Renaissance Humanism and the Ideal World
In this essay, I discuss the ideology of renaissance humanists Thomas More and Desiderius Erasmus and their thoughts on creating an ideal European society. The renaissance period took inspiration from classic texts and philosophy from ancient Greece and Rome, such as the works of Plato and Aristotle. More and Erasmus were both Christians as well as humanists, and they were concerned about corruption in the Church and in the state. Both were aware of the flaws in European society and proposed different solutions that were based in humanist ideology.
Humanism as a movement was heavily influenced by the ancient Greeks and Romans.[footnoteRef:1] It was a movement that explored what it means to be human, highlighting the importance of education and the arts, spreading quickly across Europe in the 15th century.[footnoteRef:2] Renaissance humanists rejected the medieval idea of scholasticism and encouraged studies that were separated from religion.[footnoteRef:3] The promotion of education was at the heart of humanism, with humanists believing that a society of educated people would create valuable citizens.[footnoteRef:4] The movement also recognised the importance of literature, poetry, art, and the study of philology.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Mark Cartwright, ‘Renaissance Humanism’, World History Encyclopedia, 4 November 2020 <https://www.worldhistory.org/Renaissance_Humanism/> [accessed 5 February 2026].]  [2:  Cartwright, ‘Renaissance Humanism’.]  [3:  Cartwright, ‘Renaissance Humanism’.]  [4:  Cartwright, ‘Renaissance Humanism’.]  [5:  Cartwright, ‘Renaissance Humanism’.] 

Thomas More was an English renaissance humanist, born on the 7th of February, 1478 in London.[footnoteRef:6] More was a devout Catholic and spent years studying scripture and devoting his life to God.[footnoteRef:7] In 1532, he was beheaded by King Henry VIII when he refused to accept the King as head of the Church.[footnoteRef:8] For this, he is recognised as a saint in the Catholic church, specifically the patron saint of political leaders.[footnoteRef:9] In 1516, More published his book Utopia in Latin, a piece of political satire in which More depicts an imagined ideal society as it is discovered by a fictional traveller named Raphael Hythloday.[footnoteRef:10] The title of Utopia means “no-place” in Greek, highlighting how there is no ideal “Utopia” in real life. [6:  ‘Thomas More | Biography, Beliefs, Books, Utopia, Death, & Facts | Britannica’, 3 February 2026 <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-More-English-humanist-and-statesman> [accessed 8 March 2026].]  [7:  ‘Thomas More | Biography, Beliefs, Books, Utopia, Death, & Facts | Britannica’.]  [8:  ‘Thomas More | Biography, Beliefs, Books, Utopia, Death, & Facts | Britannica’.]  [9:  Saint Thomas More | Franciscan Media, Saint of the Day, 22 June 2022 <https://www.franciscanmedia.org/saint-of-the-day/saint-thomas-more/> [accessed 8 March 2026].]  [10:  ‘Thomas More: Utopia | Utopia’, n.d. <https://utopia.earth/books/utopia> [accessed 8 March 2026].] 

Utopia is a satirical and humorous piece of writing, but it also contains real criticism of European society in this time period. On the fictional island of Utopia, all people are equal and private property is abolished.[footnoteRef:11] All citizens share communal resources and work together for the benefit of all people.[footnoteRef:12] There is no divide between the rich and the poor, as money is distributed equally between everybody.[footnoteRef:13] Education is the highest priority in Utopia, and all, irrespective of their sex, are provided with one.[footnoteRef:14] This was a radical idea at the time, as women in the majority of Europe during this time period were unable to access education.[footnoteRef:15] Widespread access to a free education is a key principal of humanist belief. Women in Utopia are also able to work, another radical idea in this period where women of the time were expected to stay home and look after the house and children. Divorce is legal if the marriage is unhappy or unproductive, and people are given religious freedom to worship whomever they please.[footnoteRef:16] [11:  ‘Thomas More: Utopia | Utopia’, n.d. <https://utopia.earth/books/utopia> [accessed 8 March 2026].]  [12:  ‘Thomas More: Utopia | Utopia’, n.d.]  [13:  ‘Thomas More: Utopia | Utopia’, n.d.]  [14:  ‘Thomas More: Utopia | Utopia’, n.d.]  [15:  ‘3.3: Women and Gender in Utopia’, Humanities LibreTexts, 4 November 2020 <https://human.libretexts.org/Courses/Saint_Mary's_College_(Notre_Dame_IN)/Humanistic_Studies/Early_Modern_Literature%3A_Digital_Critical_Editions/Utopia/3._A_Closer_Look%3A_Essays_in_Cultural_Context/3.3%3A_Women_and_Gender_in_Utopia> [accessed 8 March 2026].]  [16:  ‘Thomas More: Utopia | Utopia’, n.d.] 

While these aspects of this utopian society might be regarded as ideal solutions to the problems facing European society at the time, there are also issues such as the lack of free will. The society is organised in a way that is purely logical from the mind of a man in the early 16th century, and paradoxically this society becomes illogical as it does not consider the human nature of its citizens. In a real-life scenario, the island in Utopia would more than likely be considered a dystopia as it disregards the people would not fit into the “perfect” mould such as disabled people, queer people, and people who would not want to be forced into gender roles. In Utopia, More writes that “husbands discipline their wives, as parents do children.”[footnoteRef:17] Although women are given the freedom of work and education, they are still seen as lesser to men. [17:  ‘3.3’.] 

Desiderius Erasmus was a Dutch philosopher born in 1466. Much like More, he was a devout Christian and applied his values to his theories and works. His work On the Education of a Christian Prince is a fantastic insight into his beliefs as a humanist, and was also published in 1516.[footnoteRef:18] Erasmus believed wholeheartedly in the betterment of society through education and empathy. He wrote On the Education of a Christian Prince when the Roman Emperor Charles V was young, considering the idea of shaping the mind of the young prince through a humanist education.[footnoteRef:19] Erasmus believed that if a powerful European leader was raised with Christian values and kept away from corruption, he would grow to be an empathetic leader with the protection of his people being his priority, rather than power or money. Erasmus believed strongly in his theory, but in sixteenth century Europe there was no place for his theory to be put into practice. The people with the power to create change for the benefit of the greater population were not interested in giving up their power and money in exchange for a better society, as they benefited from the oppression of the poor and uneducated.  [18:  ‘Erasmus: The Education of a Christian Prince with the Panegyric for Archduke Philip of Austria’, Cambridge University Press & Assessment, n.d. <https://www.cambridge.org/universitypress/subjects/politics-international-relations/texts-political-thought/erasmus-education-christian-prince-panegyric-archduke-philip-austria> [accessed 8 March 2026].]  [19:  ‘Education of a Christian Prince | Work by Erasmus | Britannica’, n.d. <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Education-of-a-Christian-Prince> [accessed 8 March 2026].] 

In conclusion, Thomas More and Desiderius Erasmus both showcased their humanist beliefs through their separate works detailing their own views about the state of European society in the early sixteenth century. Thomas More’s Utopia proposes a sort of logical solution to a lot of the problems that faced Europe in that time period, but More did not believe that such a form of society would ever truly exist. Utopia was written more as a political satire rather than a realistic solution. However, Erasmus’ On the Education of a Christian Prince was intended as a legitimate answer to the corruption that ran rampant throughout the leaders of European countries. Erasmus believed wholeheartedly in his theory but was never able to put his theory into practice.
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