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In Praise of Satire: Renaissance Christian Humanists and their favorite literary genre 


In many Renaissance studies, the violent religious quarrels that characterized the era often obscure the educational approach of the European scholars known as Christian Humanists.  These scholars did criticize and even condemn certain Church traditions and practices, but they did not condone violence or try to force their convictions on others; instead, they closely examined and charitably discussed the Bible and early Church documents to solve doctrinal or philosophical disputes, reminding Christians how to live in society and how to function in government.  One way that they avoided attacking their colleagues and enemies directly was by writing satirical dialogues and books to expose general foolishness, pride, and corruption.  Both contemporary and modern critics misunderstand or scorn this tactic, but I will argue that the use of satire complies with the Humanists' understanding of both education and religion, and I will give several literary analyses to demonstrate how this worked.  In particular, I will be looking at Erasmus' beliefs and works as a prototype and then will give both Spanish and English examples to highlight that scholars with similar mindsets and interests came from both Catholic and Protestant countries.

Before we can defend the Christian Humanist's fondness for satire, however, we must define who the Christian Humanists were, first by explaining how they fit into their historical context and secondly by outlining their methods.  Our context is the Renaissance, a period in which academic interest in the Greeks and Romans had exploded, so the  Humanists' particular fascination with education and learning was not unusual.  Scholars practiced thinking and speaking like the ancient philosophers; historians and politicians read about great statesmen; artists imitated idealistic sculptures; poets adopted literary theories and genres from the classical world.  Of course, the most effective way to study these disciplines was to read the philosophers' treatises and artists' theories in the original Greek and Latin; the better that one understood the connotations or grammatical forms, the more accurately he could translate a history, the more fully he could understand a philosophical thought, or the more beautiful he could find a poem.  The foundation of a Humanist's study, therefore, would be learning grammar and analyzing vocabulary from many texts.  This approach not only gave them a deeper understanding of what ancient authors had intended to convey but it also allowed them to test the validity of texts and possibly helped them to find transcription errors that could give the student the wrong idea of the author's beliefs.  In other words, if scholars compared how certain words were used in the documents from specific time periods, and found grammatical constructions or idiomatic phrases that matched styles from another time period, they would know that the original documents had been corrupted.  To remedy these flawed copies, the Humanists could look for an older, more accurate copy of the document under scrutiny.  The work of Lorenzo Valla, one of the more famous of these first Humanist scholars, provides a perfect specimen. His study of languages, vocabulary and grammatical structure led to his discovery that the “Donation of Constantine,” a paper in which the Emperor Constantine gave certain lands to Papal authority, had been forged during the Middle Ages.  Its vocabulary and grammatical structure did not match the documents that had been written around the time that Constantine had allegedly granted the lands, but instead matched the style from hundreds of years later.
  


The Christian humanists also studied languages to learn classical history and philosophy, but they saw a further application of this linguistic and literary tool.  These men were frustrated with scholastic theology and the rampant ignorance and corruption in the Church, and in their opinion, both issues stemmed from the lack of scriptural focus. If returning to original documents had brought more knowledge and accuracy to classical studies, it followed that reading the Bible in the original languages would lead to a more accurate interpretation of the sacred texts, helping them clear up confusing doctrines and giving them a rule through which to point out where the clergy fell short of the Biblical standard.  Therefore, they studied Greek, Latin, Hebrew, and sometimes Aramaic, so that they could read the oldest Old and New Testament texts, compare them with the Vulgate, and find where scribes or even the translator had made confusing errors.
  


Because the Vulgate had been transcribed so often that the present copies were scattered with such errors and strange contradictions that came from careless amanuenses, using language study to get rid of these problems seems logical.  Many of the more traditional scholastic theologians, however, presented much opposition. They complained, for instance, that grammarians and linguists were studying the Bible without proper theological training. Along the same lines, certain professors criticized it because it was involved with the “liberal arts” which was considered to be secular.  Some also insisted that the Greek Scriptures were not legitimate because Rome had not approved them, and there were even a few who claimed that the Orthodox Church had probably marred the text to confuse anyone who tried to read it.
   Then, of course, there were others who simply did not like Humanist's methods because they preferred to engage in intellectual debates about minute philosophical issues instead of seeking the most accurate interpretation of Christ's word.


Some of the best responses to these suspicions, and in some cases attacks, can be found in the letters and writings of the Dutch Humanist, Desiderius Erasmus.  He is the most famous proponent of Biblical study, and wrote many letters and essays explaining why returning to the original languages did not undermine tradition or holiness, but rather preserved those qualities.  In fact, he maintained that his methods of study and hope to educate people with the most accurate translation would actually promote holiness better than anything that his critics were doing:

But this other type of theology, not to mention the base and monstrous nature of its crude, artificial style, its ignorance of good style, its ignorance of good scholarship, and its ineptitude of expression, has been so adulterated by Aristotle, by trifling human inventions, and even by secular laws that I can hardly say it savors of the genuine and pure Christ.  For it happens that when we fix too steadily on Human traditions, we lose sight of the archetype. 

His biggest objection here is that the critics traditional way of teaching theology was distracting; indeed, he felt that the church had begun to focus so much on their own traditions that they had lost sight of the Church’s purpose; they were more likely to have studied Latin commentaries and ideas from the Greek philosophers to understand the world than they were to have memorized or even read the Bible at all.  This was dangerous, according to Erasmus, because it took the focus away from Christ, and without Christ, Christianity loses its substance. Again, we can see how central Christ and his life were to Erasmus when he wrote:

He is not a Platonist who has not read the works of Plato; and is he a theologian who has not read the literature of Christ? . . . Therefore, I believe, anyone should not think himself to be a Christian if he disputes about instances, relations, quiddities, and formalities with an obscure and irksome confusion of works, but rather if he holds and exhibits what Christ taught and showed forth.

It was all very well to know small doctrines, to outline distinctions between venial and mortal sins, but knowing the proper alignment of the spheres would not transform a person's heart and compel him to serve Christ and love his fellow man. The scholastics may have complained that grammar and vocabulary and Greek were unholy, yet if they did not remember that Christ's word was the first authority and that their own lives should resembles His, they were staining the name of their Church.  Erasmus felt that only direct application of the scripture could disentangle the church from scholastics' mind games and refocus it on “the archetype.”  He wrote to  his friend, Paul Voz, saying, “And in such great darkness, amid such worldly confusion, in the face of so great a variety of human opinion, where should we have recourse rather than the truly sacred anchor of the Gospel teaching?”
  


Even the theologians who might have agreed that doctrines should be clarified or reworked according to scripture were still skeptical of studying Greek, so he had to continually defend its study.  He makes such a defense in the prologue to his own translation of the Greek New Testament: 

…I think, and rightly so, unless I am mistaken, that the pure and genuine philosophy of Christ is not to be drawn from any source more abundantly than from the evangelical books and from the Apostolic letters, about which, if anyone should devoutly philosophize, praying more than arguing, and seeking to be transformed rather than armed for battle, he would without a doubt find that there is nothing pertaining to the happiness of man and the living of his life which is not taught, examined, and unraveled in these works.

Again, Erasmus reminds his readers that if they would be Christians, they must know Christ, and they can only know him through his divinely inspired word.  From this quote we also note the focus on scholarship and education and the manner in which they should conduct their theological debates.  Erasmus wrote that his colleagues should pray and hope to become more like Christ as they discussed and learned from one another instead of arguing or arming themselves for battle because the latter actions build up men’s opinions instead of affirming God’s truth.  Because only Scripture is infallible, men should not only be willing to be wrong, but seek to discover their errors.  This humble attitude is the key to both receiving education and providing it; the humanists knew that they had much to learn and that they were fallible, and were therefore willing to discuss matters with their opponents to help each other near the truth by sharing their observations of scripture and other sacred writings.  Erasmus felt that the scholastic method did not promote this sort of humble teachability because its advocates adamantly defended traditional practices and ideologies instead of encouraging charity or Christ-likeness.  He took this failure seriously, emphasizing that when Christians use violence instead of charity, they will not convince non-believers to convert.   For this reason, he made sure that he is gentle and loving even when defending himself against people who harshly attacked him.  He even recommended that Luther be kindly treated, (even though the German monk expressed his concerns in a violent and destructive manner), and posited that the Church was just causing strife by not viewing him as a brother.


Many English scholars shared and encouraged these views, including one of Erasmus' closest friends, Sir Thomas More.  Like Erasmus, More he loved studying Greek,
 and had to defend his studies against critics.  For example, he wrote a letter to the University of Oxford to explain the importance of studying classical literature, saying that even if professors did not agree with reading all the pagan Greek authors,
 they could not deny that learning languages was necessary for deeper knowledge of both scripture and the early Church Fathers: 

This fellow declares that only theology should be studied; but if he admits even that, I don't see how he can accomplish his aim without some knowledge of languages, whether Hebrew or Greek or Latin; unless, of course, the elegant gentleman has convinced himself that there is enough theology written in English or that all theology can be squeezed into the limits of those [late scholastic] “questions” which he likes to pose and answer, for which a modicom of Latin would, I admit, suffice. . . . Anyone who boasts that he can understand the works of the Fathers without an uncommon acquaintance with the languages of each and all of them will in his ignorance boast a long time before the learned trust his judgment.

This passage is nearly identical to Erasmus' explanation of the importance of studying language because it stresses that accurate theology necessitates returning to the very first manuscripts of scripture, many of which are written in Greek.  


More was especially concerned with how Christianity related to the political world, because as a lawyer and servant of the King, he realized that there were many conflicts between the Christian ideal and way that government actually worked.  It was easy to compromise integrity for the sake of power or simply from fear of punishment if being integral required going against the King's will. His application of scriptural concepts to statesmanship and his exemplary Christian life made him one of the most honorable men in political history, and his refusal to compromise the Christian world for the sake of worldly success led to his execution.  


Some critics may claim that his apparent interest in education conflicts with his condemnation of heretics and, in a few situations, approval of their executions.  Before jumping to the conclusion that he was a hypocrite, we must remember that More was an important part of the government, and everyone in this period connected active religious dissent with disorder in the state.  It was one thing to have different ideas, and another to challenge the authority of the church and disturb the peace of the kingdom by teaching heresy.  He deemed it to be his job, as a government official, to preserve order and to protect the people from hearing heresy. In spite of this, very few heretics were executed while he was in office.  


Finding a similar educational emphasis in Spain may be a bit more startling because at this time the Spaniards were known for crushing the Moors, founding the Spanish Inquisition and defending the purity of the Catholic faith throughout Europe.  One of the most prominent figures in Spanish government, education, and religion, however, was the Christian Humanist Cardinal Francisco Jimenez Cisneros.  He admired Erasmus and loved languages; he studied Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, and Latin so that he could read the Bible as accurately as possible, and even though he was continually drawn into the political field because of his abilities and integrity, there is nothing that he would have liked more than to spend his time reading scripture and learning languages.  He lived out the principles that he read in scripture as he developed influential relationships with the Spanish rulers; he began as Queen Isabella’s personal confessor and was raised to be Archbishop of Toledo and Primate of all Spain, Grand Inquisitor, and even was appointed regent for Charles I.  In the meantime, he established educational systems to ensure that those priests learned the correct doctrines and scripture so that the parishioners in turn would receive accurate knowledge. As the Archbishop of Toledo, the most powerful church authority in Castile, he believed in encouraging virtue through increased accountability and education.
  He wanted priests to teach children the articles of the faith, to explain the gospels in church every week, and to encourage greater frequency of communion and confession and more devotion.  Cisneros realized that the people could not serve God properly if they were misunderstanding their theology.  He required the priests to record baptisms and confessions so that they could make sure that their parishioners were understanding and following church teachings.
   When he was actually appointed Inquisitor General of the Spanish Inquisition, he purposefully tried to reform the proceedings to make them as just as possible; he made new rules so that Christians would not be arbitrarily accused of witchcraft or apostasy, and required more education so that the people would not fall into these crimes.  This sort of evidence suggests that he did everything in his power to act justly and humanely and worked to decrease the number of cases brought before the Inquisition through his educational reforms.
  He also founded the famous University of Alcalá, which became a center of Erasmian Humanism.  Cisneros actually invited Erasmus to come visit his new University, though the Dutch Humanist never was able to go to Spain.  Because the University became such a huge center for this new learning, Cisneros was able to fund his own polyglot translation of the entire Bible.  His team of Humanist scholars placed a “Massoretic text of Hebrew and Greek Septuagint (with interlinear Latin translations) surrounding the Latin Vulgate.”
  When he finally published the Polyglot and other works in 1517, Cardinal Cisneros happily exclaimed: “God assuredly has crowned many of my undertakings with success, but never did the completion of any undertaking give me pleasure equal to what I feel from the completion of this.”
  This statement is quite strong, considering the great success that he had in the political and religious arena, and is clear evidence of how much he valued the Word of God.


For each of these Humanists—Erasmus, More, and Cisneros—the challenges of learning these languages and making more accurate translations was for the purpose of directing themselves, their friends, and eventually the entire Catholic Church, back to the foundation of Christianity.  Indeed, they hoped that good discussion and reading would spark reform that led back to the “purity of the apostolic church,”
  and they intended their own literary compositions to help with these efforts.  Walter Gordon suggests one reason that the Humanists wanted to produce their own literature: 

Erasmus comments on the sharing of wealth in the early church as a miracle performed by the Spirit, who drew the faithful together in unity and peace.  In this passage, he does not restrict the community of goods to material commodities but includes spiritual endowments as well.  Words of enlightenment are freely dispensed to all.  At this point, we touch on the theological grounds for a Christian Humanist theory of literary composition.

Gordon's comment fits well with the Medieval concept of the body, the idea that God had made everyone with a different function in society and each person had to fulfill his role for that body to remain in good health.  We relate this to the Christian Humanists, because they believed that God had given them the ability and the desire to study the languages and also the ability to communicate, so their duty was to share what they learned themselves. Many people did not have leisure to study or perhaps did not realize their shortcomings or did not recognize that knowledge of the Bible was so important to their faith.  The Humanists' wanted to help correct these misconceptions; in other words, education was their vocation and they chose literature to accomplish this God-given work.  It does make sense that they would use some form of written expression as a means of education and discussion; because they themselves learned things through literature, it is only natural that they would consider texts the best form in which to share their own discoveries and beliefs.
  

This educational intention is a noble and Christian purpose, yet many of the humanists’ contemporaries complained about the specific genre that the humanists employed.  To understand where these complaints come from, we must understand exactly how satire does and how it is intended to affect readers.  It may help if we first look at how the OED defines satire:  “A poem, or in modern use sometimes a prose composition, in which prevailing vices or follies are held up to ridicule;” and “A thing, fact, or circumstance that has the effect of making some person or thing ridiculous.”
    Although Erasmus and his fellow humanists did not want to be cruel to anyone, they did believe that the folly and vice in the church, politics, and society could not be remedied unless they were first pointed out; they intended to educate to effect a sort of conversion.  They hoped that people would laugh at the exaggerations, parodies, word plays, crazy comparisons and upside points of view, then feel a bit ashamed when they realized some of the things at which they were laughing could be found in their own lives.   Humor can effect such a miracle because it provides the distance needed to objectively evaluate personal vice and pride; without that distance, it is easy to take correction to be a personal attack, rather than friendly help. 


This use of ridicule and laughter caused most of the complaints written about the Humanist's satires.  As Walter Gordon explains, Erasmus's jokes and comic expression bothered both the Catholics and Protestants who believed sacred and doctrinal themes ought to be treated seriously and respectfully.
  Luther, for example, explicitly condemned Erasmus’s literary admonitions:  “A reformer, in setting out to attack abusive practices, [Luther] believed, should do so with great authority and seriousness.  He must ‘seize the sword in both hands.’” 
  Luther himself, of course, aggressively opposed doctrine and tradition that he did not think could be supported by scripture, and his explosive temper contributed to his excommunication and a rupture in the Catholic Church.  In contrast, Erasmus supported Luther’s study and objections, and warned Church authorities to listen to the objections even though he did not approve of the disputation that led to the split in the Catholic Church.
   On the Catholic side, Martin Dorp, a theologian and professor of philosophy from the University of Louvain wrote to Erasmus, criticizing In Praise of Folly for being too flippant and improperly making fun of serious clerical offices and their holy work.  And, scholastic theologians also disliked his satire because, in spite of Eramsus’ best intentions, they were offended—probably because the softest rebuke or joke will irritate a guilty conscience.    


Erasmus responded to these criticisms, making a case that satire was closely related to the general study of literature, language and the Humanist devotion to education.  He claimed that “I wanted to admonish, not to cause pain; to be of benefit, not to vex; to reform morals of men, not to oppose them.”
  To defend this purpose, he cited the classical precedence for the genre, asked if any author had avoided poking fun at someone in his career, and then pointed to authorities that even the scholastics respect.  

Plato the Philosopher, grave as he is, approves of rather lavish drinking bouts among companions because he is of the opinion that certain vices can be dispelled by wine’s laughter which cannot be corrected by severity.  And Horace also thinks that an admonition that is jocose serves no less purpose than one that is serious.  ‘What is the matter,’ he says, ‘with saying the truth with a smile?’

He reminded Dorp that Jesus used parables and stories to make his points and expose the Pharisees' hypocrisy,
  and then explained that he merely wanted to use literature to, “tell the truth with a smile,” because he hated violence, even with words.  Satire, in his opinion, allowed him to accomplish this tricky goal, because as “Jerome frequently teaches: that when a discussion of vices is kept general, injury is done to no one, and if someone does take offense, he has no claim against the writer.”
  It does not single out individuals, so no one will be hurt unless he condemns himself.  The problem, of course, is that when someone does condemn themselves, and they are not humble enough to receive teaching, they assume that the satirist aimed the witty remarks at certain individuals.  Still, even if an author had a certain person in mind when conjuring up his ironic scenarios, Erasmus' and the other Christian Humanists' literature uncover general folly and vice that could be applied to a great many people and therefore should not have been taken as a personal affront, but as a charitable push toward a more holy life. 


Now that we understand Erasmus’ literary theory, we will look at some specific quotes from his famous work, In Praise of Folly to see how this theory of literary education appeared in concrete form.   In this work, as in the other Humanist satires, the humor and ironic tone come from the juxtaposition between different viewpoints creates the ironic tone.  In Praise of Folly, is full of such irony because Erasmus exaggerated statements seem so opposite from what should be the truth, but after considering, the reader's eyes are opened, and he realizes that there is more truth to the descriptions that he could have noticed on his own.  Erasmus creates this contrast by making the goddess Folly, claim that she, and not Jove, is the highest God because people from every group serve her best, including intellectuals, clerics, and the general population.  


The intellectuals were some of Folly's most devoted and happiest followers, so Folly describes the important doctrinal debates that take up so much of the theologians’ time and show how much they accept her sovereignty:  “Could God the Father hate the son? Whether God could have taken upon himself the likeness of a woman? Or of a devil? Of an ass? Of a gourd? Of a piece of flint?”
   These are the “quiddities” to which he referenced in the letter quoted earlier.  They were important in the context of Medieval theology, but could spin out of control until they were not much more serious than the examples that Erasmus provides. A second criticism that Erasmus makes of these theologians is their mistreatment of the Bible:  “You can imagine how much pleasure it gives them to shape and reshape the Holy scriptures as if they were made of wax; to demand that their own conclusions . . . shall be accounted greater than Solon’s laws and preferred before a Pope’s decrees”
  This behavior was exactly what Erasmus hated most, if we remember from the section about the Christian Humanists study methods; he wanted the most accurate translations to get rid of the error that man's opinions had dripped into theological doctrines. If the scholastics were taking scriptures out of context or trying to find passages to support their old views, they were not reading the Bible correctly and at worst were elevating themselves above sacred scripture.   


Monks and friars were just as bad, but for the opposite reason:  Monasteries were often criticized at the time for their failure to follow their orders' rule and instead spending their time in worldly pursuits.  Folly, therefore, insists that Monks were closest in happiness to the scholastics:  “For one thing, they reckon it the highest degree of piety to have no contact with literature, and hence they see to it that they do not know how to read it.”
  These men were supposed to devote their entire lives to serving God, yet Folly is saying that they pride themselves in their simple ignorance.  If we remember Erasmus's declaration that a person who does not read Christ's works cannot legitimately call himself a Christian, then it seems ironic to say that monks do not read the word of God.  Of course, there were certainly monks who did read the Bible, but there was enough truth to Erasmus' generalization to make Folly's statement funny, but also painful.  


Erasmus does not limit his jokes to the academic and clerical spheres, but includes the happily ignorant people who come and listen to their sermons:

If anyone wants to make a convincing and easy test of this, let him go to church and listen to sermons.  If something solid is being said, everybody sleeps, or yawns, or is made ill at ease.  But if the bawler, --I made a slip, I meant to say prater—as they so often do, begins some old wives’ tale, everybody awakens, straightens up, and gapes for 
it.  Also if there is a somewhat fabulous or poetical saint (and if you want an example, imagine George or Christopher or Barbara to belong to this class) you will seem him humoured much more religiously than Peter or Paul, or even Christ himself.
 

Again, the difficulty here is fairly obvious; people are supposed to go to church to learn about the Bible and be taught how to live godly lives, but according to Folly, attendants get bored whenever the sermon fulfills this purpose. Instead, they arrive at church to be entertained or awed by strange stories of Saints because they care more about entertainment than the Gospel. The saints are supposed to exemplify the Christian life and act as intermediaries for Christians, but are not intended to have the same effect as the protagonist of a sensational romance novel, and certainly do not merit more attention than the Christ.  


According to these witty selections, Folly and Ignorance rule every sector of men's lives: the intellectual, spiritual and common realms.  Erasmus sums up this phenomenon by having Folly declare, “No, I consider that I am most piously worshiped when men—and they all do it—take me to their souls, manifest me in their activities, and represent me in their lives.  This kind of worship of the saints is extremely rare among Christians”
   This comment is a good summary of what Erasmus believes is wrong with the church, and what he is trying to expose.  Erasmus finds a sad irony in people's lives because they call themselves Christians, but their actions prove that they have truly devoted themselves to the foolish things of the world, or in other words, to their own pleasures and ignorance.  The Bible does indeed say that if we love Christ, we will obey his commands, and so here, Folly applies those words to herself.  Readers realize that the application is absurd and chuckle a little, but then, if they look more closely, they can see that it is also funny because the words are true, even if they shouldn't be.  Most people cannot see the discrepancies, and this is why Erasmus writes satire: to expose folly gently so that people will be able to change their ways.  


  Erasmus' style, as we have already made clear, formed the way many Humanists wrote satire.  It is not surprising, therefore, that his close friend, Sir Thomas More, used these same satirical discrepancies in his literary production.  Both he and Erasmus had taken the Greek satirist Lucian for their model, because, as More commented, ‘Lucian everywhere reprimands and censures, with very honest and at the same time very entertaining wit, our human frailties.  And this he does so cleverly and effectively that although no one pricks more deeply, nobody resents his stinging words.”
  In addition to gently exposing human frailty, More believed that satire’s playfulness requires us to think and discern what the author intends to rebuke and what he intends to praise.  It requires the exercise of our reason, and sharpens our judgment so that, whether solving everyday disputes between servants or making complex political decisions, we will be able to apply Christian prudence and wisdom even in the secular realm.

  


More's Utopia does have many similarities to his favorite Lucian dialogues because of the nature of interaction between the two characters, Raphael and the narrator, Thomas More.  One of the most interesting instances of this comes from an exchange in Book I.  Raphael tells More that he cannot see a point in becoming involved in politics because if you tell an official, to his face, everything that he is doing wrong, he will not likely be very pleased with you, and will definitely not listen.  More suggests:

If you cannot pluck up bad ideas by the root, or cure longstanding evils to your heart's content, you must not therefore abandon the commonwealth.  Don't give up the ship in a storm because you cannot hold back the winds.  You must not deliver strange and out of the way speeches to people with whom they will carry no weight because they are firmly persuaded the other way.  Instead, by an indirect approach, you must strive and struggle as best you can to handle everything tactfully—and thus what you cannot turn to good, you may at least make as little bad as possible.

Even though we know that More is referring directly to political counsel, it is the same argument and same purpose that both he and Erasmus give for employing satire instead of direct criticism. He agrees with Raphael that if you accuse someone directly, nothing can be accomplished, and that because of people's pride and fallen nature, they will never be able to get over the flaws that cause them to make those bad decisions.  More, however, is not discouraged, but rather suggests that counselors seek a kinder way to address their masters' errors, and hopes that with tactful counsel the masters will be moved to reform themselves.    


 Raphael vehemently ridicules this attitude in his response: “As for that 'indirect approach' of yours, I simply don't know what you mean.  You think I should try hard to urge my case tactfully, so that what cannot be made good can at least be made as little bad as possible. . . . You wouldn't stand a chance of changing anything for the better by that 'indirect approach”
  From the following narration of Utopian custom and politics, it is clear that Raphael follows through with his all or nothing assertion.  In fact, at the very end of the book, More says that he finds many aspects of the commonwealth disagreeable, but that he is afraid to discuss them because he knows that his companion will not listen anyway.  More's fears are justified because although Raphael talks incessantly he does not embrace interactive discussion; instead, he insists that he is right and will ignore or scorn those who disagree with him. 


  Similar contrasts between More's and Raphael's characters continue throughout Utopia, but we must not overlook the fact that there is a second set of contrasts that are only implicit; the critic Wegemer points out that much of what Raphael praises in the Utopian commonwealth clashes with Ciceronian politics and Augustinian religion, and we know that More embraced much of what Cicero and Augustine said about government and Christian lifestyle.  If the reader knows this, he will be taken aback, and laugh at these strange juxtapositions, but it will require him to think, and sort out with whom he actually agrees.  

   
Modern readers do not always pick up on this satire because they do not know enough about More's political beliefs; Utopia is often taken to be More's manifesto with what is wrong with European government and a suggestion of how to purge human nature of pride.  It is true that More does make some criticisms of the English commonwealth, but if we analyze the text in conjunction with More's favorite authors, such an interpretation falls apart.  In his book, Thomas More on Statesmanship, Gerard Wegemer discusses many points in which the ideas of More's favorite statesman, Cicero, clash with the Utopian ideals.  One blatant example is the different attitudes toward the family unit:  Cicero believes that cultivating the family benefits the state, but Raphael most definitely disagrees. “About my relatives and friends,' he replied, 'I'm not much concerned, because I consider I've already done my duty by them tolerably well.”
 He has given them all his possessions, the same way that men portion out their estate in their will so that he will have no responsibilities for them and can travel as he pleases.  In Utopia itself, the family unit is not important at all:  The government wants to regulate the cities to make sure that they all have proper population, so if they think that one family has too many children they will take some away and give them to parents who cannot have children to balance out the numbers.
  Both of these examples show that neither Raphael nor his beloved islanders care much for the community that stable family units encourage.  


Incongruity between Utopian and Christian beliefs should jar readers even more than the political tensions because, as we have already established, Thomas More's goal for education and literature was a sort of conversion; he hoped to turn people's minds back to Christ and His principles.  Once again, if we refer to Wegemer's arguments, comparing Utopia to Augustine's The City of God can help point out another layer of satire and show us a bit more how More might have intended us to read his book.  Augustine lays out important principles of the world in The City of God, and Utopian ideology and policy violates every single one of them, especially the following:  “No perfect society can ever can or ever will exist; no Christian can doubt that any rational creature from any country has a human nature; all human beings are subject to unruly passions and the vain imaginings that arise from Pride.”
   This claim that no perfect society can exist is perhaps one of the most glaring differences between an Augustinian Christian perspective and Utopian values.  Obviously Raphael disagrees with this point because to him, Utopia has dealt with all of the problems that European governments typically have to deal with.  He himself does admit that pride is deeply rooted in human nature, and that it is nearly impossible to root out, but he is convinced that the Utopians have very nearly managed it through their perfect institutions:  

Pride is too easily fixed in Human nature to be easily plucked out.  So I am glad that the Utopians at least have been lucky enough to achieve this republic which I would wish all mankind would imitate. Through the plan of living which they have adopted, they have laid the foundations of a commonwealth that is not only very happy but also, so far as human prescience can tell, likely to last forever.  Now that they have torn up the seeds of ambition and faction at home, along with most other vices, they are in no danger from internal strife, which alone has destroyed the prosperity of many cities that seemed eminently secure.

Obviously, according to the Augustinian claim, Raphael is right about Pride being ingrained in human nature, and that the vice born from it caused the strife that has caused disaster in every earthly city.  We know, however, that More believed that studying the word of God and educating oneself in virtue and not instituting political institution's pride.  Raphael's statement is also funny because, even though he deplores pride and says that the Utopians have very nearly cleansed it from their realms, he does not seem to have conquered it himself.  As we remember from the discussion of satire, he would not admit that any other point of view could be right, and immediately after he finishes the description of Utopia with the condemnation of the worst vice, More comments that he would like to discuss the disagreements that he has, but he knows that Raphael doesn't tolerate dissenting viewpoints.  We know from his letters on education that the best way to counter pride is not with regulations but rather with humility encouraged by biblical study and the ancillary reading of great literature.
  All this has an interesting effect on the reader, because he can see the bad effects of pride, and when he laughs at Raphael for making such claims about the Utopians, but being so inconsistent himself, it can make him look more closely at himself and at society to see if the same sort of hypocrisy exists in everyday life. 


In the midst of so many negatives that Raphael's narration exposes about the Utopian commonwealth, there are also moments of comparison in which we can see that More is criticizing the English commonwealth.   These features are exposed in some of the contrasts that make traditional European customs look absurd. For example, the Utopian's attitude toward precious metal and jewels could be poking fun at the splendor of European court.  The government does keep a reserve of these things to negotiate with other countries, but they themselves find no use for them, believing that it is only “Human folly has made them precious because they are rare.”
  So, to avoid the contention that comes from trying to acquire these rare natural objects, the government uses the gold and silver to make chamber pots, and makes criminals and slaves wear gold rings or headbands as a symbol of disgrace.  Little children pick up diamonds and garnets on the seashore and play with them the same way that we play with shiny pebbles, but as they get older they lose interest in them.  We do know from Erasmus' description of More, that he disliked finery, and avoided dressing up unless a state or formal occasion required it.
  This was very unlike the rest of the Henry VIII's court, who used their extravagant dress to impress people and show off their prestige and power.  More was much more humble, and even though he wore appropriate vestments for his office to maintain order in society, he did not wish to flaunt himself and probably laughed at people who did.  This point is much less serious than the political comments, but still points out a legitimate problem that More recognized in the court.


Like this last example from Thomas More's Utopia, Spanish satire is much less focused on government and political philosophy.  Spanish statesmen were Humanists and devout Christians, as we remember from Cardinal Cisnero's history, but these men did not tend to write satires like Utopia.  Instead, the primary examples of Spanish works more closely resemble In Praise of Folly because they deal more with corrupted religion and forgotten social  values, or sometimes the relationship between church and state.  We will look at two examples of their literature, one by Alfonso Valdés and the other by an anonymous author.


Alfonso Valdés is one of many Spaniards who tried to disseminate Erasmian ideas of reform in this manner; for instance, after the Spanish army sacked Rome in May of 1527, he wrote a dialogue called “Diálogo de las cosas ocurridas en Roma,” to defend Charles I of Spain for sending his army to surround the Papacy. Valdés was among the reformers who had decided that the sack of Rome was a divine retribution on the religious system that had been so politicized and worldly, so in his “Diálogo” Valdés has a member of Charles' entourage argue this view against an Archdeacon, who in turn defends the present state of the Church.  Through this conversation, Valdés addresses the Church's pursuit of wealth, its participation in war and violence, and the proliferation of relics.  The courtier maintains, like Erasmus, that religion is of the spirit and that “true devotion consists in loving Christ and living by his teaching,”
  and by the end of the comical interaction, the Archdeacon is forced to concede the point.  Valdés wrote other dialogues, and all of them have the stamp of logic and humor that mark all imitators of Erasmus.
 


Though Valdés clearly follows the Lucian pattern that Erasmus and More embraced in their publications, the most famous example of Spanish satire, La Vida de Lazarillo de Tormes, is much more difficult to fit into this Humanist context.  The difficulty exists becaue the author is anonymous and never explicitly states why he wrote the book; we must infer its Erasmian connection from its style and themes.  There seems to be enough evidence from the text itself, as well as from the historical contexts and people's reactions to it, however, to suggest that this was indeed the case.  Like Utopia, it was misunderstood both by contemporaries and by modern critics who did not understand either its purpose or the context in which it was written. For example, in 1559, church officials placed both Lazarillo de Tormes and the works of Erasmus on the Index of forbidden books
  because they thought that these works were dangerous to the Catholic faith.  We already know that Erasmus was committed to preserving the Church in spite of his jokes, so it is easily possible that Lazarillo’s social and religious commentary could have really been a generic description of corruption meant to spur reform.  


Sometimes modern readers miss that the work is a satire if they are ignorant of the historical context and the Medieval conception of society.  Without this background, it is easy to regard Lazarillo as a quasi-naturalistic work and to assume that it paints an objective view of society and that the author had a pessimistic, atheistic vision of the world.  Alan Deyermond points out, however, that although the events are realistic, they probably have been carefully selected and exaggerated to criticize those who do practice corruption and lack charity.
   We do know that the very first readers thought that Lazarillo followed a tradition of clerical critique.  Alan Deyermond reminds readers that “This destructive portrait of the clergy need not imply hostility to Christianity, or even to the Catholic church:  for centuries devout Christians, including high ranking clerics, had denounced and satirized abuses in the priesthood and the administration of the church.” 
   


Several critics, including Deyermond, have pointed out one quote that can help us connect this controversial book to Erasmus’ conception of satire.  We find it in the scene in which Lázaro watches his younger half-brother run away from his Moorish father, screaming “coco,” [monster].  The little boy is afraid of his father's dark skin, even though he has the same coloring.  The experience causes Lazarillo to comment, “Yo, aunque bien mochacho, noté aquella palabra de mi hermanico, y dije entre mí: ¡Cuántos  debe de haber en el mundo que huyen de otros porque ne se veen a sí mesmos.”
  For this one instant, Lazarillo is an outside observer, and therefore can tell that his little brother is acting foolishly and from ignorance.  When we read about Lazarillo's life, we may be appalled by some of the things that his masters do, but perhaps the author, as an outsider, intends to remind readers that like Lazarillo's brother, they have failed to scrutinize themselves, and if they did, they would find a great many similarities between themselves and the people they laughs at in the little novel.  Such an intention obviously fits in very well with Humanist literary theory because the novel creates the distance that Lázaro and readers need to be able to laugh about certain vices.  


Now that we have established the possible parallels to Erasmian satire, we can turn to an analysis of the text.  Contemporary readers should have known that the book was intended to be comic from the irony the full title of the novel, La vida de Lazarillo de Tormes, y de sus fortunas y adversidades.  The first part, “La vida de” is reminiscent of the titles of the medieval biographies of saints, and the second part, with the appellation, “de Tormes” and the description of “fortunas y adversidades” comes from the names of famous chivalric novels about knights who have great and noble adventures.  The book is clearly neither about saintliness nor nobility, but rather about self-interest and conniving; the reader’s expectations are completely different from what the author does. The play on words and literary traditions in the title is the first indication that this dramatic irony characterizes the entire work.


In fact, just as we saw in the selections from Erasmus' In Praise of Folly, each of the traditional orders supposed to exist in Spanish society is presented in a way contrary to our expectations.  In Medieval times, there were to be three estates and each was supposed to fulfill a specific purpose in order for the whole community to function:  the peasants, working hard to grow food and do the manual labor necessary to support the country; the clergy who cared for the spiritual needs of the community; and then the nobility, who were supposed to protect both of the other orders who were providing important services for them.  It was an important organic structure, focused on serving each other and satisfying responsibilities to society and neighbor.  Medieval thought taught that God had placed each person in his position, so these were sacred responsibilities.  All these systems may have seemed to be working well on the surface because Spain was in its Golden Age and was the wealthiest country in Europe at that time; however; satirists penetrated the surface of this apparent wealth and success to expose fundamental problems with the way that the three estates were actually functioning.  The first three Tratados of Lazarillo de Tormes describe how the duties for each of these three groups have been corrupted, and therefore society is teaching Lázaro to serve himself rather than the community.   


The author of Lazarillo de Tormes plays on this corruption of the three estates both to make his readers laugh and, of course, to teach them because they too might have absorbed some of the selfish values that pervade the novel.  The lesson begins, in Tratado I, with the disintegration of the first estate’s responsibilities.  Lazarillo's mother can't take care of him anymore, so she finds him an “amo,” a master, to teach him how to take care of himself in the world.  She apprentices him to a blind man, who very quickly teaches Lázaro that he must be clever and self-interested to survive.  The first experience that Lazarillo describes shows the beginning of this process.  The ciego tells him to put his head next to the side of a stone bull, and listen to a noise inside of it, and when Lázaro obeys, the ciego hits him on the head very hard.  Disillusioned, Lazarillo reflects, “Paresicóme que en aquel instante desperté de la simpleza en que, como niño, dormido estaba.  Dije entre mí:  “Verdad dice éste que me cumple avivar el ojo y avisar, pues solo soy, y pensar cómo me sepa valer.”
  This situation begins Lazaro´s education, because it teaches him that you cannot trust people, but must always be aware of what will be in your best interest.  We can see that Lazarillo has learned this lesson as he tricks the ciego, stealing his wine by siphoning it from a jug and, in another scene, eating more grapes than is his share.  Even the ciego recognizes that Lazarillo is astute.  “Y como me viese de buen ingenio, holgábase mucho y decía:  --Yo oro ni plata te lo puede dar; mas avisos para vivir muchos te mostraré.”
   The parallel with Peter's words from Acts make this particularily ironic.  When Peter tells the beggar that he doesn't have silver or gold, he offers him something better; he offers to share the power of God with him so that his life can be better all around.  Here the ciego is doing something similar, only instead of offering Lázaro the power of God, he is offering lessons in manipulation.  Peter's gift led to the beggar's salvation; the blind man's was the beginning of Lazarillo's spiritual death.  At the end Lázaro proves that he's been a very good student, because he tricks the blind man into jumping across the river, not telling him that there is a stone pillar in the way, so that when the blind man does make the leap, he suffers the same pain that Lazarillo did in the stone bull episode.


After his triumph over his first teacher, Lázaro accepts the employment of a second master, a priest and member of the second group of society.  This priest, like those that Erasmus describes in his works, has a faulty understanding of imitating Christ.  Lazarillo describes his state after a short time in the clérigo's service:  “A cabo de tres semanas que estuve con él vine a tanta flaqueza, que no me podía tener en las piernas para hambre.  Vime claramente ir a la sepultura, si Dios y mi saber no me remediaron.”
  In other words, the priest is so miserly that he will not provide food for the poor boy who is working for him.  Many critics suggest that this hunger, especially since it imposed by a priest, symbolizes that not only is the priest failing to feed the hungry as charity would dictate, but that he also is failing to provide Lazarillo with the spiritual food that he needs.  Of course, bread is often a symbol for spiritual food because of the Eucharist, so significantly, in this Tratado, the bread that the clérigo will not let Lázaro eat is stored in an arca. This word means ark, and because the author did not use a word meaning box, it seems likely that he intended to parallel the physical hunger with spiritual hunger.  It is interesting, too, that when Lázaro talks about trying to avoid the grave, he says that either God or his own understanding will have to help him escape.  The latter perhaps is a link to the first Tratado, in which the ciego taught Lazarillo to look out for himself.  It is indeed his own wit that inspires him to ask a key maker fit a key to the arca so that he can steal bread, and then helps him to make up the story that rats have been eating the bread.  We see further how foolish the priest is when he willingly buys cheese for his mouse traps, but won't begrudge Lázaro a bit of bread.  When the clerigo finds out that Lázaro has been stealing from his arca, he puts him out of the house, and the boy must find a new master.  


Tratado III deals with the third estate and shows how the nobility have entirely forgotten their role as protector.  The scene begins when a hidalgo, a poor squire, finds Lázaro wandering down the road after the clerigo's dismissal.  The squire is the very lowest member of the nobility, yet, as a noble it is still his duty to care for Lázaro.  Again, we see a reversal in these traditional and God-ordained norms.  The hidalgo has no money, even for food, but he desires honor and prestige so much that he cannot acquire the money to feed himself.  Lázaro feels sorry for him, and whenever people give him food, he will share it with his master.  His master has difficulty accepting this kindness, because it is not honorable to be risk contamination by contact with people who may have Jewish or Moorish blood.  We can see this in the dialog in which Lázaro is trying to get his master to eat the bread that he has begged.


“Por mi vida, paresce éste buen pan.


¿Y cómo, agora –dijo yo--, señor, es bueno?


Sí, a fe –dijo él— ¿Adónde lo hubiste?  ¿Se es amasado de manos limpias?

The hídalgo would rather starve than accept nourishment from the hands of someone whose genetic heritage would taint his own reputation.  This obsession with prestige built on the appearance of nobility and riches characterized a large group of Spanish nobles, and this scene with the hidalgo suggests that this perfect and successful society may not be entirely accurate, but that no one is willing to look at the growing problems because they care too much about appearances.  


The second problem with this master is obviously that he does not take care of Lázaro, even though Lázaro has done a great deal for him.  When Lázaro passes a funeral, for instance, he's afraid that the poor hídalgo has starved to death and runs back home because he actually does care about his master.  When creditors come to seize all the property, however, the squire abandons poor Lázaro.  “Así, como he contado, me dejó mi pobre tercero amo, do acabé de conocer mi ruin dicha, pues, señalándose todo lo que podría contra mí, hacía mis negocios tan al réves, que los amos, que los suelen ser dejados de los mozos, en mí no fuese ansí, mas que mi amo me dejase y huyase de mí.”  The hídalgo has betrayed Lázaro, and this betrayal completes the bad education that the ciego began when he hit him over the head.  


In other words, this experience in the third strata of society also marks the end of his education.  He has been mistreated, tricked, starved, and then betrayed, and Deyermond tells us that after all these experiences, Lázaro has become a man who cannot be trusted.  The Tratados that follow seem to prove this thesis because they portray Lázaro as a young man willing to do anything to look good in society:  he spends his first real pay check on used, but nice clothes to pass himself off as a squire, and then at the very end he marries the mistress of an Archpriest. He has seemingly attained money, stability in life, and the patronage of someone very important. The reader, however, knows otherwise. Lázaro begins to rise because he has learned that cleverness and self-interest are the proper tools no matter who you are.  In the beginning of the novel his mother uses the phrase, “arrimarse a los buenos” to tell him that he should get as much out of life as he can.  At the end of the novel, Lazarillo repeats the phrase because he believes that his present state proves that he has indeed “se ha arrimado a los buenos” through the self-interest that the ciego, clerigo, and hídalgo have inculcated.

***


Such examples of self-centered society as well as a failure to implement Christian principles and lifestyles were prevalent in all European countries.  These common problems explain why Erasmus and his fellow Christian Humanists continually defended the study of Biblical languages and their use of satiric literature; they wanted to use their skills to translate the Bible accurately and then use the new translations to make sure Church doctrines were based on divine revelation and not theologians' century old arguments.  Going against these theologians, and against tradition in general, sometimes caused conflict, but the Humanists intended to go about their reforms in a charitable manner that reflected the humble Christian life.  To accomplish this goal, Erasmus, More, Valdés, the author of Lazarillo de Tormes, and many other humanists used satire and laughter to gently and wittily expose the selfishness, ignorance, and vice responsible for corruption in religion, politics, and society.  
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