
The Spanish Polemic on Colonialism  

Part 1: Erasmus, Luther and Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda 

Spain, the modern colonial pioneer
The Irish history industry has marked the new millennium with a spate of publications that have Making Ireland... in their titles. Nicholas Canny established the trend with Making Ireland British. Then there was Making Ireland Roman by the Latinists of UCC, plus articles by Hiram Morgan on “Making Ireland Spanish”, about Philip O’Sullivan Beare, and by Brendan Kane on “Making Ireland European”. Now finally we have Jane Ohlmeyer’s Making Ireland English (which would have been a better title for Canny’s book). 

This peculiar focus on the past is, of course, connected with the present. It seems that modern society could not exist at all without its missionary initiatives, aimed at making or remaking the populations. Not all of the missionaries agree with one another’s aims, but overall there is sufficient rough consensus for things to keep going without breaking down. It is open to historians, as it is to sociologists, psychologists, economists and others, to think of themselves as social makers. They will find a welcome in some one of the missionary factions. And they won’t necessarily have to be as frenetic as the well-known TCD Professor of History, whose mode of directing his graduate students (as reported to me) resembles a military operation: find evidence for this, undermine that, prove X, disprove Y. 

Nowadays quite a lot of the making is done peacefully, with words and pictures instead of weapons. (Peace must be understood to include a great deal of denigration, humiliation, harassment and bullying.) It is believed that the process will proceed more successfully if people can be got to take responsibility for their own remaking. However, we know that another, more violent kind of social making was much practised in Ireland and large parts of the world from the 16th century, and is practised in many places still. To my mind, the most interesting thing about Ireland is how doggedly the majority population resisted being remade.  

The attempt to remake foreign populations as something different – essentially, as Christians and “civil people” – was launched by the Spanish, after an expedition financed by their monarchs had happened upon the islands now known as the West Indies. Spain was the pioneering colonial power. It represented a model for the other strong maritime states of Western Europe, and first of all for its neighbour Portugal, which soon snapped up Brazil. But the Spanish did not merely occupy vast territories, aiming to destroy the local political structures and the local cultures, and causing a devastating population decline in Central and South America, mainly but not entirely by importing new diseases against which the locals had no immunity. They actually discussed what they were doing. They sustained fierce controversies and polemics into the second half of the 16th century. And somehow, in the economy of colonialist culture, the Spanish discussion sufficed, because nobody else had a really animated debate after that. Even Marx was ambivalent on whether colonialism was a good thing or a bad thing.  

The polemic in Spain was about what was good and proper practice for the Spanish in their newly occupied lands. The main reformist campaigner, Bartolomé de las Casas, did not take an anti-colonial position during his first few decades. Near the end of his life his standpoint was effectively anti-colonial, since he was calling for the Incas and Aztecs to be restored under a loose Spanish over-kingship, but he reached this position at the end of a long development. As for his principal opponent, Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, we can say that his justifications for colonial intervention became classics. Whether or not his thinking was actually transmitted beyond Spain, he can be seen as the first specimen of a type. His main arguments were commonly used afterwards by the ideologists of Britain and other colonial powers.   

Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo, publishing Sepúlveda’s most elaborate work in favour of colonisation through war in 1892, made these interesting comments: “Sepúlveda, a peripatetic classicist, one of those who were called Hellenists or Alexandrians in Italy, treated the problem with all the crudity of pure Aristotelianism, as expounded in the philosopher’s Politics, inclining with more or less rhetorical circumlocution to the theory of natural slavery. His mode of thinking in this part of the book does not differ much from those modern empirical sociologists and positivists who proclaim the extermination of the inferior races, as a necessary consequence of their defeat in the struggle for existence”. Menéndez y Pelayo thought that Las Casas was genuinely the more Christian, though Sepúlveda had made efforts to show the contrary. Nevertheless, “there is also a foundation, based on the philosophy of history and sad human truth, in the new aspect under which Sepúlveda considers the problem”. (1) 

 I think there are indeed moments when Sepúlveda (and also the historian Oviedo and some other Spanish writers of his time) expresses himself in ways quite like the English Social-Darwinist writers of the late 19th century – not to mention leading English politicians such as Sir Charles Dilke, who once proudly proclaimed that “the Anglo-Saxon is the only extirpating race”. (2) But Sepúlveda does not mainly take this attitude. More usually he reminds one of Rudyard Kipling and Lord Curzon, insisting that the Spanish have a burden that they are morally obliged to take up: the duty of civilising and christianising peoples who not capable of becoming civil or Christian by themselves. 

Immanuel Wallerstein, reviewing the Las Casas/Sepúlveda polemic some years back, observed that no one since the mid-16th century had added very much to the two basic standpoints set out, on how peoples with cultures differing from ours should be dealt with. He also said that after 1945, with the great wave of decolonisation, there was a moment when it seemed that Las Casas’ standpoint had finally triumphed, but the picture looked very different in the 2000s. I would agree with all this. 

However, before considering the polemic of the two Spaniards, one must note that at precisely the same time there were other, quite independent movements which aimed at the remaking or reformation of European culture. It is interesting that Sepúlveda, like the Italian Hellenists he attached himself to, did not sympathise with those movements. In fact, he developed as a writer by opposing them.  

I am thinking of Lutheranism and Erasmianism – Erasmus of Rotterdam, that phenomenal writer who was the first international literary sensation of the age of printing, with fans from Ireland to Poland, can be regarded as a movement all by himself. Erasmus is usually taken as an example, and Luther as a product, of what is called “humanism”. But the “ism” is misleading. A better term might be one that was wasted on some mediocre French thinkers of the 1970s: “new philosophy”. The new philosophers of the 15th/16th centuries focused on the study of classical Greek and Latin literature, which gave them a stimulus to take a fresh approach to thinking generally.

Erasmus of Rotterdam  

There are literary giants who fare badly with the passage of time, and Erasmus is a prime example. A single book of his remains famous, the one you’ve a fairly good chance of finding in a bookshop’s classics section: In Praise of Folly. There he speaks in the voice of a woman, the goddess of foolishness, who is powerful wherever there are human beings. However, as Marcel Bataillon says, that’s like reducing the man’s whole working life to the entertainment he invented during a week’s holidays. Erasmus was a deeply serious writer, and without that seriousness he could hardly have sustained his superhuman productivity or kept his independent position to the end of his life. Even when he was joking, which he did quite a lot, he pursued his serious purpose. He used humour to undermine everything in European Christian culture that he thought was ossified and “Jewish” (or mechanically ceremonial). Bataillon remarks how In Praise of Folly is “so aggressive, under the veil of irony, against everything he considered dead in Catholicism”. (3) Some people were shocked that he had translated Lucian, a Greek writer who mocked the colourful stories told by the poets about the gods and therefore had a reputation as an atheist. Luther taunted him about this. And Erasmus replied: Lucian, if he were living today, had it in him to be an excellent Christian! 

“A single thought gives life and contemporary relevance to everything that he wrote. So what was the nature of this message so avidly received? It is summed up in two words, Christ’s Philosophy” (Bataillon).  For Erasmus, the perfect thinking was to be found in the Gospels. The high point of his career came in 1516, when he produced a Greek edition of the New Testament  (used by Luther when producing his German version), with a new Latin translation, notes and commentary. He followed this up with paraphrases of the four Gospels, highlighting what he considered the essentials. 

Erasmus believed that the divinely created order of the universe was in harmony with the law of Christ, as expressed in the Gospels. (4) By nature everything tended to be Christian, but human beings had taken a wrong course. Nevertheless, the best minds even among the pagans, the greatest philosophers, had said many things which accorded with Christianity. Our natural reason steered us towards living the right way, the Christian way. But reason needed an adequate and reliable guide, and we could find that only in the Gospels. Erasmus said that every woman, every labourer, absolutely everyone without exception, ought to read the Gospels. They should be translated into all the languages of the world, so that not just the Scots and Irish but even the Turks and the Moors could read them. (5) Everyone could find good guidance in them, suitable to his/her level of mind. The point was to discover sound principles for living. Real Christianity was not about scholastic subtlety: it was something that had to be lived. It was the perfect philosophy of life. 

To get at the really valuable things in Scripture, the principles for living, it wasn’t enough just to read things literally. You had to find the allegories behind the stories. Erasmus explains this in the extraordinarily popular handbook he wrote for young Christian noblemen, Enchiridion (1503). The Old Testament especially, one gathers, is a waste of time unless one can get beyond the literal meaning. If you read “without the allegory”, (6) Erasmus says, the story of how Adam was formed from clay and a spirit was breathed into him; how Eve was formed from his rib; how the two of them ate the fruit of the forbidden tree, urged to do so by the snake; how they tried to hide but were found by God; how they were evicted from Eden and an angel with a flaming sword was posted at the entrance to see that they didn’t get back in – then you might be as well off reading about how Prometheus stole fire from Heaven. Indeed, “a poet’s fable in the allegory shall be read with somewhat more fruit, than a narration of Holy Books if (you remain) in the rind or outer part”. (7) For example, when you read about the labours of Hercules you might reflect that “Heaven must be obtained with honest labours and (tireless efforts)”, (8) in which case you’ll have gathered a piece of sound philosophy from the fable. That’s a lot better than reading about Esau selling his birthright for a mess of pottage, David killing Goliath with a slingshot, and Samson having his hair cut off, if you can’t see beyond the colourful stories.  

The apostle Paul, and other early Christian writers such as Origen, had explored the allegories. Why was it, Erasmus asked, that Christian thinkers were not doing that still? There were two reasons. First of all, the16th century Christians didn’t have the gift that Paul and Origen had, of bringing Christian thought to life. And secondly, preference had been given to Aristotle as a philosophical guide instead of Plato, who was much better at training the mind for allegories. Christian writers had degenerated over time and currently they tended to be anything but clear. “It is a great shame... for lawyers and also physicians, that they have... (deliberately) made their art and science full of difficulty... (so) that both their gains and advantage might be more plentiful and their glory and praise among the unlearned people the greater: but it is a much more shameful thing to do the same in the philosophy of Christ.” (9) In these circumstances, essentially the young nobleman is told to learn to do the work for himself: ensure “that the literal sense little regarded, you look chiefly to the mystery”. (10) (But Erasmus, of course, would help him.) 

It follows that Christianity, as Erasmus preached it, is very much Christianity for readers. (He was a great educator, producing any number of books with titles like How to Write Letters, The Point of Studying, A Little Book of Good Manners for Children, On the Best Style of Speaking, and so on.) But what if you belonged to the great majority, the non-readers? Very well, you could have your superstitious prayers, practices, customs and ceremonies! Erasmus didn’t want to abolish all those, or not immediately. When someone advances in knowledge, this ought not to mean “he should hurt his brother who is yet weak”. (11) But the Christianity of the illiterate is very much a second-class version: there are times when one feels that it isn’t much more than a means of keeping them quiet and orderly. Erasmus acknowledged that there was no more useful class in the community than the peasants and he hated to see them cruelly treated by their lords, but he didn’t have much taste for lower-class culture. (Mikhail Bakhtin expresses an opposite opinion in his book on Rabelais: In Praise of Folly is “one of the most eminent creations of carnivalesque laughter in all of world literature”. (12) I think he could not be more wrong. Erasmus wasn’t in any sense whatever a carnival creature.)  

If Europe were to become truly Christian, the ordinary person would work at his or her Christianity, not just go through the motions of mechanical devotion like a Jew; the priests would concern themselves with promoting Christ’s philosophy rather than making money; rulers would seek the welfare of their subjects rather than aggrandising themselves; and the nations of Christians Europe (ideally all mankind, though one might have no option but to fight the Turks) would live in mutual peace. The existing institutional religion would be gradually reformed in a number of ways. For example, the cult of the saints would be de-paganised, getting rid of the superstitions and bad behaviour that accompanied it currently. The numbers of idle, good-for-nothing monks would be drastically reduced. The Church’s material demands on the people would be reduced also. A more reasonable and flexible attitude would be taken to practices like not eating meat on Fridays. Rather than rely entirely on the Popes with their varying characters, a General Council would set the Church firmly on a reforming course. And hopefully there would never be another Pope like Julius II, who had plunged Europe into war in pursuit of his interests as a secular ruler.    

Erasmus was optimistic (in this Bataillon compares him to Jean-Jacques Rousseau). All over Europe, from England to Rome, he had friends and admirers in high places, as he loved to boast. He felt part of a Europe-wide movement of enlightenment that was growing in power. “The reformed and genuine study of literature and the liberal disciplines... is now pursued with equal enthusiasm in different regions of the world, in Rome by Pope Leo, in Spain by the Cardinal of Toledo, in England by King Henry who is something of a scholar himself, in our country by King Charles, a divinely gifted young man, in France by King Francis,... in Germany... especially by the Emperor Maximilian, who in his old age, wearied by so many wars, has decided to relax in the arts of peace, which will prove both more appropriate to his time of life and more beneficial to the Christian world” (26/2/1517, letter to Wolfgang Capito). (13) But he had scarcely written that letter when things began going wrong.

Erasmus and Luther 

When Martin Luther challenged the institutional Church with his 95 Theses in Wittenberg in 1517, Erasmus agreed with most of what he said. (14) As Luther’s movement developed, this essential agreement did not change. Even in 1523, when the conflict was very sharp indeed, Erasmus wrote to a friendly cardinal in Rome: “Luther’s accusations against the tyranny, the rapacity, the corruption of the Roman court – I wish to God that they were false!” (15)

But Luther was launching frontal assaults at a series of points (confession, indulgences, pilgrimage, fasting, the cult of the saints, monasticism, papal power) where Erasmus had probed and queried, or indeed protested and condemned in his literary Latin. What effect would such a challenge have in practice? What were the implications for the movement of Christian enlightenment? Erasmus wanted an orderly reform of the institutions. “I see that the monarchy of the Roman high priest, as it is now, amounts to a plague in Christendom... And yet I do not know if it is advisable to touch this ulcer openly. That would be a task for the princes, but I’m afraid they’re together with the Pope under one quilt, taking their share of the booty” (Letter to Johann Lang, 17/10/1518, Briefe p.220). 

Erasmus urged moderation on all sides and refused to take any side. He didn’t trust Luther and wouldn’t support him. What sense would it make, to be burdened with responsibility for a movement he couldn’t control? At the same time, he didn’t want to line up with Luther’s enemies. Hoping against hope that the Lutheran movement would eventually produce some positive outcome, Erasmus put his head down and used all his arts to avoid having to choose. – (Well, I wouldn’t know what to write about Luther, good or bad, because I’m not familiar with what he’s been saying. I haven’t got round to reading his books: I’ve never had the time! My work, my work – have you any idea how busy I am?) 

But his enemies (principally those theologians “whose brains are the most addled, tongues the most uncultivated, wits the dullest, teachings the thorniest, characters the least attractive, lives the most hypocritical, talk the most slanderous, and hearts the blackest on earth”, to quote his own description (16))  began to identify him with Luther and to treat him as Luther’s trail-blazer. Some German Franciscan came up with the formula: “Erasmus laid the egg and Luther hatched it!” (17) A Spanish monk living in Rome went through all the works of Erasmus and came up with some thousands of places where he said things that seemed to be unorthodox; he presented this dossier to the Pope, who was spurred to action. Erasmus could have been faced with a choice between a humiliating self-criticism and condemnation as a heretic, if that particular Pope had not died.  

At the same time, some of the Lutherans were producing abusive pamphlets (e.g. Ulrich van Hutten, Expostulation), denouncing him as someone who didn’t have the courage of his own convictions. The last straw was when his friends at the court of Charles V, wanting only to help him, came up with the idea of making him an imperial grand inquisitor, with full powers to sort out the Lutheran question! Erasmus, living at that time in Louvain, didn’t fancy the role in the least. He decided he had to become unavailable. So he moved to Switzerland. 

But the Pope, his good friend King Henry VIII of England, and others kept pressing him to take a stand against Luther. And Erasmus was beginning to feel that the German cure might be worse than the Roman disease. At the very least, Luther had gone to an opposite extreme: he was plunging into confrontations which were making it less likely that there could be agreed reform for Christian Europe as a whole. To argue the point, Erasmus chose one philosophical issue where Luther seemed to have drawn his conclusions recklessly, with incalculable implications. This was the question of free will. 

Giving philosophical force to his campaign against indulgences, pilgrimages, fasting, prayers to the saints etc., Luther declared that everything happened by necessity. There was no free will. And since there was no free will, there could be no human merit before God, so one couldn’t build up credit by “doing good works”. Faith, not works, was what God demanded from the few whom he had decided to save – not because of their merits (since they didn’t have any) but arbitrarily, for unknowable divine reasons. 

Erasmus’s short book On Free Will appeared in 1524. There are questions which overstretch the capacities of the human mind, he begins, and free will is one of them. Nothing can be gained by forcing deep and bitter divisions over matters like these. What benefit has anyone had from the furious conflicts over whether the Holy Ghost proceeds from the Father and the Son or only from the Father, or whether the Virgin Mary was conceived immaculately? If we discuss such things at all, we should do so calmly and temperately. In the present case I am not coming forward as a judge, inquisitor or dogmatist; I am simply a participant in debate. And I am sure that Luther will acknowledge my right to disagree with him, since he himself has asserted his right to differ with the most eminent teachers of the Catholic Church over thirteen centuries. 

There are certain things we should not say in public in front of everyone, even if we believe they are true. “To tell the truth is allowed, but it isn’t judicious to tell it to anyone, anywhere, anyhow.” (18) The apostle Paul had deliberately not preached certain things to certain audiences. “Even if we were to accept that in a certain sense what Wycliffe taught and Luther has proclaimed is true, that everything which originates with us is done not on the basis of our free decision but from plain necessity, what could be more inappropriate than to communicate this paradox to the world?... Or Saint Augustine’s statement that God himself works good and evil within us, rewarding us for his good deeds and punishing us for his bad deeds. What a huge entrance-gate to godlessness words such as these, given out to everyone, would open up for countless people! ... What feeble creature would still commit himself to the long hard struggle with his own flesh? What wretch would try to live better?” (19) 

But we should hesitate, Erasmus says, before accepting that Luther’s doctrine is true. Apart from him, there are only three writers of the past thirteen centuries who have completely denied free will: Mani (leader of the Manichaeans); Wycliffe; and a comparatively insignificant Italian writer of the 15th century, Lorenzo Valla. On the other side, the Greek Fathers of the Church, the Latin Fathers, the scholastic theologians, Popes, Councils and universities, have all acknowledged that free will has some agency, however limited. And what should persuade us to side with Luther against all of those? Has he perhaps worked miracles? 

“The apostles worked miracles, and even then they had hard work to make people believe them, because they were preaching things that went against human reason. Today there are advocates of a still more paradoxical teaching, but so far none of them have been able even to cure a lame horse.” Of course, the Lutherans say that the time of miracles is past and today the sign of the truth is the spirit. But “how is it possible that the spirit of Christ would have kept his church in darkness and regarded so many holy men over 1300 years as unworthy of this insight, which according to the Lutherans is the climax of all his evangelical teaching?” (20)

Erasmus then turns to a presentation of statements from the Old and New Testaments which support free will. He goes on to present other statements which seem to reject free will, but argues that in fact they are compatible with a limited belief in free will, such as he himself holds. Then, in the last section of the book, he returns to the argument that what Luther is saying is culturally and socially destructive. Luther’s doctrine seems to remove the basis for any kind of moral sense. It makes nonsense of good and evil, right and wrong, Heaven and Hell, and turns God into a monster. 

“If human efforts are entirely vain, how can those who seek to keep God’s commandments be praised and how can those who break them be condemned? ... Why should God want us to keep asking him for something he has already once and for all decided to give or not to give?”  

The Lutherans make God “practically a savage”. When he punishes, what does he punish for? “It is hard to explain how it can be just (not to mention merciful) to condemn to eternal punishment all those others in whom God has not permitted good to operate, when they are not able to do anything good by themselves, since they have no free will, or if they have any, it only serves for committing sins... 

What ruler could be regarded as just and loving if he lavishly rewarded a successful commander whom he had sent to war with abundance of siege machinery, soldiers, money, and all auxiliary materials, while he had someone else, whom he sent to war unarmed and with none of the proper resources, hanged for his failure? ... And what would anyone think of a master who had his slave whipped because he was physically underdeveloped, or his nose was too long?” (21)
I cannot see how Luther could have made a reasonable reply to this. But he did produce a reply, On The Enslaved Will, and he himself thought it was one of the best things he had ever written. It is one of the great destructive pamphlets. Luther sets out systematically to demolish the opponent’s self-respect, if possible, but in any case to discredit him in the eyes of readers. For this purpose all is legitimate. The aim is to show that Erasmus is a moral bankrupt, and the very best he can do is to recognise the fact, repent publicly, and hereafter humbly follow where Luther leads him. And if he doesn’t, the public will have been shown what Erasmus is. His high culture is sometimes cunningly praised (“You’ve put a fox-skin over your lion’s skin, and you smear me with poisonous honey,” Erasmus complained (22)), only then to be viciously trampled on and degraded: what is it but a golden vessel full of shit? As for Luther himself, “I am but a barbarian and do all things barbarously” he says, with mocking self-deprecation. (23) 

The book can be summed up in a few words: if the Spirit inspires you, and therefore you believe, well and good; and if you don’t believe, to Hell with you – quite literally. 

Erasmus had asked whether anyone would try to live better if he didn’t believe in free will. “Who (you say) will endeavour to amend his life? I answer, No man! For your self-amenders without the Spirit, God regards not, for they are hypocrites. But the elect, and those that fear God, will be amended by the Holy Spirit; the rest will perish unamended.” (24) 

And again, Erasmus had asked why we needed to preach the non-existence of free will. Answer: God has willed it, and that is enough for those who fear him. But there are two other reasons. Our human pride must be humbled, and this cannot be done thoroughly until we know that salvation is beyond our own powers. And secondly, to make room for faith we must confront the apparent iniquity of God. 

“This is the highest degree of faith – to believe that he is merciful, who saves so few and damns so many; to believe him just who, according to his own will, makes us necessarily damnable, that he may seem, as Erasmus says, “to delight in the torments of the miserable, and to be an object of hatred rather than of love”. If, therefore, I could by any means comprehend how that same lord can be merciful and just, who carries the appearance of so much wrath and iniquity, there would be no need of faith. But now, since that cannot be comprehended, there is room for exercising faith, while such things are preached and openly proclaimed: in the same manner as while God kills, the faith of life is exercised in death.” (25) 

What is called for here is a kind of lunatic faith. At least, if one doesn’t have this special faith which despises all human notions of right and justice, I think it is difficult not to regard these statements as lunatic. The course that Luther had set out on implied that if Christianity were still possible, it would be a Christianity of lunatic self-righteousness. 

Or it might take a social tack. While the Lutherans were accusing Erasmus of not following through the logic of his own convictions, Thomas Münzer was making the same charge against Luther himself. Didn’t he know that Christianity had to be lived – collectively, in real human society? Luther suddenly found himself confronted with a spreading rebellion of peasants who were identified as a wing of Reformed Christianity, with a spokesman who was preaching Christian communism. There was a danger that Luther would be blamed for it (as indeed Erasmus blamed him, in his reply to On The Enslaved Will: “This vehemence of yours, which in vain I tried to restrain, has shaken the whole world with fateful discord... events have gone to the point of bloody carnage, and one fears still worse... It seems to me you don’t want to know anything about these rebels, but they want to know something about you!” (26)) And the princes who had protected him and his movement... how long would they continue to do so?  

Luther saved his position with a most ferocious and bloodthirsty book. “I think there is not a devil left in Hell; they have all gone into the peasants.” The rebels had committed terrible sins against God and man. They all had to be killed, and it didn’t matter who killed them: anyone was entitled to kill a rebel. “There is no place for patience or mercy. It is the time of the sword, not the day of grace.” Luther says quite plainly that he is prepared to support Catholic rulers in putting the peasants down. “Stab, smite, slay, whoever can!” (27)

“You’ve written an angry book against the peasants to remove suspicion from yourself,” Erasmus said, “but you aren’t able to make people believe that you gave no impetus to this revolt”. (28) Luther’s approach to all things was disorderly, including the question of free will. “I would never have taken up the issue,” Erasmus told him, “if you hadn’t transferred the discussion of free will from the universities to the pubs... Nowadays even the tanners discuss free will when they meet for a drink.” (29) As for the book denouncing the peasants, it was “not unjustified, but immoderately cruel”. (30) But Luther, having shaken the foundations of Europe, had decided to be a pillar of order, and he never did things by halves. Having declared in an earlier book that Christians could not fight the Turks, rather they must meekly accept whatever the heathen inflicted, he now revealed that they would have to fight the Turks after all – only not as Christians, merely as subjects of the state, which it was their Christian duty to obey.  

Sepúlveda and Erasmus 

Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda became part of the third main current of what is called “humanism”: the Italian variant. His credentials as a “humanist” have been challenged, but as Richard Tuck pointed out, really he is a perfect specimen of the type. 

Sepúlveda, born in 1490, studied at the university of Alcalá and then got a scholarship for further study in Italy, at the Spanish College in Bologna. There he became one of the leading translators of Aristotle. He also proved to be an able writer who could produce impressive short books on topical issues. “I spent 22 years in Italy,” he later explained to Philip II, “8 years in Bologna studying at the Spanish College, and 14 years in Rome in the service of the Pope.” (31) But he did not serve the Pope only. Sepúlveda was always looking out for a chance to serve Spain and Spain’s king, the emperor Charles V. His first book (leaving aside translations) was a dialogue where a Spanish soldier discusses some events from his country’s military history and justifies the pursuit of glory.  

But it could be difficult serving the Pope while remaining friends with the emperor. As a Spaniard resident in Rome, Sepúlveda had an uncomfortable time in 1527, when the city was sacked by Spanish troops. Afterwards, with both pope and emperor anxious to heal the breach, he did what he could to help. For example, in 1529 he wrote an exhortation to Charles V, calling on him to commit himself to a war against the Turks. Two years later he produced a book on The Rite of Marriage and Dispensation, which ends with a brief reference to King Henry VIII’s application for a divorce from Catherine of Aragon, the emperor’s aunt. (32) The central argument presented in Henry’s favour was that, since Catherine had previously been married to Henry’s brother Arthur, she should not have been allowed to marry Henry, and Pope Julius II had erred when he gave her a dispensation to do so. Sepúlveda says briskly that the pope is the duly appointed, fully competent, final authority on the question of marriage dispensation. He can give any dispensation he likes, and there is no appeal against his judgment, then or ever after. 

One of the threads that can be seen running through Sepúlveda’s early writings is a controlled criticism of Erasmus. Sometimes he criticises the ideas without mentioning their source, for example when confronting Christian pacifism. In The Complaint of Peace (1516) Erasmus denounced the bloody wars between Christians as a travesty of Christianity. Christ, he said, had come on earth as the Prince of Peace and had consistently preached peace to his disciples, telling them to put up their swords even when their lives were threatened. Let the kings, not to mention popes, cardinals, bishops and priests, prove that they were Christians! If they absolutely needed to fight, then they ought to have a war against the Turks, though it would be better to find peaceful ways of dealing even with those as fellow human beings. “I urge (all Christians)... to unite with one heart and soul, in the abolition of war and the establishment of perpetual and universal peace.” (33) These thoughts found an echo in Spain. Several Spanish writers produced works in the same vein, and a decade later, according to Sepúlveda, there were convinced pacifists among the students at the Spanish College in Bologna. 

Sepúlveda, in his dialogue on the pursuit of glory (Gonsalus, 1523), deliberately chooses as his key speaker a Spanish soldier who has won distinction in a war against the French. The soldier, named Gonzalo, speaks mainly about glorious incidents in the centuries-long struggle against the Moors, but at intervals his partners in the dialogue insist on recalling his own fine achievements in a war between Christians. Confronting the (unnamed) writers who despise the pursuit of glory and claim that it is unchristian, Gonzalo says that what is valid for the monk is not valid for the soldier. “The monk bears affronts with absolute patience; he will not take vengeance or even say a word against those who commit injustice against him; if anyone threatens him with injury he should simply flee, not try to respond with arms. That is what is honest for the monk, that is what is glorious, that is what is worthy of praise. But would any general worthy of the name approve this behaviour in an able-bodied soldier? Or rather, who would not revile such a man and denounce him as a betrayer of the soldier’s duty and honour? “But it is pious and in conformity with the doctrine of the Gospel not to resist those who do us evil”: I admit this, and I say it is the best and most appropriate for perfection in piety; but this perfection is least of all desirable in the soldier, in whom a fierce, haughty and indomitable spirit, ready to face any violence, is what is mainly required. Accordingly, we should accept that it is enough for the soldier to comply with the general precepts of the Christian religion... 

If anyone expects that literary scholars or statesmen will achieve anything great not only without desiring other things but even without the hope of glory, it seems to me like demanding that a cargo ship should travel the high seas without sails, using only oars...  

Do these people want to brand the human race as vain and stupid for stimulating men’s spirits to try to achieve glory, encouraging them with incentives which take various forms but all point in the same direction?... Would it not be better to revere and praise the wisdom of those who understood that the appetite for glory is implanted and innate in all the most noble and excellent spirits, and who reserved whatever was most exalted, whatever would most strongly motivate spirits of that kind, as the recompense for the most illustrious actions?... 

It seems anti-religious and contrary to the public good to say that the appetite for glory, which has its place in the sequence of virtues, is contrary either to religion or to the public good.” (34) 

Some of these arguments are re-elaborated in the exhortation to Charles V to fight the Turks, and especially in Sepúlveda’s most ambitious attack on Christian pacifism, Democrates (1535). In these works, where the more or less explicit target is Luther, Erasmus is not mentioned, but his ideas are confronted nonetheless. However, there were times when it was impossible not to mention the man’s name. Shortly after Luther replied to Erasmus on free will, Sepúlveda, probably at the pope’s urging, produced a book on the same subject. 

In the foreword Erasmus is given some carefully measured praise. He has defended Catholic doctrine against Luther learnedly and acutely, but unfortunately he has been “too restrained, not to say shrinking and timid”. (35) Besides, by drawing exclusively on the Bible and the Christian writers he has omitted an important part of the subject. Just because the issue concerns religion, that does not mean we can forget about the Greeks! The philosophers as well as the theologians have something to contribute here, and all the resources of culture must be brought to bear against Luther, particularly on this point: his other doctrines have been refuted adequately, but the denial of free will “latently threatens not only the Christian religion but every kind of divine worship, the freedom of human beings, and all laws, human and divine”. (36)

Sepúlveda then develops his argument with reference to Greek philosophy. Against the inconsistent Stoics, who denied free will theoretically but (being less shameless than Luther) could not avoid smuggling it back into their thinking, he relies on the great anti-determinist Aristotle, for whom “man is the originator and cause of his actions”. (37) Only on this basis can human reason have any worth. “What use is reason if, having considered any number of possibilities, you can no more affect your given destiny than a stone can rise in the air?” (38) The philosophical mode of argument is so well established in the first two books that it continues fairly fluently even when, in the final book, he turns to consider passages from the Scriptures. 

Erasmus is mentioned only occasionally, usually positively. Luther, on the other hand, is referred to with fierce hostility. He is portrayed as personally depraved and for practical purposes atheistic, a conscious enemy of the Christian religion, who will go to all lengths to damage it, no matter what else he damages in the process. His ideas are noxious to the state as well as to the Church. While Sepúlveda’s crowning argument is essentially that of Erasmus, it is much more sharply expressed. The fight against Luther is a fight for “hearth and household gods”, religion and human liberty. Without free will all laws would be superfluous and life would be a farce; virtues would be extinguished, and praise and blame would disappear; and “I do not see by what means the power of deliberation could continue maintaining the human condition in men”. (39)

On the surface, then, the author is fairly kind to Erasmus and certainly does not imply that he has contributed to Luther’s misdeeds. But the foreword also contains an astonishing attack on Germany’s “humanism”. What happened was that the Germans had learned advanced Latin and Greek from infected sources (from “certain frivolous men”), and it was this which ultimately left them vulnerable to Luther. Without naming Erasmus, the Italianised Spaniard sees a continuum of Erasmianism and Lutheranism. 

“I am prepared to state firmly what some people may find surprising: it was through the study of eloquence and the humanities that this most pernicious plague was transmitted to the Germans... In effect, while the Germans, relying on tradition and the most serious disciplines, kept addressing fundamental questions and seeking solid knowledge of those, not hollow charlatanism and the pleasures of discourse, they produced acute mathematicians, penetrating philosophers, and very respectable, honest, pious theologians. They possessed not only sound knowledge but also exemplary customs, ideal for educating men and inculcating true piety. But afterwards, when once they had abandoned these good disciplines, certain frivolous men began cultivating a more advanced knowledge of the Latin and Greek language and the potentialities of expression. Some people of bad and depraved character appeared who, reading malign and impious writers, easily assimilated all their impiety and cynicism and showed themselves much more inclined to the worst vices of conduct than to the virtues of eloquence... The oratorical capacity they acquired was not much, but such as it was, they began to use it to abolish all religiosity.” And this was the origin of Lutheranism. (40)  

Alberto Pio - a contribution from Italy

By “certain frivolous men” Sepúlveda unquestionably has in mind Erasmus. As the source of the theory which he is propounding he mentions Alberto Pio, prince of Carpi, who at that time was compiling yet another dossier to prove that “either Erasmus lutheranises or Luther erasmianises”. (41) Alberto Pio was a central figure in Italian “humanism”. He had been taught by some of the leading Italian scholars and was a friend or patron of many more (and Sepúlveda’s patron also). During his boyhood his uncle, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, had been accused of heresy and driven into exile, which is said to have made a strong impression on his nephew. Pio’s polemic with Erasmus was “a faithful reflection of the differences which separated the humanism of the Nordic countries from that which predominated in Italy” (42). Certainly this is a point which Sepúlveda makes over and over again: the Italians have little admiration for Erasmus, compared to the Germans or indeed the Spanish.   One can well imagine that the Italian scholars, seeking trouble-free symbiosis with the institutional Church and faced with the nuisance of events to the north, might have welcomed Pio’s initiative. As a well-known champion of “humanism”, he would not just vouch for their orthodoxy but also help veil the fact that Christianity only had a small place in their thinking. (One sees it in Sepúlveda: he’s a good deal happier writing about Aristotle than about Jesus Christ.) 

Striking back at the Italians, Erasmus portrayed them as neo-pagans. He wrote scathingly of “the professors of the pagan sciences at Rome,” (43) whose thinking had no Christian content. “How can you use religious language if you never take your eyes from Virgil, Horace and Ovid?” (44) The Dutchman was insistent that Christianity must be brought into everything: “It behoves every speech of Christians to be centred in Christ... The liberal arts, philosophy and oratory are learned to the end that we may know Christ, that we may celebrate the glory of Christ.” (45)  

Granted that Erasmus made these comments with the aim of embarrassing some of his Italian critics, they do highlight a difference between his thinking and theirs. So far as the Italians were concerned, Christianity was whatever the institutional Church said it was. In secular affairs, on the other hand, one could follow Aristotle, who was the almost infallible voice (as Sepúlveda claimed) of the natural law that was common to Christians and pagans alike. Christianity as such didn’t have to be brought into areas such as politics, war, logic, and so on. 

Alberto Pio was an ally of the Pope and the French. The victorious Spanish drove him out of his Italian city-state and forced him to take refuge in Paris. There, egged on by doctors of the Sorbonne, he published his challenge to Erasmus. Pio maintained that in powerfully written works like In Praise of Folly Erasmus had attacked the religious orders, the sacraments, the cult of the saints and the Virgin, and so on, all of which opened the way for Luther. When Erasmus quickly replied, rejecting the charges, this only spurred the dying Pio to produce a larger book, “the most severe and comprehensive attack delivered against Erasmus in his lifetime”, (46) which in turn provoked “one of the most savage compositions Erasmus ever wrote” (M. P. Gilmore). Understandably enough, since this pedantic prince was determined to corner him, Erasmus didn’t feel like being gracious in his Defence against the Slanderous Rhapsodies of Alberto Pio. The critic was represented as an old fool who hadn’t even read the works that he condemned, relying instead on “shitty bits of paper brought to him by monks and servants”. (47) He was also a fraud, because he pretended to be the author of books which he personally was incapable of writing. In reality, the research had been done and the style had been polished by scholar-servants whom he kept in his household. Erasmus mentioned one such person by name: Sepúlveda, “a good Latinist”, whom “everybody knows”. (48) 

At that point (1531) Pio died. Sepúlveda felt it his duty to uphold the good name of his patron and friend, so he produced an Antapologia (anti-defence). Using the occasion to establish direct contact, he sent Erasmus a copy of the book. In the accompanying letter Sepúlveda says that he wrote it reluctantly, motivated only by the duty of friendship. He says the same in the book itself: he is not writing in order “to prejudice the reputation of Erasmus, a very acute and elegant writer, for whose talent I feel a great liking and whose wisdom in many things I esteem, but rather to oppose the efforts of anyone who would bring disgrace on my loving and generous patron”. (49) I do not believe that. I think he was delighted to have the chance to cross swords with the most famous writer of the age, on ground where he himself had some notable advantages. 

About half of the book is concerned with making two points at length. Firstly, Alberto Pio was a considerable scholar, as not only Italy but all Europe knows. Latin learning was the passion of his entire life, and he certainly didn’t need anyone to write his books for him. Secondly, Sepúlveda, the only person whom Erasmus identifies as a ghost-writer, could not possibly have performed that function, because he was living in Rome while Pio was in exile in Paris. Sepúlveda spins out the argument skilfully, keeping firm control of the tone. To Erasmus he is friendly but reproachful, disappointed, just faintly mocking; when he uses terms of denunciation they are aimed at the unknown slanderers who (surely) deceived Erasmus and made him believe things that are the opposite of the truth. 

Then finally he turns to a summary discussion of what Pio actually said, and the tone hardens. “What is at issue is not your intention, because we must believe that it was always (as you keep on saying) the best, even if your writings give evidence to the contrary; the question is about the perversity and sarcasm of your language, and also about your prudence.” (50) What is one to make of a sentence like this from In Praise of Folly: “All of the Christian religion seems to have a certain kinship with folly”? Erasmus constantly falls back on the lame excuse that Folly must speak foolishly. “But if somebody, not content with all secular spaces, introduces this insane beast, equipped with such a vocabulary, into churches and sacred buildings, there to launch insolent assaults against priests, monks and the sacred rites, and to proclaim that the Christian religion is akin to itself, in other words full of stupidity and error, must we not regard that person as having committed a crime, or at least an imprudence?” (51) 

Sepúlveda follows this up by quoting a series of “imprudences” from other books and discussing their implications. Inevitably, the discussion ends with the question of how all this relates to Martin Luther. “The worst fault that Pio and many others have accused you of is not that you criticise openly and clearly what our forefathers rightly established and handed down, but that you have contributed to spreading certain dangerous scruples, so much so that it seems the Lutheran heresy would never have arisen if the jokes or morose complaints of Erasmus had not preceded it, or supposing it had arisen, it would not have found men’s minds so easily predisposed to accept it and would not have been propagated so widely... 

In summary, your critics say that Luther puts into practice whatever Erasmus suggested. Erasmus complains of the excessive number of monasteries; Luther demolishes them all. Erasmus mutters I don’t know what about the cult of the saints; Luther condemns it. The former wants to impose a limit on ceremonies, chants and feast-days; the latter suppresses them completely. Erasmus raises some question or other about the primacy of Peter and the Roman Church; Luther reduces Peter to the ranks, makes all the apostles equal and does not allow the bishop or Church of Rome any greater dignity than the others. If Erasmus points out some aspect of the Church’s decrees that can be changed for the better, Luther denies that the decrees of the Church and Councils have any authority at all...” (52)  

You were too anxious to be original in your teachings, Sepúlveda tells him, and too keen on revolutions, which you didn’t think would go so far... If Alberto Pio reproached you for all this, it was not because he hated you, but because he wanted to warn the simple Christians about doubtful and dangerous things in your writings. However, he also did you personally a friendly service. And it would be better to take note of what he said and “attentively revise all your writings with a calm mind, as if they were somebody else’s, caring only for the truth and the common benefit of Christians, the wise and the ignorant alike”. (53) It’s not impossible: Saint Augustine did something of the sort! You’re a man who thinks of posterity, and you wouldn’t like your books to be banned; well, you have influence enough to protect them during your own lifetime, but after your death your critics will achieve their goal. You yourself know what hornets’ nests you’ve disturbed...  

After this urgent piece of advice and this prophetic warning, the book ends mildly, with declarations of friendly feeling. “There are no grounds for hatred or hostility between us.” (54) Even if I agree with some of Pio’s criticisms, I still think of you as an outstanding man. But however great you may be, you are also human, and that means you can err... 

Pope Clement VII read the book and “praised the moderation I had shown towards Erasmus”. (55) Sepúlveda, writing long afterwards, explained that during Erasmus’s lifetime the strategy of the popes was to keep him within the Catholic Church, because he would be more damaging outside it. And it was as a papal agent that he personally entered into correspondence with Erasmus, soon after the publication of his book. Sepúlveda offered himself as an intermediary between Erasmus and one of the harshest critics of his Greek Testament. That critic’s posthumous manuscripts, instead of being published in a hostile spirit, could now be sent to Erasmus privately, and hopefully they would help him to improve the next edition. 

All the indications are that Erasmus detested Sepúlveda and what he had written. But he replied with restraint: there were too many books like that in the world already, and he didn’t intend to add to their number by writing a reply. The Spaniard, expressing his delight at this, repeated his advice that Erasmus should carefully censor his works. Erasmus accepted the offer of manuscripts, and the two had some civil exchanges on questions of translating Greek.  Sepúlveda was proud of his correspondence with the great Dutchman, and in later years he couldn’t help boasting of it, even imprudently. (56)  

Apart from papal policy, there was another reason why Sepúlveda might have wanted to temper what he said. Some of the leading figures at the court of Charles V were great enthusiasts for Erasmus. Marcel Bataillon’s astonishing book tells the story of how this enthusiasm gripped Spanish culture. But the cult of Erasmus was already on the wane by the mid-1530s, when Clement VII, the Medici pope who had been Sepúlveda’s patron, died. Sepúlveda needed another patron, and he deftly managed the move from pope to emperor. Evidently, as one of the pope’s diplomats and author of the Let’s-fight-the-Turks book, he had made an impression on Charles V. Charles appointed him imperial chronicler and brought him back to Spain. Some years after that, he became the tutor in history and geography of Charles’s son Philip (later Philip II).

The Dispute on the New Laws 

This review of Sepúlveda’s early writings is intended to avoid some possibilities of confusion. He opposed the ideas of Erasmus, but that was during his Roman period. America didn’t come into it. Where Erasmus himself was concerned, one could say that America was an irrelevance. What concerned him was Christian Europe, as it had developed through the ages, and the classical antiquity behind it. He had no time for another continent. 

In the Cambridge History of Latin America we are told that “Fr. Bartolomé de Las Casas himself (was) deeply influenced by the humanistic spirit of Erasmus and by Thomas More’s Utopia”. (57) Even Juan Friede, a much more informative writer, jumps to similar conclusions. Noting the support which Las Casas received at the imperial court, Friede attributes it to humanist revulsion against the creation of a kind of serfdom in America: “(Charles V) and his advisers had grown up in the atmosphere of Renaissance humanism, a “modernism” of broad European vision in which the encomienda, with its medieval features of lordship and paternalism, must have seemed strange if not repugnant”. (58) If there was evidence for such statements, one might have expected Bataillon to discover it. He mentions Las Casas a couple of times, but never as an erasmian. In fact, he specifically says that none of the Spanish erasmians took up the cudgels against Sepúlveda, and one does not find them getting involved in the debate about war with the Indians. (59) (As for Thomas More, his Utopian humanists justify wars of conquest against peoples who are thought to be making insufficient use of their lands – the Cambridge writer appears not to know this.(60)) 

In short, in the Spanish polemic “humanism” was represented by Sepúlveda, who advocated violent colonial conquest. His opponent Las Casas, who stood for peaceful cooperation and mutual respect between peoples, took his intellectual inspiration from quite different sources, as I will show later on.  

For some years after his return to Spain, Sepúlveda seems to have written little. Possibly he was giving more attention to economics. He spent much of his time on the family estate near Córdoba, where “I am almost become a farmer” (1544). (61)  Besides that, he was on the lookout for ways of enriching himself by trafficking in church sinecures. According to Angel Losada, “a visit to the Public Archives in Córdoba would make anyone believe that Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda did nothing else in his life except buy, sell, rent out and accumulate ecclesiastical benefices”. (62) (Erasmus would have been disgusted!) 

But in the early 1540s a tremendous controversy flared up in Spain about the government of the American colonies. What provoked it was the New Laws for the colonies, which Charles V, under the influence of Las Casas, issued in 1542. Juan Friede gives a succinct description of what was at issue. The New Laws “rigorously prohibited Indian slavery, with no exceptions; they abolished the Indian’s personal service in all its forms; and they established regulations of decisive importance concerning the encomienda, the basic regulatory institution between the Spaniards and the Indians. In the relation between these two social groups, the encomienda was (highly important)... by forcing their coexistence, it created permanent contact between two races, civilisations and cultures. Its legal content might vary, but in colonial practice, and especially in the first half of the sixteenth century, it allowed the Spaniard to exercise direct and practically unlimited power over the Indian... 

The New Laws of 1542 all but abolished the encomienda and envisaged a plan that would make all encomienda Indians direct vassals of the crown.” (63) (Encomienda might perhaps be translated as “labour trust”: a given number of formally free Indians were entrusted to a Spanish colonist for compulsory labour and christianisation.) 

The colonists responded to the New Laws with fury (and in Peru with outright rebellion) and launched a frantic campaign in Spain for their abolition. Sepúlveda, who had met some of the returned colonists including Hernán Cortés, (64) thought he could make a decisive intervention in the dispute and win intellectual eminence in his homeland. Proud of the dialogue he had written against Christian pacifism (Democrates, 1535), he had the idea of writing another with the same three characters: “Leopold, a German, somewhat influenced by Luther, Alfonso Guevara, a Spaniard and an old soldier, and Democrates, a Greek, to whom I give the principal part in the discussion”. (65) Now was the time to exploit the superior training in philosophy he had gained in Italy: Aristotle must be given his say! He thought he could pretty well decide the point at issue, as he explains in his dedication: “I have thought it useful to bring the same three characters together for a discussion in my garden... so as to offer a crowning and conclusive contribution to the controversy we have engaged in over the right of war”. (66) However, it was not as easy to settle the mind of Spain as he imagined.                                          
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