
ENGLISH: LIST 1 
 
Topic: ‘Robert Bolt deliberately constructs the play to show two kinds of men for all 
seasons; those with integrity, and those without’. 
 
 
Throughout ‘A Man for All Seasons’, Robert Bolt strives to demonstrate two kinds of men; those who 
can easily adapt to the fluctuations and swings of their society and times, and those who will remain 
loyal to their moral vigor and sense of self despite the ever changing, dangerous circumstances they 
find themselves in.  The majority of the characters in ‘A Man for All Seasons’ lack integrity and thus 
are motivated to reconstruct their moral stance according to “the times” in which they find 
themselves, in hope of substantial benefit or gain.  There is, however, one man who remains true to 
his principles and ethic regardless of the pressure placed upon him – Sir Thomas More, a “hero of 
selfhood”. 
 
More refuses to abandon his beliefs, even when his peers insist on being malleable “for [their] own 
safety’s sake”.  His deliberate “moral squint” will not allow him to depart from his sense of self, 
despite the malignant “eddies and currents of the [flows and moral stances of society]”, which are 
constantly and rapidly changing.  Although More stumbles upon dangerous times, which he 
recognizes in admitting that “the river’s silting up” while riding upon it with the common man, he 
remains firm in opposing the wishes of King Henry and will not support Henry’s requests for divorce.  
Though the atmosphere of the play gradually becomes more threatening and menacing as 
acknowledged in Bolt’s specific lighting references – where once there was glorious light, and 
suddenly the darkest shadows – More remains certain and stable in his decisions.  He continues to 
stand firm, even as the opinions of Henry’s court maliciously strengthen. 
 
It is More’s strong sense of integrity which allows him to remain steadfast in both the comfort of his 
home and upon the executioner’s block.  In an abrupt battle of opinion with William Roper prior to 
his trial, More explains that it is his firm moral belief which will not allow him to abandon his 
principles – he “is no voyager” and “[he] cannot navigate” the fluctuations of his expedient society.  
His honesty to his belief and conscience are what encourages him to remain firm yet vigilant in 
bouts of colossal danger.  More’s integrity succeeds in “retiring [him] from [his society]” as unlike 
others in the play who will modify their views and opinions for personal gain throughout ever 
changing circumstances, he remains true to his moral conscience and refuses to dishonestly 
“forsake [his ethical stance] for the sake of his public duties”.  Despite his changing surrounds, More 
clings to his integrity, allowing him to become a sturdy and stable “man for all seasons”. 
 
In contrast, Richard Rich is able to swiftly redirect his moral qualms in order to advance his status in 
society and increase his sustenance of material values, such as the “new clothes” that he buys 
using More’s discarded silver cup.  Bolt invites the audience to witness Rich’s deteriorating sense of 
self by contrasting Rich’s lack of integrity with More’s steadily upheld values.  Rich’s “loss of 
innocence” is ultimately demonstrated as Cromwell redirects his moral ethic and encourages him to 
sacrifice his principles in search of materialistic dreams and possessions.  Cromwell presents to 
Rich a world in which the dangerous times will force him to adapt and transform himself and his 
beliefs in order to survive.  It is Rich’s lack of integrity which allows him the freedom to redefine 
himself into somebody more toxic and malicious – one who is “lamenting” and has “lost [the] 
innocence” he had once possessed. 
 
Like Rich, The Common Man also succeeds in reevaluating his sense of self in times of crucial 
danger in order to “keep out of trouble”.  The Common Man’s ambiguity allows him to take on many 
roles over the course of the play, each one suited to the circumstance and action that is played out 
around him.  His malleable beliefs sway and alter as he recognizes the times in which he lives are 
“less fastidious” than what may be favourable, and he represents great significance as Bolt uses 
him as a direct foil to More’s steadfast approach.  When things are less dangerous, The Common 
Man appears as More’s steward, Matthew, but as things become more threatening, he quickly 
discards his loyalty to More and testifies against him to both Cromwell and Rich.  When The 



Common Man speaks with Cromwell and then Chapuys in succession, he selects and twists facts 
and evidence to receive small bribes’ one of the many ways in which The Common Man can 
transform his character to suit “all seasons”.  As The Common Man lacks a sure sense of selfhood, 
he cannot remain true to it and therefore, he is far from fastened to his principles and is ignorant of 
any possible integrity.  The Common Man must ride the currents of his society, as seen in his role 
as the boatman, without a structured sense of moral conscience: he is adaptable to any situation. 
 
More remains the only steadfast and unchanging character in a sea of malleable, dishonest men.  
Though use of the extended water metaphor, Bolt implies that More will cling, anchored to his 
principles, unlike his peers who will “up with an anchor, letting it down where there’s less wind and 
the fishing’s better.”  It is More’s honestly to his selfhood and his inability to abandon his beliefs 
which allow him to stand still while others cannot in the face of both the winters and summers of his 
society.  By placing other “[men] for all seasons” as a direct contrast to More, such as Rich and The 
Common Man, Bolt contends that it is More’s individual and pure integrity that separates him from 
his society and places him high about the ever changing principles that they embody.  While others 
mould and model themselves to suit the circumstances that rule their lack of morality, More defies 
these circumstances, and the audience is encouraged to sympathise with his honourable plight.  It is 
through these contrasts that Bolt constructs two polar opposites: men such as More, embedding 
themselves in “the thickets of the law” and refusing to dishonour their sense of self and those who 
lack any definite sense of self to remain honest to, instead constantly restructuring their morality and 
devoting their time to “[knowing] the world and how to be comfortable in it.” 


