben and godfather to his son. 

Both Grebel (Bender 1998: 14) and Hubmaier (Bergsten 1978: 73) had 
contacts in Basle and with Erasmus, though in both cases later than the 
publication of Utopia. Given how highly Erasmus rated More’s work, it is a 
reasonable assumption that it would have come up in discussion and 
though not directly a source of any strand of Anabaptist thinking, it does 
offer an insight into the contemporary desire for a transformed social imag-
inary (Taylor 2004). As a German scholar of Anabaptism has put it, 

 
It is not by chance that this [utopian] thinking gained new impulses with Thomas 
More’s Utopia in a time of civil conflict and radical religious transformation, 
which have had a lasting effect on European-Atlantic history… Sixteenth-century 
Anabaptism [Täufertum] can above all be considered under the historical theme 
of social alternatives (Goertz 1988: 9). 

  
Liberation Theology on Utopia 
As a hermeneutical key for reading these utopian visions, I turn to libera-
tion theology. This theology developed in Latin America in the late 1960s 
and 1970s, in a context where the vast majority of people professed them-
selves to be Christian, as a form of protest against social oppression and in-
equality. From the very beginning (Gutiérrez 1973) the theology of libera-
tion sought not only to articulate the desire of God to liberate his people 
from oppression but to develop a vision of the Kingdom of God into which 
the whole of creation is called. Despite criticisms from the Vatican (Instruc-
tion 1984) and others (Novak 1986) about the alleged Marxist inspirations 
of these new social visions, liberation theologians have continued to insist 
that their thinking about social transformation is firmly based in the gospel 
and Christian tradition (Boff and Boff 1984). 

The most comprehensive treatment of utopian thinking in liberation 
theology remains that of the Brazilian Jesuit theologian João Batista Liban-
io, in a book and long essay (Libanio 1989 and 1992). As I have dealt with 
this in more detail elsewhere (Noble 2013: 52-60), I offer here only a brief 
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summary of Libanio’s position. He begins with an allusion to the German-
American Marxist writer Herbert Marcuse, who, in a lecture delivered in 
Berlin in 1967, had argued that in modernity only what is against the laws 
of nature would be utopian, but that the means for transforming society 
exist and are not contrary to the laws of nature, and thus utopian thinking 
is past (Marcuse 1970). But Libanio wants to go beyond Marcuse’s narrow 
argument to argue that in modernity the need for anything transcendental 
has been abandoned—we are in a strong sense self-sufficient (Libanio 1992: 
496). Against this he wants to argue that in Latin America and other con-
texts where poverty and oppression dominate, the need for utopias remains 
strong. 

Libanio begins his discussion with a consideration of the dual etymology 
of the word utopia. Originally it seems to have been a suggestion of Erasmus 
to give a Greek name to More’s original Latin Nusquama (Baker-Smith 
2011: 143), and thus both meant ‘Nowhere’ or ‘Noplace’, ouk-topos. Howev-
er, fairly early on it seems to have struck readers that there was another way 
of understanding the title, as a place of perfection and well-being. So, for 
example, the first Italian translation by Ortensio Lando, which appeared in 
Venice in 1548, referred already to Eutopia (eutopos) (Greengrass 2015: 179). 
Thus, Libanio argues that utopia always contains a double meaning, of cri-
tique and of promise. It is, we could say, a prophetic genre, where we find 
the condemnation of what is and the promise of what repentance—metanoia, 
(re)turning to God—will bring.  

This dual element will be crucial in our examination of More’s own work 
and of some of the early Anabaptists. For Libanio, what prevents utopias 
from becoming ideologies is the presence of hope, which he understands in 
an eschatological sense. That is to say, hope is certainly a present experi-
ence, and one based on experiences that the promises are at least partially 
fulfilled. But at the same time, it is a commitment to a future that is always 
still to come. Hope is open but grounded, refusing to accept any human 
social reality as the final possibility or the full manifestation of the Kingdom. 
To put this in more theological language, it accepts both the reality of hu-
man sinfulness and the reality of the overcoming of the power of sin 
through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  

This open-ended but not contentless nature of hope is important for Li-
banio because it prevents the ideologisation of a particular form of life. Any 
attempt to claim that a particular form of life or of church or of political 
settlement fully embodies all of the Kingdom is an ideology. As Libanio 
points out elsewhere (Libanio and Taborda 1992), ideologies are themselves 
born out of and often accompanied by utopian thinking. In this sense they 
can be regarded as positive, since they develop to challenge a particular 
status quo. Their problem and danger lies in the way in which they impose 
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themselves not as alternatives to a status quo, but as a new and equally ex-
clusive status quo. To do this is to deny hope, to claim that perfection has 
been achieved on earth. 

This brief overview of a major treatment of utopia in liberation theology 
leaves me with two major tools for interpreting More and the early Anabap-
tists. The first will enable me to examine the tension present in their works 
between ouk-topos and eu-topos, between the unreal and the real. The former 
will critique the reality of the world in which we live, the latter will serve as 
an invitation to construct a new world. But, and especially in the second 
case, the appeal to the open-ended nature of hope reminds us that any at-
tempt to reduce the good world that could exist to a given historical form 
will almost inevitably lead to ideology. So, my questions as I go back to the 
sixteenth century are to what extent More and the early Anabaptists real-
ised this and to what extent they ended up forming new ideologies that 
ended up being, if not destructive, at least less life-giving than they had 
hoped. 
 
Thomas More: Indignation and Reimagination 
More’s Utopia is one of the great humanist works of the sixteenth century. It 
remains, in the words of the literary critic Terry Eagleton, ‘astonishingly 
radical stuff ’ (Eagleton 2015). It not only anticipates many different fantasy 
and sci-fi novels of the much more recent past, but it could quite plausibly 
be described as an early and in many ways very successful attempt at fake 
news (Baker-Smith 2011: 141-142). The book was written at a time when 
news of newly discovered lands was spreading fast (as Peter Giles mentions 
in his letter to Hieronymus Busleyden, a kind of preface to the book, 
Lupton 1895: xcix-c; More 2009: xv). [References are given to two versions 
of Utopia. The first, Lupton, contains the Latin text and the first English 
translation from 1551. The second, More, contains a translation by Paul 
Turner that renders the work into contemporary English. It is more acces-
sible, if at times more of an anachronistic interpretation than a translation.]  

It was only some 25 years after Columbus’ first trip to the Americas, and 
indeed the name America was only just coming into use at this period, and 
Magellan’s first circumnavigation of the world would not occur for another 
four or five years. 

Within this framework of rapid expansion of European awareness about 
the size of the world, More purports to reproduce the words of one Rapha-
el Hythlodaeus (Hythloday, which carries overtones of the Greek hythlos, 
nonsense, Baker-Smith 2011: 144). Raphael brings news of an island that he 
had visited on his travels, and in the second of the two books that make up 
the work, he describes in great detail the workings of the society. But the 
fact that this is a fictional account immediately raises persistent questions. As 
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the political theorist Alan Ryan points out, the book really offers a debate 
between two sides of More’s own character (Ryan 2013: 313). Is the fiction 
an excuse to avoid having to take responsibility for his ideas, is it a sign that 
he disagrees with Raphael’s praise of utopian society, is it what we would 
now call indeed utopian, a vision of the way the world could be? 

These questions are more than rhetorical, since they point to the ambi-
guities present in More himself, neatly presented in the two opposing char-
acterisations of The Man for All Seasons (Bolt 1980) and Hilary Mantel’s Wolf 
Hall and Bring Up the Bodies (Mantel 2009 and 2012). For a modern reader, 
More’s Utopia can be disconcerting, not only for the obvious aspects like the 
acceptance of slavery as a form of legal punishment. It proposes a commu-
nitarian lifestyle that appears at times to be bordering on the totalitarian. 
But of course More is not writing for the twenty-first century, and as with 
any form of imagining, his world seeks to overcome the worst excesses of his 
own time and the reality that he knows. Thus, his insistence on the absence 
of money, on sufficiency of food and drink, on the unpleasantness of war. As 
a lawyer, More may favour a society based on justice above all, but in a 
world where justice for the ordinary person scarcely existed, certainly in 
terms of social relationships, this is not necessarily a bad thing. 

Thus, the world that More imagines is an ordered one. As church histo-
rian Richard Rex points out, it was this attachment to a society that was 
properly and justly organised that lay behind his opposition to new forms of 
religious thinking that were developing in his time—what today we call the 
Reformation (Rex 2011: 97-98). More’s condemnation of Protestantism is 
concerned as much with its rejection of authority as anything else. Thus he 
emphasises what liberation theologians would call orthopraxis as the basis 
of Christian faith. It is neither the written word nor the spoken word that 
are fundamental for true Christian living, but adherence to the practices of 
the church (Duffy 2011: 197-198). This at least is in keeping with the argu-
ment of Utopia, where it is the way that people live that matters most. 

So we can assume that More wanted to create a world in which there was 
justice in terms of the practices of society, and that to the extent that this is 
revealed in Utopia he thought that it was in theory possible to develop such 
a society, even if in practice, as the ending makes clear, he acknowledged 
that it was extremely unlikely (Lupton 1895: 308-309; More 2009: 134-135). 
But what kind of world was this? The fact that More makes of Utopia an 
island is clearly not accidental, and the isthmus that separates it from the 
mainland is not wholly dissimilar in size to the English Channel. Moreover, 
the fifty-four cities of which it is comprised may well be a reflection of the 
counties of England and Wales at this time (Lupton 1895: 119). The geo-
graphical setting is such that comparisons with his own country are inevita-
ble. 
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The problems with Utopia begin with its foundation, based on conquest 
and imposition of a form of government on the indigenous peoples. More-
over, so the book tells us, the state continues to expand by conquest when it 
requires new territory. The act of foundational and ongoing violence is not 
much remarked upon in Utopia, and yet it hovers over the whole story. 
Whether More is to be taken as a kind of proto-Hobbesian is a moot point, 
but given that the state of English society did not significantly improve over 
the following century and a half, and indeed grew worse with the English 
Civil War, we may at least assume that Hobbes saw the same problems as 
More did and set about finding a solution in a similar way. 

However, More’s society in Utopia goes far beyond the sovereign power 
envisaged by Hobbes. Utopian government is based to a large extent on 
something like the principle of subsidiarity. This was developed in Roman 
Catholic social teaching in the first part of the twentieth century, as an al-
ternative to centralising tendencies in government. The basic idea is that 
decisions should be taken and implemented at the appropriate level of gov-
ernment, and that the centre should leave as much as possible to the pe-
riphery (see on this McIlroy 2003). In Utopia the basic unit is the household, 
and thirty such households come under the authority of a Syphogrant 
(translated by Paul Turner in More 2009: 53 as ‘Styward’, given that suphos 
in Greek means ‘sty’ and the obvious pun on ‘steward’). Each group of ten 
syphogrants is under a Tranibore (‘bencheater’), and in each city these peo-
ple come together to choose by secret ballot a Prince (essentially a mayor). 
There is a council for the whole island, but it is very little commented on, 
partly because we are told that there is very little need for legislation on the 
island (Lupton 1895: 234; More 2009: 98). Its main task is to run the 
planned economy efficiently (Lupton 1895: 169-170; More 2009: 68) 

Legislation is largely redundant because of the absence of money. The 
complaint in Book One of Utopia about the injustices of the social system in 
England, where the rich prosper and the poor are punished, lies behind 
this radical commitment to an economy where all work for the good of all 
and thus there is ample sufficiency. The standard of living can perhaps best 
be summed up in words of Leon Bloy, cited by Clodovis Boff: ‘Misery is the 
lack of what is necessary; poverty is the lack of what is superfluous’. Boff 
comments: ‘The one is a mutilation; the other a virtue’ (Boff 1987: 20). In 
other words, people have all they need, but they need only food, clothing 
and housing and there is plenty of all three as all contribute to producing 
them. Even though the weaknesses of planned economies are clear in prac-
tice, the utopian system remains an attractive one. Indeed, when the adjec-
tive ‘utopian’ is used today, it often implies some such system. The same 
idea was picked up by the nineteenth-century English writer and craftsman 
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William Morris in his News from Nowhere (Morris 2004) and is found in other 
representations of ideal societies. 

Given this lack of private property, and thus strictly speaking the impos-
sibility of theft, it is not surprising that there is very little crime on the is-
land. In fact, what is surprising is that there is any, but the fact that people 
are punished by the imposition of slavery makes it clear that More expects 
crime to endure. This can and perhaps should be attributed to a good Au-
gustinian predilection for the ubiquity of original sin, and indeed the major 
possibility of crime seems to lie in committing adultery. But another major 
crime is rather more perplexing, in that people are not allowed to travel 
freely outside their districts except with permission from the magistrates 
(Lupton 1895: 168; More 2009: 67).  

Although an apparent underside of subsidiarity, and more akin to a 
form of divide and rule, this emphasis is probably best understood against 
the backdrop of the perceived problem of vagrancy in sixteenth-century 
England. People wandering around doing nothing are not contributing to 
the maintenance of an ordered society, at least not as More envisaged it, 
and thus such behaviour is to be condemned. It has been argued that the 
first English translation of Utopia, by Ralph Robynson, published in 1551, 
was itself a response to the problem of vagrancy (Bishop 2011). At least it is 
clear that anyone who travels in Utopia is duty-bound to work for their 
board and lodging, and as long as they do that, they have no need of any-
thing, because all will be provided on their travels as at home. 

In terms of the treatment of warfare, More supplies the Utopians with 
something like a halfway house between pacifism and militarism. That is to 
say, the Utopians are ready, if necessary, to engage in warfare, but they try 
to avoid it as much as possible, and if they do have to fight they try to re-
duce the human cost. Thus, they endeavour not to use Utopian soldiers, 
but instead employ mercenaries to do the fighting for them. And even these 
they seek not to endanger. They prefer to gain military victories through 
strategical thinking that avoids direct engagement, and they do not permit 
slaughter of their opponents—here again we see the close connection be-
tween the Utopian and the Eutopian, between a critique of what is and a 
desire for what could be. The major interest in this chapter on warfare, 
since war necessarily requires interaction with others, and in this context 
other nations, is in how a purportedly perfect society engages with imper-
fection (Avineri 1962). This may explain why More strives to argue for an 
oxymoron, a more humane form of warfare.  

The final area of life in Utopia which requires comment before turning 
to the Anabaptists is that of religion. As More would later be canonised as a 
saint in the Roman Catholic church, it may come as something of a surprise 
to see how he treats religious matters in Utopia. As James McConica, writ-
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ing on More’s humanism, puts it: ‘The reader of Utopia should be aware 
that the ideal society presented in Book II by a famously Christian author is 
in some respects strikingly at odds with Christian ideals’ (McConica 2011: 
39). In his discussion of religion, More undoubtedly adopts a position that 
reflects the humanism of his day. By using the dialogue form, he manages 
to absolve himself of defending the religious forms of Utopia, since these 
are given as simply a report by Raphael Hythloday. To some extent, also, 
More covers himself, by claiming that the Utopians, when they heard about 
Christianity, were quick to adopt it. 

But a striking feature of Utopian religion is its tolerance. Most people, 
we are told, believe in a Supreme Being, called the Parent (‘hunc parentem 
vocant’, Lupton 1895: 267), to whom they apply the name Mythras. The 
differences are in precisely how they understand the role of this Supreme 
Being. But More devotes a fairly lengthy passage to a powerful defence of 
the need and importance of religious freedom, predating other such de-
fences (Helwys 1998: 53-54) by almost a century. The argument comes from 
his belief (see Lupton 1895: 271, footnote 1) that truth will prevail, and that 
each person should be free to hold their own religious beliefs and even free 
to try to convince others of them, but always without resort to violence or 
force. The one thing that is not permitted in public is rejection of any idea 
of an afterlife or immortal soul. This is for political reasons, since it is as-
sumed that without belief in the afterlife people will have no reasons to act 
for the common good. But even here, we are told that in private people are 
perfectly entitled to discuss such matters, and even encouraged to do so, 
since this is likely to help them in coming to the truth. 

What then can we take from this brief discussion of Utopia? The second 
book, presenting the ideal society of the island of Utopia, can be read in 
various ways. It can be read as a commentary on Plato’s Republic, or as 
something like a development of a vision of society from behind a Rawlsian 
veil of ignorance (Rawls 1999). It could simply be read as a humanist jeu 
d’esprit, in which More delights in arguments for their own sake. But it 
seems to me that it is best to take it as a real debate within More himself, 
between the demands of statecraft and the need to deal with the social evils 
of his time. There are serious points to be made in the book about the dan-
gers of religious intolerance, about the pernicious effects of private proper-
ty, about the cruelty of warfare and the horrors of poverty. Recalling Liban-
io’s comments on the need to balance the power of utopian visions with the 
disrupting balance of eschatological hope, we can see More as attempting to 
do something similar. He wants to point to another possible and better 
world, but he also realises that Utopia must remain nowhere, because in the 
actual world it is not going to happen, and perhaps he also realises that if it 
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did the costs of loss of freedom for the individual for the good of society 
may be higher than any given individual would wish to pay. 
 
The Utopian Vision of the Early Anabaptists 
The link between More’s Utopia and the early Anabaptists (on the polygene-
sis of early Anabaptists, see Stayer et al. 1975) remains tenuous if plausible, 
as already pointed out. However, in as far as More referred to the Anabap-
tists, it was entirely negatively (Yoder 1992). Nevertheless, both More in his 
Utopia and many among the early Anabaptists shared both a disquiet with 
the contemporary state of the world, both religious and socio-economic, 
and a profound desire for a better world. In this section, then, I turn to the 
manifestations of this desire in early Anabaptist writers, in relation to social 
organisation, the state and religion. 

From the Anabaptists’ perspective, the religious question was the most 
important, and the struggle lay in rival biblical hermeneutics. But this was 
really More’s major criticism, for he felt the social threat of a small group of 
individuals assuming— against the state or the church—the task of deter-
mining what the true meaning of the Scriptures was (Yoder 1992: 55-56). 
The threat of the Anabaptists (of the Reformation in general, in fact) was for 
More primarily a social one, and thus it makes sense to look first at the so-
cio-economic implications of the path chosen by the early Anabaptists. 

Different groups pursued common ownership of goods in markedly di-
verse ways (Goertz 1988: 31-33; Estep 1996: 98-99 and 127-149; Scribner 
1994: 744-747). As in many other things, the individual groups differed in 
their interpretations of the import of the example of the early church rec-
orded in Acts 2:44-45 and 4:34-35. This in part depended on which of these 
passages they gave most weight to, and at least among early Swiss Anabap-
tists, the claim was that they sought to share with those in need (Estep 1996: 
40). There is no mention of sharing property and possessions in the Schlei-
theim Confession of 1527. 

However, there were others for whom the joint pooling of resources was 
very important. Although in their most developed form they date to a 
somewhat later period, the best example here is the Hutterite communities 
that grew up in different parts of Moravia in the second half of the six-
teenth century. One of the important early Hutterite theologians, Peter 
Riedemann (Friedmann 1959), offered an explanation for the common 
ownership of goods in his work Rechenschaft unser Religion (usually known in 
English as the Hutterite Confession). Riedemann writes that  

 
[b]ecause all God’s gifts, not only the spiritual but also the temporal, have 
been given to human beings to have not for themselves but for their brothers 
and sisters (Genossen), so it is that the Community of the Saints should be pre-
served, not only in spiritual but also in worldly things (Acts 2 and 4), so that, 
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as Paul says, no one should have an over-abundance whilst another is in want 
(2 Corinthians 8), but that both should have the same (Riedemann 1974, cit-
ed in Goertz 1988: 180). 
 

Whilst the reasoning is biblical, the precise form of how to live out the in-
terpretation demanded more. For the New Testament record can be, and 
has been read differently, but any decision to try to live by it means adopt-
ing a particular form of life, which is at the very best hinted at in the short 
summaries of Acts, which themselves seem to serve as a kind of utopian vi-
sion of what might have been, rather than a faithful representation of the 
church(es) of the time of Luke.  

Such attempts to form communities where none held anything in private 
were, needless to say, fraught with problems, not least because the Anabap-
tists had to interact with a society that did not practice such a lifestyle 
(Scribner 1994). The problems are seen at their starkest in the period of the 
Anabaptist rule in Münster in 1534-1535. However, it is reasonable not to 
regard Münster as typical or exemplary of Anabaptist ideas on community 
of goods, and rather to see it as demonstrating what could have happened if 
these ideas had not been so robust and well-grounded. As Scribner (1994: 
758) puts it with some understatement: ‘The Munster experiment and its 
outcome were certainly very different from the forms of community of 
property practised before and after by most other Anabaptists.’ 

Much more valid for considering the way in which some early Anabap-
tists practised community of goods is the Hutterite mode mentioned above. 
This ultimately developed out of a disagreement and subsequent disputa-
tion between Hans Hut and others on the one side and Balthasar Hubmaier 
on the other (Bergsten 1978: 361-365), when the Anabaptists were to all 
extents and purposes the established church (Klinedinst 2009: 519) in Mik-
ulov (Nikolsburg) in what is now south-east Moravia. This is worth bearing 
in mind, since at least some of the Anabaptist practices were driven by ne-
cessity as much as by choice, and when the possibilities were open for dif-
ferent forms of behaviour they were not always ignored. Whatever the rea-
sons, one of the points in the disputation between Hut and Hubmaier was 
to do with the question of private property (Goertz 1988: 114-116), linked 
to Hut’s views on the extreme imminence of the Parousia.  

Somewhat later, in the mid-1530s, the remnants of the group that had 
followed Hut and Jacob Wiedemann in Nikolsburg, and had been conse-
quently expelled, were joined by Jakob Hutter, who gave his name to the 
Hutterite movement (Estep 1996: 127-134). Following Hutter’s execution in 
1536, the community based in Hustopeče (Auspitz) made the decision to 
continue. It grew over the next century, with periods of severe persecution 
intermingled with times of peace, till at its peak there were some 70 com-
munities and perhaps up to 40,000 members of the group (Scribner 1994: 
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760-761). Each of these communities was known as Bruderhof (or also 
Haushaben). Each Bruderhof probably contained between 400 and 600 peo-
ple. The lifestyle was heavily communitarian, to such an extent that one 
author has commented that the Bruderhof ‘symbolized the victory of the 
community over the family’ (Stayer 1991: 145, cited in Scribner 1994: 762). 
In both the size of the settlements, comparable to groups under a single 
Syphogrant (More 2009: 61; Lupton 1895: 154), and in the forms of com-
munity life, there are considerable similarities to More’s Utopia. 

As noted already, although eschewing the use of money among them-
selves, they had to engage with a wider world, to sell their produce (particu-
larly in Moravia their wine and pottery) and to buy what they could not 
produce for themselves. Because of the economy of scale and the fact that 
the labour force did not need paying (again similar to Utopia), the Bruder-
hofs were economically successful (Goertz 1988: 32), in a not dissimilar way 
to the Jesuit Reductions in Latin America in the following century and a 
half (Lugon 1949: 109). It was in part this factor that led to their persecu-
tion and eventual expulsion from Moravia. Any attempt to implement a 
utopian vision brings with it a threat to the status quo and to those outside 
the utopian world, and because in this case it was an economic threat it was 
almost inevitable that there would be repercussions. 

Linked to the question of commonality of goods is the nature of the rela-
tionship to the state. The utopian vision here is not generally so much of a 
perfect state, but of the ability to live in a strict sense anarchically, with no 
centralised outside authority. The most common term used in German by 
the Anabaptists for such a body was Obrigkeit, best translated as ‘authorities’, 
and including the root idea of those who are placed over others. That is to 
say, the question is not how to participate in a democracy, but what attitude 
to take towards those who are placed or place themselves in positions of 
juridical authority over others. Phrased like this, it becomes clear that the 
attitude to civil authorities was related to the attitude to church authorities, 
either the Roman Catholic system or the Lutheran one (Goertz 1988: 110).  

The major Anabaptist position from the beginning was one of deep re-
serve towards the civil authorities. The Schleitheim Confession, issued in 
1527 by a group of early Swiss Anabaptists, and written by Michael Sattler, 
already contains a rejection of civil authority as part of the world from 
which true Christians should be separated (Sattler 1527: 12-13). This is 
based on a heavily dualistic view of a world divided into good and bad, and 
the desire to follow only the good. This is the extreme response to the kind 
of world that More bemoans in the first book of Utopia, in which the majori-
ty of the world (the ‘real’ world) is rejected as a no (or evil) place, as in a 
certain and quite strong sense non-existent. At the same time, the Confes-
sion very clearly rejects any recourse to violence—not using the sword or 
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any other weapon and not resisting evil. It also rejects the possibility of any 
Christian serving in a position of civil authority. In doing so, it suggests that 
there is another world in which violence is not needed and in which there is 
no need for civil authority, because people will live in peace and harmony. It 
was this implication of a better world, among other things, that would lead 
to Sattler’s execution shortly after the publication of the Schleitheim confes-
sion. 

The other, minority, Anabaptist position was that adopted by Balthasar 
Hubmaier in his short work Von dem Schwert [On the Sword] (Hubmaier 
1962: 434-457). In this text Hubmaier addresses the arguments of his op-
ponents and attempts to show that participation in civil government is not 
only possible but a duty for Christians. Servants of the gospel should not 
engage in such activities (Hubmaier 1962: 452), but in general Hubmaier’s 
view is that, given that in fact authorities exist, it is better if the positions of 
power are filled by good Christians, who will seek to act justly. It is im-
portant to stress this point. Hubmaier certainly does not offer a carte 
blanche to any form of civil government, and his position is probably as 
utopian as Sattler’s. It is true that he engages in enough Realpolitik to accept 
that governments will exist and that violence will happen, but he is con-
vinced that any punishment should only be to serve the needs of justice. 
Here he is in close agreement with More, who also sought to establish an 
overriding commitment to justice as the base for society in Utopia. 

The final area of life that calls for some comment is the relation of early 
Anabaptists to religion. Hans Goertz argues that the ‘Anabaptists, in protest 
against the abuses of the Middle Ages and the disappointments of the Lu-
theran and Zwinglian reformations, sought for new forms of religious 
communication and social order’ (Goertz 1988: 9). Although they intro-
duced some new articulations of Christian doctrine and some new empha-
ses, they were chiefly concerned with what were essentially matters of 
church practice, to do with the significance of baptism, the meaning of the 
Lord’s Supper, the structure of the ecclesial community. These, allied with 
an often very strong eschatological bent and chiliastic preferences, marked 
their deliberations and the way they sought to establish their communities. 

In general, they were always in a difficult position when it came to sup-
porting religious tolerance, since they needed and desired it for themselves, 
but were not so tolerant of the abuses of others. Nevertheless, and perhaps 
making a virtue out of necessity, they refused to sanction the violent perse-
cution of people who held other beliefs. At his trial, Michael Sattler, author 
of the Schleitheim Confession, was accused among other things of saying 
that he would not fight against the Turks if they invaded, and that if any-
thing he would march out alongside them rather than so-called Christians. 
His justification for this was that the Turks were ignorant of Christianity 

Unauthentifiziert   | Heruntergeladen  14.10.19 10:57   UTC



 Nowhere Is Better than Here 15 

PERICHORESIS 16.1 (2018) 

and were ‘Turks according to the flesh’, whilst so-called Christians (his 
judges) were ‘Turks according to the Spirit’, because they sought to ‘perse-
cute the pious witnesses of Christ’ (Estep 1996: 71). There was an overarch-
ing commitment to witness to their faith that was borne out in their mis-
sionary activity (Godwin 2012) and in their non-violent responses to the 
hatred and vilification that was one of the few things to unite Catholics and 
Protestants during that period. 
 
Conclusion 
The aim of this article has been to examine the way in which utopian ideals 
informed two very disparate contexts in the early sixteenth century. My ar-
gument does not depend on any direct link between More’s Utopia and the 
early Anabaptists, however plausible it may be to claim such a link. My main 
interest has been, rather, in addressing a kind of utopian Zeitgeist, depend-
ent on the new energy given by humanism, and further influenced by the 
Reformation, beginning with Luther but particularly that of Zwingli in Zur-
ich. The ressourcement of the Reformation was not just about retrieving a 
former golden age, but at the same time about imagining an equally golden 
future. 

More’s work alternates between a negative assessment of the present and 
the dream of another possible world, and this tension is also to be found in 
the Anabaptists. Their critique of the ‘world’ is a rejection of all that they 
disliked in what they saw around them, in the church, both Roman Catholic 
and Lutheran, in the arbitrary way in which justice was, or more frequently 
was not, administered, in the economic effects of early modern capitalism. 
In this they had much in common with More. And as with him, their cri-
tiques implicitly or at times explicitly suggested how things could be. Their 
stance against the state authorities is a good example of this, since this was 
what placed them most at odds with the Catholics and the classical Reform-
ers, who were both, in their view, in too close a relationship with the gov-
erning bodies. They did not think that the ‘state’ had to be the final arbiter 
in a Christian’s relationship with God, and many of them did not believe 
that violence was the answer to any problem that presented itself. But this 
negative belief went hand in hand with a belief in the real possibility of liv-
ing in peace and harmony, of restoring shalom to the world. And that is 
undoubtedly utopian. 

But just as More’s Utopia is a (no) place that is, at least to modern read-
ers, often deeply problematic, there are difficulties with the Anabaptist posi-
tion too. Although it is true that we need to examine both More and the 
Anabaptists within their given historical and social contexts, this does not 
mean that we cannot find them wanting, precisely because they are bound 
by the world around them. More’s Utopia presents, for us today with our 
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more individualist understanding of human existence, a partly nightmarish 
existence. Slavery is used as a punishment, there is little freedom, and the 
pursuit of pleasure is highly communal. Not all of this is necessarily wrong 
(the communal aspect especially may be worth considering), but it is not 
what many of us would choose. And yet it is also a warning against the ef-
fects of the very individualism that we want to defend. It points to the fact 
that we are in relationship with others and bound to them. In an important 
way our lives are not our own. 

But More’s own problem with Utopia, expressed at the end of the book, 
is not to be ignored. In a perfect world, how do we find space for the idea of 
transcendent hope? The reading of utopia by Libanio, with which I began, 
pointed out that when we perceive ourselves as having achieved perfection, 
we end up creating an ideology because we lose the dimension of eschato-
logical hope that leaves any vision of an alternative open-ended. And ideo-
logies by definition are closed. More saw in his description of Utopia some-
thing good and desirable, certainly, but he also recognised that in the real 
world in which he lived, it could end up being as destructive as the world 
that he criticised and found unacceptable. The loss of freedom, the unwill-
ingness to commit that is the other side of tolerance, the dependence always 
on the cooperation of others, were all too risky in a world that is marked 
both by the salvific action of Christ but also by the Fall.  

The same problem confronted the Anabaptists. It is all very well to deny 
the authority of the state, to refuse to engage in the more questionable ac-
tivities of the ‘world’. The fate of Münster is an unfair example, but in fact 
many of the early Anabaptist communities faced problems too, as we saw 
with Hubmaier in Nikolsburg. The tyranny of the individual, the charis-
matic leader, or the community is not always less destructive than the tyr-
anny of the state, even if its effects are generally more limited. The potential 
violence of the Anabaptist position should not be underestimated either. 
This is perhaps most evident in the practice of the ban (Smith 2010). Here 
exclusion becomes a weapon to enforce compliance and conformity that 
goes against the vision of a better and different world. A genuine conviction 
that a given position is the only correct one leads frequently to an ideologi-
cal insistence on everyone holding that position. Again, the examples are 
present in Anabaptist history and arguably, for us today and perhaps for 
More himself, in Utopia. 

The utopian vision remains then an intriguing one, but one that is al-
ways fraught with danger. Whatever relation they had or did not have to 
Thomas More’s book, the early Anabaptists embodied a form of utopianism 
in their thought and in their practices. Although they could not avoid the 
problems and found it hard to allow the troubling disturbance of a genuine-
ly open-ended eschatological hope to question their vision, they provide an 
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example of a group of communities who, when at all possible, tried to im-
plement an alternative way of life (Goertz 1988: 13-42). As with More and 
his work, the power of their alternative vision has continued to inspire peo-
ple and to allow Christians in many different places and contexts to think 
that the world could be different and better. Although eschatological hope 
must remain open-ended and disruptive of any attempt to call a concrete 
form of life the Kingdom of God, Christians, as the Anabaptists showed, 
retain the prophetic task to work towards the implementation of the King-
dom in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
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