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Prudential War in the Utopia

Gregory M. Reichberg
Peace Research Institute of Oslo

Norway

A section of Utopia, book II (“De re military”)78, is fa-
mously taken up with military practices. Readers who 
approach Utopia after having frequented works by the 
Scholastic Just War theorists, Thomas Aquinas, Francis-
co de Vitoria, Francisco Suarez, and their ilk, will find 
themselves on uncertain terrain. Some points will seem 
familiar, as for instance the supposition that war is a 
wrongful state of affairs insofar as it disrupts the natural 
kinship that human beings have with each other, or that 
war can rightly be waged only for a limited set of valid 
reasons, with other reasons thereby being excluded. But 
Utopia invariably develops these points in unfamiliar 
ways, when the argument is advanced, for instance, that 
treaties undermine the friendship that might otherwise 
exist between independent political communities (thus 

78- Citations are to Thomas More, Utopia, English text and Translation, edited by 
George M. Logan, Robert M. Adams and Clarence H. Miller (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1995). “De re militari” is in book II, pp. 201-217. For analysis 
of More’s conception of military affairs in the Utopia, see Robert P. Adams, The Bet-
ter Part of Valor (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1962) 144-57. 



71

treaties should be eschewed)79, or likewise that war can 

sometimes be allowed, “to obtain territory for coloni-

zation, whenever the Utopian population exceeds the 

optimum number.”80 By contrast, the Scholastics con-

sistently held that treaties were ordinarily an expression 

of inter-state friendship, and thus should be entered for 

that reason, just as they consistently denied that war for 

enlargement of empire could be justifiably be waged.81 

Moreover, in the Utopia a set of practices are introduced 

that would have seemed entirely alien to a Scholastic, 

for instance, the employment of mercenaries to wage 

war on foreign land,82 or the offer of rewards to civilians 

on the enemy side who are willing to assassinate their 

leaders.83

The Utopia’s distinctiveness vis-à-vis Scholastic ap-

proaches to Just War is the more striking insofar as the 

period in which More wrote this work also coincided 

with important developments in Just War theory. Four 

years before Utopia first appeared (1516), a Dutch chap-

lain, William Mathiae, wrote an opuscula on “just and 

79- Utopia, 1 97-201. 

80- Editors’ “Introduction” to Utopia, p. xxxii.  

81- See Gregory M. Reichberg, “Philosophy Meets War: Francisco de Vitoria’s De 
Indis and De jure belli relectiones (1557)” in The Classics of Western Philosophy, J. Gracia, 
G. Reichberg, & B. Schumacher, eds. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2003) 197–204.

82- Utopia, 209-211. 

83- Utopia, 212-213.
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licit war”.84 It provided a detailed examination of three 
conditions requisite for a just war, namely that a war be 
waged for a just cause, in a legitimate manner, and un-
der the press of an urgent necessity. He was particularly 
drawn to the question, “why does God permit there to 
be war?”.  

In 1512, the Dominican Sylvester Prierias published a 
Summa85 that included sustained reflection on the condi-
tions of a Just War as had been outlined by Thomas in 
the thirteenth century. Then, in 1517, Cardinal Thomas 
de Vio, better known by his nickname “Cajetan,” com-
pleted his monumental commentary on the Summa Theo-
logiae (henceforth cited as “ST”) of Thomas Aquinas. A 
section of the work was devoted to a detailed treatment 
of St. Thomas’s “Quaestio de bello” (ST part II-II, q. 
40).86 It spawned numerous other Scholastic writings on 
the theory of just war. Cajetan himself wrote a lengthy 
section in his Summua (published 1524), a work geared 
to confessors, on “When war should be called just or 
unjust, licit or illicit”.87  Ten years later the Dominican 
Francisco de Vitoria wrote his own commentary on 

84- Libellus de bello justo et licito, completed 1512; see Robert H. W. Regout, La doctrine 
de la guerre juste de saint Augustin à nos jours (Paris: Pedone, 1934), p. 130. 

85- The Summa Sylvestriana appeared in 1514; see Regout, p. 122. 

86- For a translation of Cajetan’s commentary on Aquinas’s “Quaestio de bello,” see 
Gregory M. Reichberg, Henrik, Syse, and Endre Begby, The Ethics of War: Classic and 
Contemporary Readings (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), pp. 241-245.

87- In Ethics of War, pp. 245-50. 
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Aquinas’s “Quaestio de bello,” and it was more famous-
ly followed by the two lectures he delivered in 1539 at the 
University of Salamanca on matters pertaining to war. 
The first, De Indis, examined whether the Spaniards had 
justification for conquering the newly discovered lands 
in what were then called “the Indies,” now referred to 
as the Americas. The second, De jure belli, provided a 
systematic analysis, from the point of view of natural 
law, of the rights and wrongs of war.88 

In reflecting on war in the Utopia, More was clearly 
drawing on sources very different than the Scholas-
tics mentioned above. Thomas Aquinas, most notably, 
seems not to have exerted the least influence on More’s 
thought regarding these matters. Even Aristotle’s Poli-
tics, which might have provided a shared link with the 
Scholastics, is less present in the Utopia than Plato’s Re-
public, a work that was unavailable to Aquinas and his 
fellow theologians of the thirteenth century, and ac-
cordingly had little influence on the later development 
of Scholastic thought. 

The gulf that exists between Utopia, on the one hand, 
and the Scholastic writings, on the other, amounts how-
ever to more than the fact that they relied on different 
sources. It involves, more fundamentally, a difference 
in moral epistemology. Whereas both view engagement 

88- See Ethics of War, pp. 290-332, for a selection of passages from both works. 
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in war as requiring prudential judgment on the part of 
political leaders, they work from very different concep-
tions of what political prudence is and how it is to be 
exercised. For Aquinas (and the tradition that springs 
from him) political prudence is a virtue both intellectual 
and moral; consequently, all political decisions, includ-
ing decisions about matters of war, must ultimately be 
regulated by the demands of morality. Although he rec-
ognizes that political and personal prudence are in some 
measure distinct, hence the first should not be viewed 
simply as an extension of the second,89 he insists that 
both must ultimately render judgment by reference to 
the same unitary end, an end to which we are effica-
ciously directed by the theological virtue of charity. 
Without a vital link to charity there can be no “com-
plete” or fully operational prudence. This holds not only 
for the personal or familial prudence by which private 
individuals are guided in their actions, but for political 
and military prudence as well. By the latter, individu-
als in civic leadership positions guide the communities 
under their charge (whether the polity itself or its army) 
toward a goal which is inherently moral, namely, right 
human living in ordination to God, the ultimate end of 
human life.

89- Political prudence is discussed by Aquinas in ST II-II, q. 50, a. 4. For an analysis, 
see Gregory M. Reichberg, Thomas Aquinas on War and Peace (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2017), pp. 138-39.
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In the Utopia, by contrast, More operates with a concep-
tion of political prudence (and its military variant) that 
is in keeping with the Humanist tradition that is today 
most closely associated with the name of Machiavelli 
(whose Prince was written in 1512). This conception has 
two components. 

First, political decision making has a consistency of its 
own that renders it irreducible to the sphere of personal 
morality. Thus conceived, politics is no longer a branch 
of ethics as it was for Aristotle; rather, for the Human-
ists, political leadership engages a set of distinctive com-
petencies, a set of skills that must be disentangled on 
their own terms. These competencies do not necessar-
ily cut against the demands of morality, and sometimes 
even seek to promote moral uprightness on the part of 
the citizenry; but their intrinsic measure is taken from 
what befits the interest of the political community. Ex-
pressing this orientation by reference to Machiavelli, 
Jacques Maritain notes how “[E]thics is here present, 
but in the matter to be shaped and dominated.”90 Or, to 
put the point somewhat differently, the Humanist ap-
proach adopts a “merely artistic concept of politics”; it 
represents “an artistic transposition of the Aristotelian 
concept of virtue.”91  Art is understood here in the Aris-

90- Jacques Maritain, “The End of Machiavellianism,” chap. 11 of The Range of Rea-
son (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,  1952), pp. 134-64, at p. 140. 

91- Maritain, “The End of Machiavellianism,” pp. 139-141. 
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totelian sense of the term, namely, any sort of “making” 
in contrast to “doing.” What is characteristic of “mak-
ing” is the fact that success is measured by whatever 
completes the work (which in the case under consider-
ation consists in management of the polis). The work 
itself, its internal exigencies, is what finalizes the action 
of the maker. In doing, by contrast, it is the good of the 
doer, her finalities, that is the measure of the thing done. 
And for Aristotelians, this finality must be defined mor-
ally, in contrast to the end of an artwork, which pre-
scinds from such a reference. 

Second, for the Humanists, the political good has no in-
herent reference beyond itself to a transcendent good. 
Human beings might have such a reference, heaven is 
for them, but there is no heaven for the polis; it is self-
sufficient and must be defined without express ordina-
tion to a beyond. By contrast, for Aristotelian Chris-
tians such as Aquinas, the temporal city, while having 
its own specific nature, nonetheless has the character 
of an intermediate end; its subordination to a higher 
end, the end of the Church and ultimately the celestial 
Jerusalem must be recognized. This means that those 
who lead the temporal polis cannot entirely rescind from 
the higher moral rule that derives from caritas in their 
judgement of what befits that polis. Maritain accord-
ingly notes how, “because good life on earth is not the 
absolute ultimate end of man, and because the human 
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person has a destiny superior to time, political common 
good involves an intrinsic though indirect reference to 
the absolute end of the human members of political so-
ciety, which is eternal life, in such a way that the politi-
cal community should temporally, and from below, help 
each human person in his human task of conquering his 
final freedom and fulfilling his destiny.”92

In his analysis of the cardinal virtue of prudentia,93 
Thomas Aquinas notes that we can speak of this virtue 
in three different senses. In the most proper sense of 
the term, prudentia designates an intellectual ability for 
making morally upright choices. This ability will func-
tion as it should only when it operates with a vital con-
nection to virtues that assure moral direction in human 
life, both natural virtues such as justice, but also the su-
pernatural virtues of faith, hope, and charity. Prudentia 
in this mode Aquinas names completes prudence.94 He 
recognizes that sometimes prudential judgment can be 
exercised in matters of more limited scope, say in run-
ning a business effectively, or in constructing a building 

92- Maritain, “The End of Machiavellianism,” p. 143.

93- ST II-II, qq. 47-52.

94- For the distinction between “complete” (perfecta) and incomplete (imperfecta) 
prudence, see ST II-II, q. 47, a. 13. (This runs parallel to the distinction made earlier 
in ST – I-II, q. 65, a. 1 – between complete and incomplete virtue.) As examples of 
“incomplete prudence,” Aquinas mentions business acumen, and skill in navigating 
ships. The article likewise contrasts the two forms of “true” prudence -- “complete” 
and “incomplete” – to the “false prudence” (prudentia falsa) of thieves and other such 
malefactors who successfully employ their minds for the promotion of evil ends. 
See Reichberg, Aquinas on War and Peace, p. 75. 
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that fits a specific need.  Defined by a limited task and 
its attendant risks, this prudence is akin to art, and as 
such, it no longer has a specifically moral good as its ref-
erent. For this reason, it can render correct judgement 
without requiring support from the full range of moral 
and theological virtues. This he names incomplete pru-
dence. Finally, he notes how one can be very clever in 
reasoning about wrongful pursuits, as when we say that 
someone is a “good thief,” in the sense of being very 
adept at absconding with the money of others. This is 
prudentia in appearance only. It is, in Aquinas’s words, a 
false prudence.

These three senses of prudence have pertinence not 
only to the choices of private individuals, but also to 
the choices of public officials who act on behalf of the 
polities that are under their leadership. As we shall see 
in a moment, when Aquinas defined a special modality 
of political prudence for the direction of military affairs, 
he had in mind a prudence of the complete kind. The 
sort of prudential judgment that is displayed in Utopia 
is chiefly of the artistic or incomplete variant, while the 
prudence we today associate with Machiavellianism is 
akin to the false prudence of thieves. 

In what follows I will first explain how Aquinas con-
ceived of military prudence of the complete sort95; sec-

95- Aquinas discussed military prudence first in ST II-II, q. 48, a. 1 (where is men-
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ondly, I will show how Utopia exemplifies an artistic or 
incomplete military prudence. This prudence should not 
however be equated with “dirty hands” and other forms 
of political conniving that Aquinas would have placed 
under the label of mere “cleverness” or false prudence. 

Aquinas on Military Prudence96 

The designation of a special military mode of prudence 
cannot be found in Aristotle. Nor was prudentia militaris 
a standard turn of phrase in the Roman military manu-
als that circulated widely in Latin Christendom dur-
ing the thirteenth century. These texts employed the 
nomenclature of military art (ars) or science (scientia), 
rather than of military prudence.  Aquinas seems to 
have picked up the expression “prudentia militaris” from 
De affectibus (On the Emotions), a text that medieval 
scholarship had erroneously attributed to the Peripatetic 
philosopher Andronicus of Rhodes. The term appears in 
a list of different kinds of prudence, but without further 
elaboration. Since prudentia militaris represented an un-
common usage, it is understandable that Aquinas would 
have felt compelled to justify it by explaining why pre-
cisely leadership in the “things of war” ought to be cat-

tioned alongside other modes of prudentia), and then in q. 50, a. 4, which is devoted 
to this specific virtue. 

96- These reflections on Aquinas’s contrast between prudence and art are taken 
from chap. 4 of Aquinas on War and Peace, pp. 67-81.
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egorized under the moral heading of prudence, not art. 
Unlike our modern usage, whereas prudence can desig-
nate cleverness and even cunning, for Aquinas and his 
contemporaries this term designated an ability to make 
decisions that combines intelligence and moral upright-
ness. Prudence, as he understood it, presupposes recti-
tude of the will. Hence among the intellectual virtues, 
prudence alone has the singular status of also being a 
moral virtue, i.e., a virtue assuring right volition in rela-
tion to one’s judgments about actions to be performed. 

Aquinas initially showed some uncertainty whether 
there should be designated a specifically military form 
of prudence. Standing against this attribution was the 
part played by technical competence in generalship; a 
competence that can be mastered by the perverse and 
upright alike. An avid reader of the Old Testament 
Book of Job, Aquinas was well aware that all manner of 
evil, including defeat on the battlefield, could befall the 
just man. Inversely, he did not deny that victory could 
sometimes be achieved by perfidious means. But on his 
reasoned account this moral ambivalence does not re-
move generalship from the sphere of moral virtue, be-
cause on Aquinas’s understanding, victory is not the nec 
sum ultra of generalship. Beyond this particular result, he 
emphasized how generalship has an essential ordination 
to the common good. This ordination must take prece-
dence over, and thereby subordinate to itself, the techni-
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cal (“artistic” in Aquinas’s terminology) skills that the 
general will have acquired in the course of his military 
training.

Where Aristotle had spoken of victory, Aquinas refers 
instead to the common good as the specifying goal of the 
general’s art. This enables him to reach a novel conclu-
sion. Ordered to an overarching end, namely, the well-
being of the entire political community, military com-
mand requires full-fledged moral prudence. Inversely, 
the lower military skills (horsemanship, archery, build-
ing fortifications, etc.) directed as they are to narrow, 
more limited goals, may adequately be described under 
the heading of art. Ordered as it is to the achievement 
of some specialized task, art has no direct need of the 
moral virtues by which we are directed to comprehen-
sive end of human life. This ordination to the overarch-
ing end remains extrinsic to art. 

In a reduced sense, however, Aquinas does recognize 
that art cannot entirely bypass virtue within its own 
domain, as no one will advance very far in making a 
sculpture, designing a house, acquiring expertise in en-
gineering, and so forth, without having a disposition to 
persevere in these activities. Moderation, likewise, will 
also be needed, as for instance when an architect is ex-
pected to keep within the financial restraints imposed 
by her assignment. It is clear, however, that this per-
severance and moderation need not reach into all areas 
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of her life, and in fact may be sorely lacking outside the 
sphere of her art.  Aquinas, as we have seen, refers to 
the appetitive dispositions required for the cultivation 
of an art or science under the heading of “incomplete 
virtue.”97 Whereas the “complete” virtue presupposed 
by prudence is applicable throughout life as a whole, 
with the result that each moral virtue stands intercon-
nected with the others, the “incomplete” moral virtue 
associated with art consists in an inclination to pursue 
goals of more limited scope. Since such limited goals are 
independent of each other, the various dispositions that 
conduce to their respective fulfillment can survive with-
out being interconnected.  Insofar as art must associate 
itself with some measure of virtue (involving appetitive 
inclination and choice), and is directed to contingent 
matters (there is more than one way to build a house 
well), it bears a likeness to prudence. For this reason, 
Aquinas occasionally speaks of some arts, especially 
those involving the administration of human affairs 
(management of a business, for instance), as modalities 
of incomplete prudence, namely a prudence that regu-
lates our engagement in tasks of limited scope.  

By contrast, as already noted, Aquinas does not consider 
the direction of an army as being the sort of limited task 

97- The contrast between incomplete (imperfecta) and complete (perfecta) moral vir-
tue is drawn by Aquinas in ST I-II, q. 65, a. 1. There he explains how by the first we 
have an inclination to the production of a specific good work, while by the second 
we are inclined to perform a good deed well. 
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that would be adequately described under the heading 
of art or incomplete prudence. Hence military profes-
sionals, exemplified in his discourse by the figure of 
the general, are expected to possess full prudence. This 
is entailed by the essential link which exists between 
their professional role and service to the common good. 
This service requires that they be more than skilled 
technicians of their craft. Or, to put the same point dif-
ferently, the very end of the military calling demands 
that technical skills be ordained to a good higher than 
victory. The coordination of these technical skills with 
the more comprehensive end of human society is the 
central task of prudence. And to carry out this coordina-
tion, prudence in turn depends on the full complement 
of moral virtues because the egregious lack of any one 
virtue would conduce to choices harmful to the com-
mon good.98 

Finally, what Aquinas terms the bonum commune (com-
mon good) should not be equated with what today is 
termed the “national interest,” namely the sum of ben-
efits that might accrue to a nation irrespective of its pos-
iting vis-à-vis moral goods.99 For Aquinas, morality is 

98- It should be noted, however, that the moral virtues need not be possessed with 
equal firmness and consistency, nor will a weakening of each and every one of them 
have the same deleterious effect on military prudence as would a deficiency of jus-
tice (a virtue consisting in a “perpetual and constant will to render each man his 
due” (q. 58. a. 1).  

99- See Mary Keys, Aristotle, Aquinas, and the Promise of the Common Good (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
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inherent to the common good: it is a collective flourish-
ing in the goods proper to virtue. This he made clear, 
for instance in his treatment of legal justice, a virtue of 
political leadership by which all the acts of the other vir-
tues are directed to the common good.100

The above review of Aquinas’s teaching on prudentia 
shows that when he placed the things of war under this 
heading, he committed himself to a thick moral concep-
tion of military command. This is commensurate with 
his overarching supposition that Just War is exercised 
by the prince for the benefit of the common good. In-
versely, had Aquinas categorized military leadership 
under the heading of art, morality would have applied 
to it in an extrinsic manner only. A general who ordered 
the commission of atrocities, or who waged war for a 
manifestly evil purpose, could still be deemed a habile 
commander if he successfully led his troops to victory, 
even though, on moral grounds, he must be deemed a 
bad man. But to assert that military command is indeed 
an instance of prudence is for him equivalent to saying 
that morality is intrinsic to this practice, such that any 
willful misconduct on the part of the general by direct 
intention or negligence would evince a faulty command. 
In such a case not only is he to be rightly condemned qua 
man, but more to the point, his competence qua com-
mander would be called into question. 

100- ST II-II, 58, a. 5. 
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Military Prudence in the Utopia

In providing his sketch of an ideal city (utopia), More 
precedes from two heuristic principles. First, of all this 
is not a city of professed Christians. It is not that they 
are anti-religious or “secular-minded” as we would say 
today, but simply that they do not recognize a transcen-
dent good that lies above and beyond the city. In the 
absence of this transcendent good, decisions about what 
is good or evil must have the city itself as its sole lo-
cus. For them there is no “interest of God” that struc-
tures and places limits on the “interest of man.” But it 
is not that individuals are themselves the supreme rule. 
In fact, the Utopian government places restrictions on 
individual freedom when necessary. This indicates how 
the supreme good, in view of which all else must be 
evaluated, is the good of the city. But because there is 
nothing beyond it, whatever befits this ideal city will 
have the character of goodness, and whatever opposes 
it will be bad. The interest of the city is accordingly the 
supreme rule of action. This is the second heuristic prin-
ciple. 

In laying this twofold foundation for a utopia, More 
elaborates a viewpoint subtly different from the clas-
sical Aristotelian-Thomist concept of bonum commune, 
which, as we have seen, has a moral content that renders 
it irreducible to the “common interest.” Within a com-
mon good perspective, it is recognized that certain bed-
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rock values can never be violated, however the common 
interest might otherwise benefit. Aquinas accordingly 
denies that it is ever licit for public authority to kill an 
innocent human being even should material harm to the 
city nonetheless result.101 Preserving the life of the in-
nocent (i.e., morally good people) always enhances the 
common good qua moral good.102 By contrast, in Utopia 
a gap sometimes opens between the normal demands 
of morality and the needs of the polis. It is important 
to recognize that this gap is possible precisely because 
the utopia is constructed from a common interest stand-
point. That said, we should avoid the other extreme of 
equating his utopia with a form of utilitarianism, as it 
is not designed by More as the sum of individual needs 
and pleasures. 

Utopia transcends the interest of its individual members, 
taken as individuals; its value subsists apart from them. 
That said, it exists nowhere else than in its individual 
members, taken as a collectivity. As already noted, the 
Utopians do not recognize the existence of a heavenly 
Jerusalem which could afford its members continued life 
after death. This being the case, of paramount concern 
in military operations, indeed the paramount concern, 

101- [N]ullo modo licit occidere innocentem” (ST, II-II, q. 64, a. 6).   

102- Aquinas implicitly emphasizes how the “life of just men (vita justorum) pre-
serves and promotes the common good” (ibid.) precisely because this justice is es-
sential to what the common good is; this justice is constitutive of that common 
good. 
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is what we would today call “force protection,” namely 
the adoption of strategies that keep a utopia’s citizen-
soldiers from harm’s way. Chivalric notions of self-sac-
rifice are entirely alien to their way of life. It is not that 
they are cowardly; far from it. But they organize them-
selves militarily so that occasions for dying are kept at a 
minimum. Hence the use of alien mercenaries in fight-
ing foreign wars: why put your own men at risk if you 
can pay others to wage war abroad? Moreover, because 
these mercenaries are men of low moral bearing, there 
is little to be lost in the event they should die. Likewise, 
as earlier noted, the Utopians resort to measures such as 
political assassination (“decapitation” or “lethal target-
ing of enemy leaders,” as it is now called) as a method 
for avoiding large battlefield confrontations that would 
result in heavy casualties to the utopian side. 

This emphasis on the preservation of life gives the ap-
pearance of being animated by moral concern. But this is 
a matter of appearance only, as the practice is premised 
instead on the preeminence accorded to community self-
interest. The concern is “strategic” in the way that mili-
tary professionals often speak today of avoiding harm 
to non-combatants in counter-insurgency situations, not 
precisely because such harm is intrinsically wrongful, 
but rather to avoid losing the support of local civilians 
who might shift their allegiance to the enemy side if the 
belief grows that they have been treated callously.




