Gobbet on Desiderus Erasmus, On the Education of a Christian Prince

This extract is from the treatise of the Dutch Humanist, Desiderus Erasmus, who dedicated the text to the young man soon to reign as Holy Roman Emperor Charles V.[footnoteRef:1] The text is largely, as the title suggests, concerned with the education of a Christian prince, and how this education will allow him to rule fairly and justly, considering the poor of his kingdom. Though the text is concerned with education, particularly in the benefits of one in the studias humanitatis, and is influenced by Erasmus’ Christianity, there is also a political theme running through the text in its concern of law. In expression, the text is largely instructive and is conveyed as a set of instructive proposals which can lead towards a better and fairer ruling of a kingdom, as expounded in Christian virtues. [1:  Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, ed. and trans., with an Introduction, by Margaret L. King (Indianapolis, Ind.; Cambridge: Hackett, 2014), p. 147.] 

In this extract, and throughout the rest of the treatise, Erasmus is concerned with the way in which a kingdom should be run, and how the education of a prince- especially through the studias humanitatis- may allow him to embrace his responsibility of caring for ordinary people. The treatise itself is innovative in the respect that in the context of his writing, European society was very hierarchical, yet Erasmus’ work is imbued with the concept of the prince being responsible for the welfare of ordinary people. This is exemplified in this extract when Erasmus argues that ‘ways must be sought to lighten the load of the humble folk, to free the realm of thievery and plunder with the least expenditure of blood, to foster and promote lasting concord with his subjects’. Erasmus is deeply humanist in his concern for the poor, and the value of their work on the realm- an idea stressed in Vives’ medical analogy concerning the ‘hands and feet’ of the body. Like Vives, Erasmus is existing in the stage of the renaissance where humanist’s share the conviction that they, and those in power or with means, have a duty towards the poor since they are less fortunate than themselves. They emphasise and argue the value of the labour of the poor and believe in society’s duty towards them. 
This manner of promoting, in a sense, a more symbiotic relationship between a king and his subjects- or at least one in which the higher sort in a position demonstrate more care and gentleness towards those below him, is reminiscent of some of the ideas the humanist Roger Ascham put forward in his ‘The Scholemaster’ when promoting a more gentle manner of teaching so to improve education of children. Thus, a core humanist value rests in this idea- in that the text is concerned with humanity itself, and nurturing and caring for others, especially those less fortunate, or in a less authoritative position. 
Religion is heavily important in Erasmus’ eloquence and rhetoric, in that he argues that the prince is ‘instructed in Christ’s decrees’ to cherish more than anything else, ‘the happiness of the people’. He argues in a manner that the reader is compelled to consider ‘Christ as judge’ of ‘all his thoughts, all his efforts, and all his strength’, thus making better decisions for all, keeping in mind that Christ will know and judge all of his efforts towards the benefit of the people he rules.
He relates that the wrong education is to blame for ‘avoidance of public affairs’, implicitly suggesting that corruption of a certain education course is to blame for how Europe was presently run. He further uses this idea of corruption in mentioning the ruler being ‘corrupted by depravities and pleasures, amid gambling, dancing and hunting’ and sets these against the idea of just rulership. His mentioning of these compels the reader to consider these pursuits in comparison to the important, and heavy load of ‘the humble folk’. In addressing this new manner of protecting and caring for the poor, he implicitly rejects the manner in which the poor were dealt with during the Middle Ages- as means for redemption, and as opportunity to demonstrate their wealth and generosity. This rejection of a Middle Ages ‘method’ is again largely humanist, reflecting the humanist manner of shifting from scholastic education. Additionally, Erasmus proposes fairer laws so to assist the poor during the treatise. He argues there are ‘bad morals to be remedied with good laws, perverse laws to be improved, evils to be corrected; magistrates to be identified, and corrupt ones to be punished or restrained’ which demonstrates his rethinking of ways the legal framework of society can work differently so to support those least able to support themselves. Further in the treatise, Erasmus’ argues on this necessary reformative process, which will involve the dismissal and recognition of the corruption of such officials. He is detailed in his expression of how ‘corrupt’ these officials are so to demonstrate the unjust nature of the current system and its negative impact on the poor, who cannot defend themselves. The idea of bad morals being ‘remedied’ with good laws is reminiscent of the medical analogy Erasmus uses in the broader work of the treatise to demonstrate corruption as being pivotal to eradicate in order for law to be effective. This analogy itself is characteristic of humanism, and was a direct one often made during the renaissance by humanists, since law was metaphorically seen as the medicine for the body politic, with the court providing a ‘remedy’ to an ‘ill’. Thus, Erasmus argues, using this humanist metaphor, that in circumstances where there are no worthy magistrates, or a good prince, upholding the law, the number of laws will not matter due to corruption. This is reminiscent with ideas in Michel de Montaigne’s ‘On Experience’, when he argues that larger numbers of laws create more difficulty in understanding what law is. His argument that fewer and clearer laws is better bears similarities with Erasmus’ ideas, both in this extract when Erasmus speaks of ‘the fairness of the laws’, and in the section of the treatise: ‘On Making and Amending Laws’ when arguing that fewer laws are required when they are clear, clearly understood and applicable to different circumstances.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, p. 152. ] 

The idea of a fair and just state, which the prince can concern himself with so to ‘control and expel those, in contrast, which diminish it’ relates to Thomas More’s Utopia, which stresses a lack of corruption and theft due to such an idealised system. Utopia also speaks of the laws being as clear as possible, ‘written in plain words and without convolutions’.[footnoteRef:3] The aspect of idealisation, in that More presents an idealistic society, may relate to the idealisation of the prince which Erasmus is considered to have. Margaret L. King relates that Erasmus ‘wished for (Charles) to embody the Christian virtues to an extent found mostly in saints, rarely in ordinary humans, and scarcely in rulers’.[footnoteRef:4] He posed an impossible ideal but believed in it profoundly, because he believed and argued that society’s wellbeing depended wholly on the prince.[footnoteRef:5] In this passage, he is using Christian virtues to express why the prince should rule justly, why older ways of doing things express corruption, and proposes how he should do it. He is acting as a guide of Christian morality and humanism for the prince, so to better benefit the wider people. As seen in his exposing of corrupt officials, somewhat his arguments differ to Christian doctrine, but nonetheless the treatise is guided by Christianity and its virtues.  [3:  The Project Gutenberg eBook of Utopia, by Thomas Moore. <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/2130/2130-h/2130-h.htm> [accessed 10 February 2026].]  [4:  Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, p. 147.]  [5:  Ibid. ] 

Importantly, though ideas stressed in the work run counter to how rulers ruled in Renaissance Europe, with princes still forging alliances through marriage, using foreign policy to further their interests et cetera., and Erasmus being highly unrealistic in his vision of a prince only preoccupied with thoughts of country people, the idea remained and entered into discourse on rulership. James I reminding his parliament in 1609 that kings are the ‘politique father of his people’ shows Erasmus’ ideas were absorbed into discourse and rhetoric, used by princes even if they did not act on the words.[footnoteRef:6] Erasmus’ ideas did not bring immediate change, but remained influential in the terms of the ways ideals of rulership were articulated. [6: ] 

The extract relates to various characteristic concerns and preoccupations of renaissance humanism, in its concern with distributing information, concern with less fortunate people in society, and pacifism. Its use of medical analogy in conveying the argument also serves to be highly characteristic of renaissance humanism in conveying corruption of state and its impact on people. Erasmus, and the renaissance humanist Juan Louis Vives, who also made use of medical analogy to stress his ideas and arguments, both anticipated the modern welfare state. Further, Erasmus’ preoccupation with the prince’s education being through the studias humanitatis, thus implicitly rejecting scholarship, is thoroughly humanist, in that he implies this is the best way to be educated- for the better of the kingdom and people. Even more so humanist, is the manner in which the extract not only relates the importance of education, but the indication by Erasmus, and other humanists at this time, such as Vives and More, of the obligation of those who are educated towards society; and the greater impact their own education can have on those who cannot access it so easily. Thus, their own cultivated education, and in this case the education which can be cultivated by the prince, can be applied to solve humanity’s problems. Importantly, running through the extract itself is Erasmus’ personal humanism: his own studies in studias humanitatis exemplified in his translation of the New Testament from Greek into Latin, and his want to further use education as a means for good in the welfare of the poorer classes. 

