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Rhetoric and Politics of Erasmus’ Peace Thought:
Beyond Just War Theory

SUZUKI, Yoshikazu

This paper attempts to show and evaluate the distinctive features of Eras-
mus’ peace thought based on the historical contexts in which it emerged. These
historical contexts are: (1) the just war theory from Augustine to Luther, especial-
ly the doctrine that allowed Christians to appeal to arms, and (2) the dynastic
principle, which was an excuse for princes to go to war.

In the Middle Ages, just war thinkers invented the solution to the conflict
between gospel teachings and the actual necessities of war, drawing a clear dis-
tinction between “precepts” and “counsels” in Christ’s teachings. However, this
view that was widely accepted among the scholastics was not acceptable to Eras-
mus. The logic of just war theory to legitimize Christians” wars was to establish a
dualistic criterion and impose limitations on gospel teachings. Based on this du-
alistic perspective, Christian just war thinkers refined the conditions of justice
under the premise that wise and just men could clearly tell whether the cause of
war was just or not.

It was this dualism that Erasmus criticized. He set no limitations on Christ’s
teachings, although he recognized the right of Christian princes to conduct wars.
Erasmus’ concern was different from that of the just war thinkers. The theory of
just war was essentially incapable of saying anything more on legally just wars.
Erasmus sought to overcome this limitation and, therefore, required a new way
of thinking that departed from traditional just war thinking.

According to Ross Dealy and Manfred Hoffman, this new framework of
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Erasmus’ peace thought may have been brought about by the rhetorical tradition
as opposed to the reasoning of the scholastics. Erasmus created a link between the
commandments of Christ and the necessities of war and presented a dynamic
process of development where the weak would progress to better things. This
structure of his thought also determined his approach to warfare and controver-
sy. It is characterized by the fact that he stood in the middle of the two stark op-
positions and tried to find a link connecting them.

How did Erasmus perceive the political situation of the time? His idea of
peace was the product of a time when political theory was written as advice for
princes and not as a theory of the state. The modern state that managed war and
peace had not yet emerged, and for Erasmus, it was the princes who could con-
duct war and bring peace. He therefore necessarily focused his argument on the
actions of princes and viewed the struggle for inheritance, based on the dynastic
principle, as the cause of monarchs conducting war.

In early sixteenth-century Europe, territories were the patrimony of each
monarch, and alliance based on dynasty was the only possible principle linking
various scattered dominions. Erasmus, however, thoroughly criticized this sys-
tem of dynasty. International marriage alliances, the obsession with legal rights,

and the pursuit of honor were all the targets of his criticism.



