Gobbet exercise: Desiderius Erasmus, On the Education of a Christian Prince

Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam (1469-1536) was a humanist who engaged in theology and wanted to integrate Christian ideals into how he believed education and politics should be run. In Erasmus’s ‘On the Education of a Christian Prince’, dedicated to the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, he lays out what he thinks should be the virtues and duties of the ideal Christian Prince, expanding upon Florentine Machiavelli’s ‘Discourses’. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Margaret L. King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, (Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 2014), <https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/reader.action?c=RVBVQg&docID=1731940&ppg=192>, pp. 192-193] 


In the extract, Erasmus introduces a concept that is new and not brought up by Machiavelli, that a Prince should value “the happiness of the people” and it is an integral part of his duties as a prince to dedicate himself to them and their wellbeing. He condemns the current state of princely education as “perverse”, leading princes to avoid their public duties and consider them to be “beneath them” due to spending the early years of their lives amongst “flatterers and females” and becoming “corrupted by depravities and pleasures” and therefore growing no interest in the duties of the outside world that need “serious thought”.

Erasmus claims that “bad morals can be “remedied with good laws”, which seems reminiscent of a concept from Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494), that mankind was given freedom by God to have no fixed place in the hierarchy of his creations and could choose if he would become like the bestial lower forms or choose to become like the divine higher forms. [footnoteRef:2] As long as a prince chooses to create good laws, he can eliminate any bad morals that exist because God has given him the power to make that choice.  [2:  King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, <https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/reader.action?docID=1731940&c=RVBVQg&ppg=90>, pp. 89-90] 


Erasmus says that a prince can choose to engage in enjoyable tasks like improving infrastructure and agriculture because a good prince will have the time to do so due to not being at war or spending time gambling. The discord of war won’t exist in a good prince’s state because his attention to his people and the problems they face will “strengthen and improve the state” and he will have control over and the ability expel any issues which might damage his state. This goes back to another section in ‘On the Education of a Christian Prince’, where Erasmus says that as long as the laws of a kingdom are the best laws, then the people who abide by them will be the happiest. [footnoteRef:3] Returning to the extract, Erasmus repeats this point by saying that anything that might be bad for the state can be “rooted out from the start before they have had a chance to take over” as long as the foundation the state is built on is a good one. [3:  King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, <https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/reader.action?c=RVBVQg&docID=1731940&ppg=198>, p. 198] 


Erasmus’s Christian beliefs are central to his political writings; he sees Christian values as being key to the success of the state and its ruler. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, <https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/reader.action?c=RVBVQg&docID=1731940&ppg=14>, p. 14] 
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