
Desiderius Erasmus, On the Education of a Christian Prince:
The selected passage from Erasmus’s On the Education of a Christian Prince advocates a fundamentally moral vision of kingship. Erasmus argues that a true prince is “to manage the public, not his private interest; study nothing but the common good”. This eloquent declaration encapsulates the prince’s duty to serve his people’s welfare above his own. The passage decries the typical aristocratic upbringing that instils vanity and vice in young princes. Erasmus vividly warns that a ruler spoiled by “ignoble ideas” and indulgent pastimes (gambling, feasting, luxurious pomp) will grow into a corrupt king, as dangerous to his realm as poison in a public well. Throughout the excerpt, Erasmus’s rhetoric is rich in analogy and contrast. For example, he contrasts a good ruler to a life-giving planet and a bad ruler to a destructive comet. Such imagery and classical allusions (to Plato, Homer, Plutarch, etc.) underscore Erasmus’s humanist eloquence. The tone is exhortative and occasionally biting; he pointedly asks what separates a real king from a mere actor wearing a crown, answering that it is “the spirit that is right for a prince: being like a father to the state”. In sum, the passage’s ideas and style combine moral earnestness with persuasive humanist rhetoric to press the prince toward selfless virtue.

This passage exemplifies the broader themes of Erasmus’s treatise. A central theme is that princely authority is justified only by the prince’s consent of the people and commitment to their good. Erasmus insists that a monarch is essentially a public trustee: the realm exists not for him, but he for the realm. Accordingly, throughout The Education of a Christian Prince, Erasmus enumerates the virtues of an ideal ruler – wisdom, justice, clemency, integrity, and devotion to the common welfare. He repeatedly contrasts the prince with the tyrant: “The tyrant directs whatever suits his pleasure; the prince only what he thinks is best for the state.” The passage’s emphasis on the “wide scope” of good governance also reflects Erasmus’s view that a prince’s responsibilities extend to all facets of public life. In the treatise, he urges princes to enact just laws, promote education, curb corruption, and even care for foreigners and visitors. Notably, Erasmus writes that a Christian prince “should help all men” and “consider no one a foreigner” – fulfilling his duties to subjects first but showing charity and justice to outsiders as well. The inclusion of such points in the passage situates it firmly in Erasmus’s overall purpose: to outline a comprehensive, virtue-based program for just governance in contrast to the warlike, self-serving politics of his day.

The ideals in this passage are closely connected to Erasmus’s broader philosophical and theological outlook. As a leading Christian humanist, Erasmus championed what he called the “philosophy of Christ,” meaning that true Christian faith is shown in ethical living and service. In the passage, Erasmus declares that “what Christ teaches applies to no one more than to the prince”. The prince is urged to imitate Christ’s humility and self-sacrifice, even to the point of risking his own life for his people’s good. This aligns with Erasmus’s consistent message in works like the Enchiridion Militis Christiani (Handbook of the Christian Knight), where he counsels lay leaders to internalise the Gospel’s moral precepts. It also mirrors the satirical critique in The Praise of Folly, in which Folly remarks how heavy the burden would be on a prince who truly “studies nothing but the common good” and shuns all personal gain. Erasmus’s pacifism and abhorrence of war, expressed in the adage Dulce bellum inexpertis (“War is sweet to those who have not tried it”) and his essay The Complaint of Peace (1517), also undergird this passage. He implores princes to prefer peace over martial glory, reflecting his belief that “war always brings about the wreck of everything that is good”. Overall, the passage’s stress on moral education, avoidance of flattery, and Christian ethics encapsulates Erasmus’s broader reformist vision: a call for rulers to govern as model Christians guided by reason, virtue, and piety.

Erasmus’s exhortations are a product of the intellectual climate of Renaissance humanism. The passage invokes classical authorities like Plato’s philosopher-king ideal and Plutarch’s moral lessons, seamlessly integrating them with Christian doctrine. This fusion of Greco-Roman wisdom and Christian ethics is a hallmark of Renaissance humanism. Erasmus’s emphasis on education as the remedy for corrupt leadership also reflects humanist faith in studia humanitatis (liberal arts) to cultivate virtue. He explicitly argues that “unless you are a philosopher you cannot be a prince, only a tyrant”, redefining “philosopher” to mean a lover of truth and goodness – effectively equating true Christian piety with the highest philosophy. The critique of aristocratic education in the passage (“flatterers” and courtly vices corrupting the young prince) parallels humanist concerns that the medieval chivalric training of nobles prized warfare and vanity over wisdom and virtue. In Erasmus’s cultural framework, a well-governed state is one where the ruler embodies virtù (virtue) in the classical sense, not just noble birth or might. This resonates with other Northern humanists, for instance, his friend Thomas More, whose Utopia (1516) similarly advocates educated, morally upright leadership and criticises the greed and violence of contemporary rulers. Like Erasmus, More believed a commonwealth grounded in rational, ethical principles would be “fair and benevolent, stable and lasting”. Erasmus’s work thus sits squarely in the humanist “mirror for princes” tradition, using learned references and rhetorical skill to inspire moral reform in governance.

Erasmus’s vision of Christian princely rule invites comparison with other Renaissance thinkers on statecraft. Most striking is the contrast with Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince (written 1513). Where Erasmus insists a ruler must cultivate virtue and serve the common good above all, Machiavelli famously argues that a prudent prince may need to “learn how not to be good” and use fear, deception, and force to maintain power. Machiavelli contends that clinging to ideal moral virtues in politics leads to ruin and advises that power and security justify unethical means. Erasmus, by contrast, utterly rejects the notion that kingship is about self-preservation or domination. He holds that “the character, not the title, that marks the king,” urging princes to excel not in conquest but in being “less corrupt, less greedy, less arrogant” than their rivals. Indeed, Erasmus would rather a prince lose his throne than lose his virtue, asserting that true greatness derives from moral qualities that remain even if power is stripped away. In this regard, Erasmus aligns more closely with other Christian humanists, such as More and Juan Luis Vives, who stressed the ethical responsibilities of kingship. More’s Utopia portrays ideal rulers who eschew luxury and war, much as Erasmus exhorts princes to personal frugality and to avoid provoking conflicts. Likewise, earlier humanist advisers (e.g. Giovanni Pontano or Francesco Patrizi) emphasised princely justice and the prince as servant of the public weal, in spirit akin to Erasmus’s father-of-the-people ideal. Even the 15th-century civic humanists in Italy, such as Leonardo Bruni, praised ancient models of virtuous leadership and encouraged rulers to patronise education and to govern by law – themes that Erasmus amplifies with a Christian dimension. Thus, while Machiavelli’s cynicism stands as a foil to Erasmus, the Education of a Christian Prince shares common ground with a broader humanist tradition that sought to marry classical virtue with Christian morality in the counsel of princes. Erasmus’s unique contribution was to make Christ’s teachings the cornerstone: a prince, he insists, must be the ultimate Christian exemplar for his people, governing by the Gospel of love and service rather than by Machiavellian expediency.

In conclusion, the passage highlights Erasmus’s eloquent plea for a morally reformed leadership. Its critique of corrupt aristocratic education, insistence on the prince’s duty to serve all his people, and grounding of political authority in Christian ethics are all integral to Erasmus’s program for a Christian prince. This idealised vision, firmly rooted in Renaissance humanist values, stands not only as a guide to Prince Charles in 1516 but also as a lasting testament to Erasmus’s faith in the power of virtuous rule to uplift society. The commentary of Erasmus and his humanist peers ultimately set a high bar for rulers, one that measures kingship by moral wisdom and beneficence rather than by titles or triumphs.
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