3. Desiderius Erasmus, On the Education of a Christian Prince
Desiderius Erasmus was a Dutch philosopher and humanist, born in 1466. His work and beliefs are centred around the idea of Christian humanism. As seen in the text On the Education of a Christian Prince, Erasmus believed in upholding both Christian values and humanist ideology. In the early 16th century, Erasmus translated the New Testament into Latin from Greek, and this translation was printed by Johann Froben in Basel.[footnoteRef:1] Erasmus believed that access to the Bible should be widespread and accessible to all. The belief in the importance of widespread education is a key humanist principle that Erasmus followed.  [1:  ‘500 Years of Erasmus’s New Testament!’, 29 July 2016 <https://blogs.lib.umich.edu/beyond-reading-room/500-years-erasmuss-new-testament> [accessed 10 February 2026].] 

On the Education of a Christian Prince was written by Erasmus with the future Roman Emperor Charles V in mind. He wished for Charles to have a Christian and humanist upbringing, so that he might rule in a way that would always put his people first and protect the rights of every citizen. This idea was unheard of in 16th century Europe. Although Erasmus’ plan for raising the prince in a humanist Christian way was ideal and the idea stemmed directly from the values upheld in the New Testament, this was simply not the way things were done at the time. Although Europe at this time was majorly Christian, the rich and powerful did not follow the directions of the New Testament when it came to things such as giving away their riches to benefit the poor, putting themselves before others, or seeing themselves as equal to all others as they are all one in Jesus Christ. This is because they wanted to remain rich and powerful, and this meant more to them than following the New Testament. 
Erasmus, however, wanted this to change. He saw the divide between the rich and the poor across Europe and wanted to bring about change through his belief in humanism and Christianity. He believed that this hierarchy that reigned over Europe could be replaced with a system that benefitted the whole population, rather than just the rich. Bringing about such a change would be impossible, as those with the authority to enact Erasmus’ plan would be the ones that would lose their power and riches. However, the impossibility of this plan did not affect how profoundly Erasmus believed in it. 
The text is a prime example of humanist belief, especially considering the belief in the promotion of private and civic virtue. Erasmus wished for the prince to put himself before all of his people; to avoid sending young men to their deaths in war, to build structure and community, and to cast out corrupt magistrates with the intention of keeping the law just and good. Erasmus wished for a country not built on blood and corruption, but instead for a country built to support its people. Erasmus states in the text that the ideal Christian prince would work to ensure a fair and just system of law that would support and protect his subjects. 
Although Erasmus was a Christian, he also supported the humanist belief in non-religious education and the study of literature and the arts. He believed in the importance of widespread education and emphasised the importance of employing ‘capable teachers’ so that knowledge would be taught well and accessible for the good of the people. He believed that the ‘Christian prince’ himself would be educated in this way, with a focus on the arts and literature as crucial parts of his studies. Erasmus believed that if the prince were subject to ‘depravities’ in his formative years, he would be ‘corrupted’ and unable to focus on serious matters. 
On the Education of a Christian Prince did not bring about a sudden change in the way European rulers acted, but it remained an influential piece of writing throughout Europe long after the death of its author. In 1609 for example, King James the First of England and Scotland, who was a devout Christian, reminded his parliament of the text as he discussed how Kings should strive to benefit their people.[footnoteRef:2] Erasmus’ use of rhetoric throughout this text to persuade his intended readers is incredibly effective. He uses Christian ideology and his own knowledge of the New Testament to make his point that the European rulers at that time who considered themselves Christian, were not adhering to the word of God and were instead putting themselves before the people they ruled over. Erasmus reminds the reader that ‘at the last day, he will render his account to Christ as judge’ which would instil a sense of fear into any believing Christian leader that had been disregarding the needs of their subjects in favour of keeping themself rich and powerful. [2:  ‘James I’, n.d. <https://history.hanover.edu/courses/excerpts/eurjam1.html> [accessed 10 February 2026].] 

In conclusion, Erasmus wrote On the Education of a Christian Prince with his ideals as both a Christian and a humanist in mind. He believed sincerely in the idea of a ruler supporting their people above all else and putting the importance of community and society as a whole before anything else. He argues that if European leaders were to truly follow the word of Christ, they would forget trivialities such as gambling, dancing, and hunting and instead focus on their ability to provide for their people. He believed in the importance of a good education, and in studying literature and the arts. He uses rhetoric to persuade the reader that his plan to raise a prince with humanist values would be the most effective way of upholding Christian values and providing a country with a fair and just ruler that would put the needs of society before any greed for power. His work remained influential for centuries across Europe and this text in particular continues to show great insight into the beliefs of early humanist thinkers. 
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