HPEN 5005 / 6005
The Book, the Body, and the World: Renaissance Humanism, Medicine, and Exploration
Humanist Political Philosophy, Ethics & Civility
Desiderius Erasmus, On the Education of a Christian Prince
1. According to Margaret King:

Most striking of the sixteenth-century manifestations of humanism is the version represented by the Dutch thinker Erasmus. The Christian humanism of which Erasmus is the primary exemplar is completely Christian – in all of his endeavors, Erasmus pleads for a non-dogmatic, practical, and heartfelt Christian commitment – and also completely humanist: he insists on an advanced and error-free study of original Greek and Latin texts, which he himself edits, translates, and explains to people who find their meanings alien. Even in his political writing, Erasmus is Christian, insisting that the state accommodate Christian moral principles. And even in his religious work, Erasmus is a classicist, notably in his translation and edition of the New Testament, where he employs rigorous editorial principles to prepare a text that could help Christians.
 
2. Erasmus’s association with the printer Froben and the Basel humanists.

a. His New Testament, printed by Froben at Basel,
 became the foundation of all subsequent scholarship on the New Testament until the German founders of modern biblical scholarship in the early nineteenth century.
 
b. ‘Both in Latin and Greek, Erasmus had a remarkable sensitivity to nuances of style and to the relationship between a particular ancient text and its specific point in time and place.’ ‘[…] Erasmus full deserved the reverential respect accorded him by nearly all humanists of his century.’

3. On the Education of a Christian Prince was dedicated to the young man who would soon reign as Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. 
a. According to King, ‘Erasmus wished him to embody Christian virtues to an extent found mostly in saints, rarely in ordinary humans, and scarcely known in rulers. He poses an impossible ideal, and believes in it profoundly.’
 He does this because ‘[t]he well-being of human society depends, for Erasmus, on the integrity of the prince, the embodiment and agent of the “philosophy of Christ” – something rather different than the doctrine of the Church – that it was Erasmus’ lifelong mission to promote’.

b. European society in the Renaissance was hierarchical and Erasmus’ work is highly innovative in being suffused with the idea that ‘the prince is responsible for the welfare of ordinary people, whose daily lives of work, family, and action are intrinsically worthy and admirable’. 
i. Therefore, ‘[t]hey should not be overtaxed’, ‘[t]heir agricultural and commercial pursuits’ deserve protection, their built environment should be maintained, and their young men should not be sacrificed in wars.
 
ii. The prince will be able to embrace this responsibility after an education in the studia humanitatis and the eradication of the influence of sycophantic courtiers. 
iii. Reform will involve the dismissal of unnecessary, corrupt or slothful officials, framing laws for the promotion of the common good which are tilted in favour of the poor, engagement in a programme of public works, and avoidance of war.
c. As Europe’s princes continued to forge alliances through marriage and diplomacy, and used foreign policy and aggression to further their interests, ‘Erasmus’s vision of princes who thought only of their fellow countrymen could be no more than a dream’.
 ‘The idea remained’, however. Indeed, it became a royal cliché: James I reminded Parliament in 1609, ‘Kings are compared to fathers of families, for a king is trewly Parens Patriae, the politique father of his people’. But, as John Hale observes, ‘an estimate of how far “love of country” was generated by feelings of loyalty to its sovereign must take account of how far such fathers were known to have non-familial matters on their minds’.
Thomas More, Utopia

1. More was trained as a lawyer at the Inns of Court in the first decade of the sixteenth century, and ‘decided, after much soul-searching, not to become a monk but to marry and pursue a secular career’.
 
a. He served as a public official most of his life, rising to the position of chancellor to King Henry VIII. 
b. More was attracted to ‘the essential ambivalence of the human condition, torn […] by the contending imperatives of worldly and spiritual goals’.
 
2. More was taught Greek by William Grocyn and Thomas Linacre, first generation English humanists, and ‘[a] shared enthusiasm for Greek language and literature was one of the foundations of the famous friendship between More and Erasmus’.
 
3. Letters, poetry, history, biography, theological and devotional works and prayers.

4. James Hankins writes:

There has never been any doubt that Thomas More should be classed as a Renaissance humanist: his professional employments, cultural style and the range of problems he addresses all clearly identify him as such. Yet More’s relationship to earlier humanist political thought is […] complex […]. He agrees with earlier humanists that justice should be the fundamental aim of commonwealths; he upholds the centrality of virtue, the positive worth of the active life and the value of humanist education. At the same time, his attitude to the moral realism typical of Italian humanism is ambivalent at best. He is no social conservative: his denunciations of nobles and landowners and his glorification of the working poor have no parallels among his predecessors. Nor can one doubt his commitment to at least some political principles, for he sacrificed his life in protest against Henry VIII’s move to place the ecclesiastical polity of England under royal control. He had far greater respect for traditional Christian morality and for clerical orthodoxies than most Italian humanists: he could not agree, for example, that the pursuit of private wealth and military glory was beneficial to the commonwealth. Indeed, his most famous work, the Utopia (1516), has been described as ‘by far the most radical critique of humanism written by a humanist’.

5. Utopia (meaning ‘no-place’) was not the first work to envision an ideal society – there were indeed ancient Greek writings of this kind – but it is the one that gave its name to the genre of utopian fiction. 
a. Although it may be less deliberately and seriously instructive in its intention than Erasmus’ On the Education of a Christian Prince, Utopia is similarly idealistic, as well as humorous and satirical – a combination associated with More’s friend Erasmus and with other northern European humanists of the sixteenth century like François Rabelais. 
b. It has been described as ‘not only a living example of Plato’s influence [because it takes the form of a Latin dialogue and also because of Plato’s Republic] but also a major work of political philosophy’.

Taken as a whole, Utopia deals with one of the central issues of all humanist thought, the moral responsibility of the educated man to participate in the world of politics and public affairs. Written in 1515 and 1516 and first published late in 1516 at Antwerp with the assistance of Erasmus, it was the foundation of More’s substantial reputation among continental humanists.

c. Geographical exploration; literature of cosmography, ethnography, and travel writing.
i. Utopia’s narrative responds to this context of discovery for the first book narrates a discussion of forms of political organisation between More, his associates, and the fictional character Raphael Hythloday, who has recently returned from his travels to remote places, having spent five years in Utopia. 
ii. At the invitation of More and his company, Hythloday then proceeds to describe and narrate his experience of Utopia, which is the substance of the second book, and hence a diegetic narration; that is, a narration told by a narrator-character inside the framing story of the political discussion. 
d. Perhaps the central problem of interpreting the Utopia, is deciding how far More intends the reader to admire the Utopian society described by Hythloday. One argument is that it is meant like Plato’s Republic, as a Platonic ideal form ‘to aid in the discovery of correct political principles, but not as a blueprint for actual societies of sinful men’.

Juan Luis Vives, On Assistance to the Poor
1. Vives’ education was traditionally scholastic. Born in Valencia, he studied at the University of Paris. 
a. Vives turned away from the systematic, highly abstract reasoning of scholasticism, which was often criticised by humanists as training the mind without affecting the heart. 
b. He went on to write a critique of scholastic method. 
c. Vives, ‘a passionate advocate of the humanistic framework for education, movingly described in 1519 the wrench he felt when turning from the [medieval scholastic] tradition within which he had once felt at home. Only after long reflection could he accept changing “the old for the new … often I turned my thoughts from better things [humanist studies] back to the old [scholastic] ways, to try to convince myself that I had not wasted so many years in Paris.”’
 
2. On the Turkish War shares the pacifistic strain of Thomas More’s Utopia and Erasmus’ On the Education of a Christian Prince.
 
3. Like the visionary political suggestions of More’s Utopia, Vives also expressed an intimation of humanism’s limitations, and that ‘with the learning of the ancients digested, the moderns could do better’: ‘“If only we apply our minds sufficiently […] we can judge better over the whole round of life and nature than could Aristotle, Plato, or any of the ancients.”’

4. In his On Assistance to the Poor, Vives is propelled by Christian compassion and a humanist, or humanitarian, sense of civic duty to propose, in Margaret King’s words, ‘nothing less than the creation of a secular welfare system to be managed by city officials’, to alleviate the suffering of ‘immigrants, the dispossessed poor of the countryside, who flooded into the rich cities of the Low Countries’, like the city of Bruges.
 According to King: ‘The recommendations Vives sets forth would actually guide the poor relief systems adopted by several other municipalities (although not in Bruges itself, ironically [for which the recommendations were written]), and in a broader sense may be said to underlie modern poverty relief efforts.’

a. Though motivated by Christian compassion, On Assistance to the Poor does not see the poor as an opportunity for the rich to display their charity. 
b. Nor does it, like some Protestants, hold the poor morally responsible for their poverty. 
c. The work is addressed to the burgomasters of Bruges, since it is they, Vives argues, who carry the responsibility to care for the poor. 
d. Vives’ practical programme of recommendations include: 
i. registering the poor, feeding them sufficiently ‘to fully satisfy their hunger’, and placing them to work as was thought appropriate for their health and age. 
ii. The mentally ill are to be treated sensitively. 
iii. Asylum is to be granted to immigrants escaping war zones, whom, Vives says, must be treated as ‘our countrymen’.
 
iv. The plan extends to the education in schools not only of poor boys, but girls too, a proposal that was pioneering, especially as it allowed for girls showing academic promise to continue in their studies beyond an elementary level.
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