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No Need to Draw Battle Lines: Thomas More’s Views of Female Humanist Education 

When it comes to writing about Thomas More, there are two main scholarly 

approaches: a hagiographic approach whose focus is on his staunch defense of Catholicism in a 

time of turmoil and division; or a humanist one that explores the significant impact his writings 

and political activity had on a turbulent era in English history. Scholarship in this latter 

tradition naturally emphasizes More’s work itself, but also takes into account the writings and 

letters from his contemporaries, such as Erasmus and Colet, and what is known of his 

approach to humanist practices and thought. A survey of this material reveals debates and 

controversy over the figure of More, particularly in regards to his views on education. Scholars 

have yet to agree on exactly what More’s opinion on the direction of humanist education was, 

especially when it came to the extent and purpose of the education of women. Sometimes 

conflicting descriptions of women in his polemical books written to battle Protestantism and of 

women’s abilities in Utopia and his letters to his children’s tutors cause his readers to question 

his stance on the extent and purpose of female education. By studying his essays and letters, 

one understands that More believed that a humanist education for women was necessary for 

many reasons. More primarily believed that humanist education should result in something 

practical, and for women, it should make them suitable companions for their future husbands. 

But More differed from his humanist correspondents in that his educational practices reveal an 

implicit acknowledgement that erudition, as well as helping to battle the ignorance and 

imprudence so commonly attributed to the female sex, would become an inherent virtue, 

constant and inalienable, to be enjoyed by the woman herself. 
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Thomas More 

To understand More’s writings and the criticisms they imply, one must understand the 

man himself. More was born in 1477. He attended St. Anthony’s in London, where he learned 

Latin, and then was placed in the household of John Morton, Archbishop of Canterbury and 

Lord Chancellor of England. Morton had training as a lawyer, scholar, diplomat, and 

statesman, and was instrumental in helping Henry VII claim his throne. More respected his 

master greatly, praising him in the introductory book of Utopia as “a man…who deserved 

respect as much for his prudence and virtue as for his authority.”1 From Morton, More 

received orthodox religious instruction, education on social evils prevalent in England and 

training for public life.2 More then obtained a place at Oxford when he was fourteen years old. 

As he later complained to John Colet, More was unhappy when his father coerced him to 

withdraw from Oxford without earning a degree and convinced him to study law instead.3 

While studying to become a lawyer at the New Inn and Lincoln’s Inn in London, he 

was called to the bar at age eighteen. In 1501, he gave his public lectures on St. Augustine’s 

City of God in the Church of St. Lawrence. Around the same time, he began learning Greek and 

was part of the first generation of Englishmen to do so in England since the late thirteenth 

century, as teachers of Greek had only just begun appearing in English universities in the 

previous decade.4 More served in Parliament in 1504 and 1510, along the way becoming the 

Undersheriff of London, marrying Jane Colt and visiting universities in Paris and Louvain. He 

and Jane had four children, the last of whom was born in 1509, though his wife died soon after 
                                                
1 Thomas More, Utopia, ed. Edward Surtz (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1964), 19. 
 
2 E.M.G. Routh, Sir Thomas More and his Friends (London: Oxford University Press, 1934), 5. 
 
3 Ibid., 12. 
 
4 Kenneth Charlton, Education in Renaissance England (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1965), 51-52. More 
was a pupil of William Grocyn, Thomas Linacre, and William Latimer, all of whom claimed to be the first to 
teach Greek in England. Whatever the case, all three were giving public speeches on Greek education by 1499. 
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in 1510. In 1511, he married a widow named Alice Middleton, whose daughter he raised as his 

own. During Henry VIII’s reign, he acted as the counsel to the papal legate in England, 

Henry’s Master of Requests and secretary, the Speaker of the House of Commons, the High 

Steward of both Oxford and Cambridge, the Lord Chancellor, and a trusted advisor and friend 

of the king. He was knighted in 1521 for his service, and remained close to the king until about 

1530. 

In 1532, More resigned his posts and refused to acknowledge Henry’s Act of 

Succession as valid. He was imprisoned in 1534, put on trial and executed on July 6, 1535. In 

his writings before being arrested, More credited the monarchy’s distinction and power to its 

unique and important function in society, rather than to its being an instrument of God.5 For 

More, as for many others, it was clearly not for Henry to claim leadership over a divine 

institution, and the impact of such actions is outside the scope of this paper. Another lasting 

effect of this conflict is that writings on More tend to either address his actions in light of his 

eventual execution or to discuss his quiet and humble home life. Those who attempt to account 

for both of these spheres find it difficult to account for the change from More as a family man 

who lacked ambition to the courtier who produced vehemently polemical writings against the 

changing religious and political situation.6 

The Rise of English Humanism 

At no point in his life can More be looked at as a stand-alone figure in humanist and 

Catholic thought. Among the many men who befriended and influenced More, John Colet and 

Desiderius Erasmus are perhaps most often mentioned. Together, these men and their peers 

                                                
5 Gerard Wegemer, “The Political Philosophy of Sir Thomas More,” Saints, Sovereigns, and Scholars: Studies in 
Honor of Frederick D. Wilhemsen, The Center For Thomas More Studies, http://thomasmorestudies.org/docs. 
 
6 Alistair Fox, Thomas More: History and Providence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), 111-112. 
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ushered in a new age of learning in England, setting up schools, fostering the learning of 

Greek, and pushing for many other things that would come to be known as English humanist 

education. Their work was clearly significant in bringing about a new way of educating and 

learning, which in turn influenced political, social and religious practices in England. As 

Kenneth Charlton notes in Education in Renaissance England, “From Erasmus’s Greek Testament 

with its revised Latin translation through Colet’s lectures…down to the vernacular Bible and 

devotional literature, humanism at one level or another manifested itself in both the religious 

and academic spheres, and could not but have its effect on the lives and minds of all sorts and 

degrees of people.”7 

John Colet 

 John Colet, born in 1467, was the eldest of twenty-two children and one of two sons to 

survive childhood, though his brother was dead by 1505. His parents were Henry Colet, a 

preeminent member of the Mercer’s Company in London, and Christian Knyvet, who came 

from an eminent Buckinghamshire family. Henry Colet rose to prominence within the Mercer’s 

Company, commanding great wealth and settling major disputes within the institution. Henry 

himself was not given a particularly noteworthy education, but like many of his peers, Henry’s 

ambitions for his son grew beyond what his own had been. English merchants began 

petitioning for schools in the fifteenth century, as “they understood that access to literacy, and 

especially to Latin, was essential as preparation for administrative positions.”8 Henry therefore 

sent his son to grammar school, still a rather new feature of English education, where he 

learned Latin and was thus given opportunities denied to even a successful, though unlearned, 

                                                
7 Charlton, Education in Renaissance England, 63. 
 
8 John B. Gleason, John Colet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 34. 
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man like his father. Colet attended St. Thomas of Acon9 and then Cambridge. At school, he 

had become entranced by the study of theology. He took his vows as a priest in 1498, though 

he was prevented from doing so by familial obligations until the rather late age of thirty-one.10 

Unlike many of the clergy of his rank, Colet was always dressed in black, 11 and presented an 

austere, contemplative front, even to those who knew him. Despite this sobriety of demeanor, 

Colet was not an entirely ascetic man. The king, out of gratitude for Henry Colet’s financial 

assistance with a trading treaty between England and the Low Countries in 1496, awarded 

Colet with the deanery of St. Paul’s cathedral in 1505.12 Soon afterwards, Colet also inherited 

his father’s substantial fortune. 

 With part of his inheritance from his father, Colet founded a school at St. Paul’s. The 

school survives to this day and was one of the first to have lay trustees instead of being 

immutably tied to a religious institution, 13 a fortunate though not prescient choice considering 

Henry VIII’s later treatment of the endowments of chantries and monasteries upon which 

many ecclesiastically-controlled schools were dependent. The school was entrusted to the 

Mercers, though Colet took care to keep the school’s funds in a separate account from the rest 

of the company’s dealings.14 Ever the theologian, Colet insisted that the school accept only 153 

students, an important number in Christian exegesis.15 The students, naturally all male, were 

                                                
9 Ibid., 36. It is unclear whether he attended St. Antholin’s or St. Thomas of Acon, as his father’s house was in the 
parish of the former, but the latter was closely connected with the Mercers. 
 
10 Ibid., 16. 
 
11 Ibid., 17. 
 
12 Ibid., 32. 
 
13 Ibid., 219-220. 
 
14 Ibid., 222. 
 
15 Ibid., 223. The number has a number of ties with Christian biblical stories, among them the 153 fish that seven 
of Jesus’ disciples caught after his resurrection. 
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supposed to demonstrate knowledge of the catechism, reading and writing before being 

accepted, though such a requirement had been rare in Colet’s own school days.16 

Colet was active at St. Paul’s as an administrator and lecturer until his death in 1519. 

As More would later do with his own “school,” Colet took care “to mask the affection [he] felt 

for the more receptive boys in order not to spoil them—another practical exercise in 

repression” so common to Colet’s countenance.17 He initiated a number of innovations in his 

school, though they were in practical and administrative matters rather than curricular ones as 

the innovations of many other English humanists were.18 According to John B. Gleason, Colet 

was cautious to revise the actual curriculum, seen by his hesitation to study Greek, because the 

trademarks of a humanist education tended focused on the possibilities of success in this world 

rather than tying mankind’s achievements to the divine.19 Thus, Colet was likely the most 

“conservative” of More’s humanist friends. He outright dismissed non-Christian literature and, 

until late in life, seriously mistrusted Greek learning. Though little is known about his attitude 

towards women’s education, he clearly excluded women from his school, as was standard in 

fifteenth century England. 

Despite this apparent opposition to the defining characteristics of humanist education, 

“Erasmus placed him in the forefront of English humanistic studies, a position which the 

establishment of the school could not alone have justified.”20 What, then, made Colet so 

fundamental in Erasmus’ eyes to the changing current of English education? The answer to 

this lies in Colet’s exegetic practices. In 1496, Colet gave a series of lectures at Oxford on the 

                                                
16 Ibid., 36. 
 
17 Ibid., 219. 
 
18 Ibid., 223. 
 
19 Ibid., 224-225. 
 
20 Charlton, Education in Renaissance England, 57. 
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Pauline Epistles instead of a text from one of the schoolmen, as Divinity Readers usually did.21 

Beyond that, his method was very new to Oxford because “in true humanist fashion he went 

straight to the heart of the matter, seeking to understand the spirit of St. Paul’s words in light 

of their historical context, in a way which would reveal their practical relevance for the 

Christian life.”22 This method was new to his Oxford audience, though it was not the first of its 

kind. Through it, Colet made the switch from a glossator to a grammatical-rhetorical 

humanist.23 Colet urged the clergy to take their message to their parishioners rather than 

merely add on to the mass of theological exposition, as so much scholastic work had done 

before.24 

Desiderius Erasmus 

 Erasmus of Rotterdam was born to Margaret, the daughter of a physician, and Gerard, 

a priest, sometime between 1466 and 1469. Many years later, when he was confirmed as a 

priest himself, it was necessary to for him to ask for a papal dispensation for his illegitimate 

birth.25 His elementary schooling took place at Gouda, where his father had a living, in the 

school run by the Brethren of the Common Life and attached to the Cathedral of St. Lebuin. 

After both of his parents had died, the eighteen-year-old Erasmus and his older brother were 

given to the care of guardians, who kept them at school for three more years, despite their 

desire to go to university and the fact that they were by then much older than their fellow 

schoolmates. The Brethren at St. Lebuin taught the boys Latin and the basics of Greek, though 

                                                
21 Ibid. 
 
22 Ibid., 58. 
 
23 Ibid. 
 
24 Ibid., 58-59. 
 
25 E.E. Reynolds, Thomas More and Erasmus (New York: Fordham University Press, 1965), 3. 
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Erasmus seems to have been dissatisfied with his early education.26 Early on, however, he was 

singled out to write a paraphrase of Lorenzo Valla’s Elegantiae Linguae Latinae, a “key book in 

the revival of Latin studies.”27 His education included works by Cicero, Virgil and Horace, and 

the Brethren were very focused on instilling principles of good conduct and a moral life. His 

direct association with the Brethren lasted until he was twenty, and a more distanced 

association continued for another seven years. E.E. Reynolds’ short biography of Erasmus 

credits this relationship with instilling the basic themes that Erasmus’ works would develop for 

the rest of his career.28 

 As the two boys were unable to attend university, perhaps because of funds, they were 

persuaded to enter a monastery.29 Erasmus’ brother joined the monastery of Sion at Delft, and 

Erasmus joined the monastery of Steyn near Gouda. Accounts of his life as a priest, ordained in 

1492, are shaky, and it is unclear how much he enjoyed his work in the monastery.30 Erasmus 

moved from town to town, staying in Cambridge, Louvain and Basle, the last his longest 

residence and lasted for eight years.31 Throughout his years traveling, he corresponded with 

friends in Latin, discussing rhetoric but abstaining from theological issues, as he harbored a 

“strong dislike for the word-spinning and verbal subtleties that marked the declining stages of 

[scholasticism].”32 

                                                
26 Ibid., 4. 
 
27 Ibid., 5. 
 
28 Ibid., 8. 
 
29 Ibid., 9. 
 
30 Ibid., 9-10. 
 
31 Ibid., 10. 
 
32 Ibid., 11. 
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For many years, Erasmus strongly desired to go to Italy to study Greek, and he hoped 

to do by serving as the Bishop of Cambrai’s secretary. Unfortunately, plans fell through, and 

he remained at the Bishop’s various residences near Brussels. During this time, he was 

introduced to the works of St. Augustine, but “he did not find them as congenial as the writings 

of St. Jerome.”33 In 1495, the Bishop gave him permission to travel to Paris. There, he attended 

the College of Montaigu, founded by Jean Standonck, an extreme ascetic. The harsh 

regulations of Standonck’s school and Erasmus’ growing frustration with the growing disparity 

between his advancing age and somewhat rudimentary education led him to leave the school. 

The next school he attended still favored the scholastic system, and he therefore left and began 

to search for patrons who could support him in his academic endeavors.34 Eventually, he set 

himself up as a tutor, and three Englishmen became his pupils: Robert Fisher, Thomas Grey 

and William Blount. Blount became a close friend of both More and Erasmus and he invited 

his tutor to return with him to England in 1499. There, Erasmus met Colet and More, 

beginning the famous friendships that lasted until their deaths. 

Erasmus continued to travel around humanist Europe, returning to France, finally 

journeying to Italy and visiting England on multiple occasions. More and Erasmus traded wit 

through their letters and books for many years, publishing In Praise of Folly, The Colloquies and 

Utopia, if not for each other, at least with each other in mind. When the time came for learned 

Catholics to write against Luther, Reynolds asserts that though Erasmus was concerned about 

the challenges to the Catholic Church, he 

to some extent failed to realize the full seriousness of the Lutheran challenge to the 

Church when it passed from denouncing abuses to framing new doctrines; he deplored 

                                                
33 Ibid. 
 
34 Ibid., 13. 
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the tumult of discordant and conflicting voices, but to him it was all a nuisance that 

could soon be corrected if only men would talk it all over quietly, which was the last 

thing they were likely to do.35 

In many ways, the differing stances of More and Erasmus come from their roles in society and 

public life.36 Whereas More was involved in the public affairs of his state for many years, 

Erasmus’ position was the result of his “quiet” life.37 As a wandering scholar with no permanent 

home, Erasmus spent his time seeking patrons or pupils, and thus his life took place firmly in 

the arena of education. He helped with the foundation of the Collegium Trilingue at Louvain, 

ensuring that one of its new colleges would teach Hebrew, Latin and Greek. Shortly after 

Erasmus’ death, Peter Nannius, one of the Presidents of the Collegium Trilingue, wrote of 

Erasmus and More: “Erasmus, the glory of our times, lived in the heart of More. More, the sole 

light of Britain, his country, lived in the heart of Erasmus.”38 

Conservative Reformers? 

Because of More’s staunch refusal to support the Reformation, many scholars have 

labeled him as conservative or anti-reform. This is in many ways a valid assertion, as there is no 

doubt that More was a devout Catholic who advocated against the attempt to displace the 

Catholic Church and likely feared the consequences of such a move. Likewise, though 

Erasmus and Colet wrote against corrupt church practices, they were in no way proponents of 

the near-recreation of the church for which Luther was campaigning. While More’s writings 

and those of his friends show that they were clearly not above criticizing the clergy, this does 

                                                
35 Ibid., 245. 
 
36 Ibid. 
 
37 Ibid., 245-246. 
 
38 Ibid., 241. 
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not indicate that they wished to break away from the Catholic Church. Christopher Haigh 

asserts 

there was, in the 1510s and 1520s as there had ever been, complaint about inadequate 

parish clergy and parasitic monks, but criticism came as strongly from Colet, Fisher and 

Longland as from any ‘anticlerical’ laymen.…Both bishops and educated laymen 

pressed for improvement in clerical education and in pastoral care… [thus] we should 

not exaggerate the volume and significance of the moralists’ protest.39 

Occasionally, the Lollards called on Colet to support them, calls that he did not altogether 

reject.40 But however much he criticized the practices of the clergy, his overall determination 

was to support the Catholic Church, which made him even nobler in the eyes of Erasmus and 

More. While trying to prevent his friend, Justus Jonas, from joining Martin Luther, Erasmus 

pointed to Jehan Vitrier and Colet as examples of how a member of the clergy could criticize 

the Church’s institutions but remain loyal to the church in matters of doctrine.41 

 How, then, did such staunch supporters of the Catholic Church become associated with 

the England’s major reform of education in the sixteenth century, especially as religion and 

education were so inter-connected? The idea of reform is inherently complicated, especially for 

modern audiences, who generally see reform as a rebuilding and improvement of a corrupt or 

inefficient system or institution. Not so for the scholars of More’s time, who inherited the idea 

of reform as a renewal, imitation or literal re-formation of a preexisting entity that had perhaps 

become deformed over time. Reform, according to Gerhart Ladner’s book, The Idea of Reform, 

was “the free, intentional and ever perfectible, multiple, prolonged and ever repeated efforts by 

                                                
39 Christopher Haigh, “Anticlericalism and the English Reformation,” in The English Reformation Revised, ed. 
Christopher Haigh, 56-74 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 70. 
 
40 Gleason, John Colet, 57. 
 
41 Ibid., 250. 
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man to reassert and augment values pre-existent in the spiritual-material compound of the world.”42 

When historians speak of the Church reformation and monastic reforms, the idea is 

complicated even more. Yes, the Reformation was brought about by people who thought that 

the Church was too far distorted from its origins, but Luther and Calvin did not re-form the 

Church to look and function more like the illegal fourth century Christian cults or even sixth 

century medieval institutions. Rather, they broke away to create new churches that hoped to 

be so removed from the corruptions of their mother church that they would have no further 

need of reforms.43 Admittedly, their original hope may have been to merely re-form the values 

of the church of old, but the result was a total overhaul of the existing institution. Because of 

their actions, the notion of what it means to re-form has deviated from the original construction 

of reform, the idea itself has been reformed. 

 The question regarding the paradox of conservative church supporters and so-called 

“radical” educators can now be answered. Colet, Erasmus and More may have urged the re-

formation of the church insofar as they hoped to correct corrupt practices by looking at the 

examples of earlier saints and Christians. These same men urged the re-formation of education 

insofar as the hoped to correct corrupt practices by looking at the examples of earlier learnèd 

philosophers and Greeks. Their re-formed education systems often went beyond basic literacy 

for women, including them in the exploration of the texts of the ancients. As true re-formers, 

they wanted to go ad fontes—“back to the sources.”44 Therefore, one of the best ways to explore 

                                                
42 Gerhard Ladner, The Idea of Reform: Its Impact on Christian Thought and Action in the Age of the Fathers (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1959), 35. Emphasis added. 
 
43 Ibid., 33-34. 
 
44 Charlton, Education in Renaissance England, 64. 
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the humanists’ ideas of reform45 is to look at their reinterpretation of educational philosophy 

and how humanist education distinguished itself from previous educational reforms.  

Humanist Reform of English Education 

As with the term “reform,” the idea of humanism has become blurred from its original 

concept. In present work, “almost any kind of concern with human values is called 

‘humanistic’, and consequently a great variety of thinkers…lay claim to what has become a 

rather elusive label of praise.”46 Much has been written about this confusion, and Paul 

Kristeller’s Renaissance Thought and Its Sources gives us an idea of the intent of the original 

humanists: 

Humanists were not classical scholars who for personal reasons had a craving for 

eloquence, but, vice versa, they were professional rhetoricians, heirs and successors of 

the medieval rhetoricians, who developed the belief…that the best way to achieve 

eloquence was to imitate classical models, and who thus were driven to study the 

classics and found classical philology.47 

The contrast with the scholastic model has prompted comparisons between the two methods, 

and the convoluted scholastic educational system is often pointed to as the cause for the rise of 

England’s humanist education. While humanism certainly reacted to scholastic practices, the 

latter cannot be solely credited with England’s sixteenth century changes in education. The 

invention of the printing press was fundamental to the change, as “there was no thinker in the 

sixteenth century who did not use, besides the traditional texts of Aristotle, Cicero, and 

Boethius, the newly acquired writings of Plato and the Neoplatonists, of Plutarch and Lucian, 

                                                
45 At this point, the reader should think of the concept of reform as what has previously been referred to as re-
form, just as More and his contemporaries thought of the idea. 
 
46 Paul Kristeller, Renaissance Thought and Its Sources (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 21. 
 
47 Ibid., 90. 



Ransick 14 

of Diogenes Laertius,” and so many others.48 New grammars and dictionaries laid “durable 

foundations for the development of new erudite disciplines.”49 The increased production of 

books meant that “a serious student could now endeavor to cover a larger body of material by 

private reading than a student or even a mature scholar needed to master or could hope to 

master before printing made books cheap and plentiful.”50 

The widening of the corpus of texts available for study meant that “successive 

generations of…scholars were less apt to be engrossed by a single text and expend their 

energies in elaborating on it” and instead focus on comparing the various texts now at their 

disposal.51 Many humanists believed that the scholastic educators’ practices had resulted in 

“history, technology, philosophy, poetry, and any other field of study [becoming] a mere 

battleground on which to employ the weapons of logic, no matter if a point of debate was 

trivial or truth was forgotten in the fray.”52 While the humanists themselves were rarely fond of 

brevity, their concern for intellectual imitation and then improvement, instead of merely 

intellectual elongation, drove their lengthy writings. More and Erasmus sought to recreate and 

improve upon the persuasive prowess of the Ancients rather than bury their achievements with 

exegesis, appendices and commentary. They were able to do this because of their improved 

access to a larger body of philosophies, languages and works. 

Unlike scholasticism, mature humanism sought to reform the intellectual expertise of 

both the ancients and the early Christians into a practical program of education. Kenneth 

                                                
48 Ibid., 31. 
 
49 Elizabeth Eisenstein, The Printing Revolution in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986), 124. 
 
50 Ibid., 42. 
 
51 Ibid. 
 
52 Blake Lisemby, “Erasmus, More, Vives, and Renaissance Education,” Proceedings & Papers of the Georgia 
Association of Historians, Vol. 8 (1987): 171-194, http://ebscohost.com, 172. 
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Charlton’s work, Education in Renaissance England, explores the tensions between scholasticism 

and humanism in England. In it, he includes Erasmus’ own words of his vision of humanist 

education: 

My whole purpose in life has always been two-fold: to stimulate others to cultivate bonae 

litterae, to bring the study of bonae litterae into harmony with theology…and to initiate a 

process which would impart to bonae litterae a truly Christian note.…Secondly that the 

study of theology on its present conventional lines might itself be improved and 

enlightened by theologians acquiring a better knowledge of classical Latin and Greek 

and an improved critical taste in literature as a whole.53 

Erasmus indicates that he aims to reform ancient languages and literature to work with 

contemporary education and theology and vice versa, bringing them into harmony with each 

other. Through this process would emerge, not a better philologist or disputant, but a better 

human being.54 Charlton states that Erasmus’s “didactic works, brilliantly setting forth the 

ideal to be arrived at, rarely provided a practical guide as to how such an aim might be 

achieved within the context of an actual social-political organization. Erasmus’ naïve belief 

[was] that to write was enough.”55 

 More clearly shared Erasmus’ view of the study of Greek, and provided perhaps more 

functional reasons for its necessity. As he said in a lecture at Oxford University in 1518, “to 

whom is it not obvious that to the Greeks we owe all our precision in the liberal arts generally 

and in theology particularly?”56 As these humanists saw it, “the roots of Christianity lay in the 

                                                
53 Charlton, Education in Renaissance England, 65. 
 
54 Ibid. 
 
55 Ibid., 69. 
 
56 Ibid., 64. 
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Greek language. Without the study of Greek, theologians deprived themselves of access to an 

important corpus of biblical and patristic literature.”57 Without this body of literature, More 

argued that theologians might fail to reach the common man, after all, he asks, “from whom 

could they acquire skill better than from the (classical) poets, orators and historians [who] 

build a path to Theology through Philosophy and the Liberal Arts?”58 Both Erasmus and More 

perceived the purpose of humanist education as a practical one, though Erasmus’ process itself 

may have been less overt in this regard.59 Erasmus sought to make “better” and more learnèd 

men, More hoped to make theological ideas more communicable to the common man, and both 

wanted to do so by an improved and reformed philosophy of education, beginning in youth. 

It is also important to note in what ways Colet and More agreed and disagreed about 

humanist educational reform. The two men ran in the same circles for many years, beginning 

when Henry Colet befriended More’s father. Colet took a keen interest in the brilliant young 

More, and kept up a friendship with him while More attended Oxford and learned from 

Linacre and Grocyn. Both Colet and More were trained in Latin, but neither objected to 

learning in English. In many ways, they encouraged instruction in the vernacular. Colet and 

William Lily, the first headmaster of St. Paul’s, wrote an introductory textbook that explained 

Latin grammar in English.60 More was closely associated with Lily and Colet, as well as other 

influential men who stressed the positive value of using English when learning Latin.61 His 

preface to John Holt’s elementary Latin grammar written in English, Lac Puerorum, clearly 

                                                
57 Ibid., 65. 
 
58 Ibid., 64. 
 
59 Ibid., 69. 
 
60 Carole Weinberg, “Thomas More and the Use of English in Early Tudor Education,” Moreana 15, no. 59/60 
(1978): 25. 
 
61 Ibid. This group includes Grocyn, Holt, Wolsey, Whittinton, and Stokesley, all of whom taught at Magdalen 
School with Lily during the last years of the fifteenth century. 
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evidences his support of this system: “English boy, how will you manage in Latin? You cannot, 

on the first day, understand Latin words. It is only proper that while you are young, you lie 

under a protector’s wings and that you learn the foreign language by means of your native 

speech.”62 As More points out, the use of English expedited fluency in both languages. This 

better understanding of Latin when hand-in-hand with the humanists’ desire to clean up Latin, 

which many scholars though had become, as Juan Vives put it, a mere “jargon of the 

dialecticians” because the “pseudo-Latin [the scholastics use] would not be understood by 

Cicero if he came to life again.”63 

Erasmus and Colet were more often at odds when it came to educational practices, 

though there is no doubt that Erasmus, Colet and More thought somewhat similarly about 

education’s purpose. Colet’s direct influence upon More’s education likely accounts for their 

similarity of thought, whereas one gets the sense that Colet and Erasmus had more of a 

collegial relationship in which disagreement was more acceptable. Erasmus wanted to reconcile 

pre-Christian texts with what he saw as their descendants. The humanist’s job therefore, was 

“to show that the natural ethics found in classical pagan literature were complementary rather 

than opposed to Christian ethics.”64 A theologian at heart, Colet disliked and distrusted Greek 

literature and never took pains to learn the language. Their disagreement on the study of 

Greek, a core value in Renaissance humanist education, makes it difficult to see how they were 

so closely associated. As Reynolds laments: 

                                                
62 Ibid., 25, 28. 
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John Colet, Thomas More and Erasmus are usually called Christian Humanists. How 

one wishes such terms had never been invented! This kind of convenient shorthand can 

mislead; it is simpler to study the individual cases and discard the labels. John Colet 

went to Italy but he did not study Greek there. Erasmus was forty years old when he 

went to Italy, and he later declared that he took almost as much Greek to Italy as he 

brought away.…Thomas More did not got to Italy [but learned Greek anyway].65 

John B. Gleason’s John Colet explains that their mutual “conviction that the education of the 

young was a central task of the age…finally brought Colet and Erasmus together as colleagues 

and equals.”66 In his 1511 letter to Colet, Erasmus describes an instance where 

a person of some reputation smiled and said: who would bear to spend his life in [St. 

Paul’s], among children, if he could make some sort of living anywhere else? [Erasmus] 

replied with a good deal of modesty that this function of bringing up youth in good 

character and good literature seemed to me one of the most honourable…and that no 

age of man was a better investment for generous help and nowhere could a richer 

harvest be anticipated, since the young are the growing crop and material of the 

commonwealth.67 

Another account that the two men agreed upon, which was part of the reaction to scholasticism 

mentioned earlier, was that the humanist scholar had “to emancipate himself from the dead 

weight of scholastic irrelevancy which had hidden from sight the basic questions of the 

Christian life.”68 
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 The work of Colet, Erasmus, and More (though credit is also due to their predecessors 

and protégés) resulted in a English humanist educational system. Where scholasticism had 

focused on logic and natural philosophy,69 humanism dealt with 

a clearly defined cycle of scholarly disciplines, namely grammar, rhetoric, history, 

poetry, and moral philosophy, and the study of each of these subjects was understood to 

include the reading and interpretation of its standard ancient writers in Latin and, to a 

lesser extent, in Greek.70 

This program of study had many purposes, one of which was to provide “an educated 

governing class, made ready by its education to serve the prince and the common weal, 

[which] was a prime need in the modern State.”71 Grammar schools gained new importance 

with the rise of humanist programs, and universities and inns of court continued as institutions 

of secondary education. As seen by More’s own practices, household “schools” sprang up. 

However, monastic schools and other educational houses connected with religious institutions 

suffered, though more because of England’s religious turmoil than humanism’s influence.72 

Thomas More on Education 

Though the concept of humanist education is fairly solidified in the modern scholar’s 

mind, developing English humanist education left room for variation among its practitioners. 

As we have seen, More, Colet, and Erasmus did not always agree on educational practices, and 

in some respects, More is the most radical of the three. Examining his ideas in Utopia and his 

letters concerning the education of his family will reveal how his unique household school came 
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about and how his daughters, especially Margaret Roper, were able to become shining beacons 

of Renaissance humanism in their own right. 

Utopia 

Utopia, written around 1518 and just after More’s trip to the Netherlands, was a brave 

experiment in the field of social criticism that has been used to hypothesize how More would 

feel about communism, imperialism or other later social issues. For example, Edward Surtz’s 

book, The Praise of Pleasure: Philosophy, Education and Communism in More’s Utopia, spends many 

chapters discussing how Utopian communism was deeply connected with Utopian education 

and learning.73 What such authors often forget is that Utopia was a product of the sixteenth 

century, written as what David Halpin calls a looking glass for Europe’s Latin-reading learnèd 

to gaze upon and ponder humanist reform.74 In fact, More places the “ideal” society in Utopia, 

which literally means “no place.” By choosing to place his fictional land in “no place” instead of 

England or Europe or another more familiar area, More makes a statement with just the title of 

the work. His declarations about the attributes and quality of the land and its people are 

automatically called into question, as are his motivations. 

The ambiguity of More’s motivations extends far beyond just the title of the book, as 

one wonders about the relationship of Utopia and England. In writing Utopia, which is not an 

attempt at a fix-all solution to England’s problems, More invites his readers to guess to what 

extent his writing reveals his philosophy on humanism, education and other changing currents 

in English society.75 David Halpin’s article on utopianism stresses that many of More’s 
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contemporary readers would have seen some of his ideas as innovative solutions to social 

problems, but that other ideas would have shocked them. Ideas like the abolition of private 

property, divorce and euthanasia were bizarre proposals and suggested a covert attack on 

existing organizations of power,76 but it is important to keep in mind that Utopia was not 

written in an insurrectionary spirit. More was, like Colet and Erasmus, able to critique without 

inciting, especially by employing a seemingly lighthearted tone similar to that of In Praise of 

Folly. Halpin suggests that “one factor which may have influenced his choice [to write in a 

playful manner] about social reform was a wish on his part to distance himself from his own 

analysis in order to protect his emerging high public reputation, which undoubtedly would 

have come under close royal scrutiny.77 

The purpose of Utopia was to provide readers the “necessary intellectual space to think 

of alternative schemas for living.”78 Scholars often look at Utopia as a declaration, even a 

“blueprint” of what More thought England should be, but Utopia suggests many ideas that 

More did not necessarily think practical for sixteenth century England.79 Because More 

presents what seems to be an ideal society but does not explicitly state that he believes it to be 

perfect, there is room for controversy over what aspects of his Utopia, and therefore which 

suggestions for the improvement of society, are to be taken seriously. 

One grey area is Utopian education. In Utopian society, morality is instilled “partly by 

education [and] being brought up in that commonwealth, whose laws and customs be far 

different from these kinds of folly, and partly by good literature and learning.”80 True to the 
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humanist agenda of Erasmus and Colet, the Utopians hope that a sound education will impart 

knowledge of and dedication to good morals. The Utopians are unfamiliar with any Greek 

philosophers, and, as Europeans did before the “rediscovery” of Greek texts, Utopians 

“measure up to the ancients in almost all other subjects [but] still they are far from being a 

match for the inventions of [the modern] logicians” of Europe.81 Additionally, Utopians “learn 

the various branches of knowledge in their native tongue.”82 While More did believe that 

English could be used in English education, a proper curriculum would only use the students’ 

native tongue as an aid to translation and comprehension, not as a substitute for learning Latin 

and Greek. Moreover, in Utopia, education “seems to apply to discipline and training, often 

unconscious, received at home, in church, in public, at play, and at work, almost independently 

of all but the most elementary schooling.”83As we will see later, More’s meticulously planned 

educational curriculum for his own children does not reflect the fortuitous amalgamation of 

educational opportunities celebrated in Utopia. 

Much of the debate over More’s views on education stems from ambiguity like this in 

Utopia. What authors and philosophies did he think should be studied? Should instruction be 

conducted in the student’s vernacular? Who should receive this education and did he truly 

believe that both men and women should be educated? All of these are answered to some 

extent in Utopia, but one remains uncertain whether More would stress for his fellow 

Englishmen what he stressed for the Utopians. In some ways, Halpin suggests that Utopia can 

be read as “More’s personal critique of the very humanist political programme and tradition of 
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which he was a keen exponent and practitioner, but which he regarded as being flawed in 

several crucial respects.”84 For instance, More was aware of Colet’s hypocrisy when he voiced 

strong contempt for worldly concerns, such as marriage and wealth, because “this vehement 

rejection of the world and its ways came from a very rich man who enjoyed his comforts and 

showed considerable fondness for money.”85 

Despite his concerns with the humanist system, which the nature of reform assured 

would be addressed by further adjustments, More himself was given a soundly humanist 

education, and his children’s curriculum certainly indicates that he thought the study of Latin 

and Greek prudent. In fact, Halpin affirms that 

More’s children were compelled to master not only Latin and Greek literature, logic 

and philosophy and the works of the Church Fathers, but also mathematics and 

astronomy. This education experience, in contradistinction to the rest of English society 

at the time, was offered to both men and women.86 

This last assertion exposes the controversy over women’s education. When it comes to More’s 

view of the education of women, scholars tend to fall on two sides: those who believe that 

More’s push for the education of women was revolutionary and helped break the mold for such 

well-educated women as Elizabeth Tudor, Mary Tudor and Jane Grey, and those who place 

his educational practices firmly alongside the notion that the purpose of education for women 

was to make the home more agreeable for husbands by providing intelligent emotional support 

and by understanding how households should be run. This former view often uses Erasmus 

himself to support their analysis because he wrote of More’s educational system that “He takes 
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pains to give his whole household an education in good literature, setting thereby a new 

precedent which, if I mistake not, will soon be widely followed, so happy is the outcome.”87 To 

get a sense of the latter argument, look to Kate Aughterson: “One of the modern myths about 

humanism, which has been difficult to dispel, is that Renaissance English women during the 

sixteenth century benefited from humanist educational theories and revolutions.”88 Aughterson 

claims that, in fact, one “eventual consequence…of the humanist educational revolution was to 

intensify the developing split between men’s public function and place and women’s private 

function and place.”89 The woman’s place in the home and the man’s place in the public sphere 

was a longstanding part of societal organization, but Aughterson and her peers assert that the 

separation intensified during the Renaissance. 

A More Family Education 

 The “school” More set up for his household included his son, three daughters and first 

wife, and later his second wife and stepdaughter. Education started early in youth so that his 

children were “properly and strictly brought up in point of character.”90 When his children 

were old enough to marry, their spouses were included in the school.91 The curriculum 

included studying mathematics, astronomy, logic, philosophy, Greek, and Latin.92 A true 

reformer, More wanted to go ad fontes—“back to the sources.”93 Over the years, he hired 
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numerous humanist tutors for his school, including William Gonell and Nicholas Kratzer.94 To 

practice their skills, More’s children were encouraged to write not only to their father, but also 

to other notable humanists of the day, including Erasmus. Erasmus describes their attempts in 

a letter to his friend Guillaume Budé in 1521 thusly: 

He told them all to write to me, each of them independently. No subject was supplied 

them, nor was what they wrote corrected in any way.…He did not alter a syllable, but 

sealed up the letters and sent them off to me. Believe me, my dear Budé, I never saw 

anything so admirable. In what they said there was nothing foolish or childish, and the 

language made one feel that they must be making daily progress. This charming group, 

with the husbands of two of them, he keeps under his own roof.95 

These letters were in Greek and Latin, and Margaret in particular continued to write to 

Erasmus throughout her lifetime.96 More’s household was so impressive, that “many of his 

contemporaries who followed his example and educated their daughters cited his success as 

justification for their enterprise.”97 

Like Colet, More had practical aims for his educational curriculum, seen in his letter to 

Oxford professors that cautions against preemptive hostility toward Greek studies: 

Few will question that humanistic education is the chief, almost the sole reason why 

men come to Oxford…[because] even if men come to Oxford to study theology, they 

do not start with that discipline. They must first study the laws of human nature and 
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conduct, a thing not useless to theologians; without such study they might possibly 

preach a sermon acceptable to an academic group, without it they would certainly fail 

to reach the common man.98 

Another important aim of education, as More wrote to his children’s tutor, was the of 

promotion moral probity, “without which, learning brings nothing but ‘notorious and 

noteworthy infamy’.”99 

Women’s Education 

 More’s household educational system, which included mostly women, was rather 

unique in England in many ways, and almost unheard of when it came to female education. For 

the majority of females, education aimed toward literacy was rudimentary at best, 

encompassing basic competence with black-letter print, though not necessarily Roman type or 

handwritten documents, and nonexistent at worst.100 In his study on literacy in early modern 

England, David Cressy notes that “most women did not need to be able to write…[as] the 

domestic routine of cooking, sewing and child-rearing had little need for reading…[and] even 

among those social and economic groups where the men had regular dealings with paper and 

ink, the women were usually illiterate.”101 If women did receive education, it was often just 

about the cultivation of virtue and training in domestic activity, informally learned at the side 

of their mothers or governesses.102 Many schools specifically forbade entry to women, and 
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those that did accept girls likely gave them no more education than basic reading.103 Hence, 

private tutors were the best source of education, though only the wealthier gentry and nobility 

could afford them.104 

 The unique schooling offered to More’s family has made him the subject of much 

discussion among scholars of female and humanist education systems. As mentioned earlier, 

opinion on More’s humanist philosophy of female education falls into two primary categories. 

Aughterson and her colleagues believe that though More was dedicated to his daughters’ 

education and proud of their academic achievements, the women he created in his books, and 

therefore his opinion of women in general, was that they “are likely to be lazy, garrulous, and 

foolish.”105 Pamela Benson and her associates, however, see his philosophies as revolutionary 

and firmly feminist. 

Evidence to support Aughterson’s view of humanist education includes a number of 

polemical books that More wrote while fervently defending Catholicism against 

Lutheranism.106 The books espoused “the antifeminism of the medieval sermon, which [often] 

portrays women as seductive, proud, immoral, idle, extravagant, gluttonous, greedy, 

hypocritical, envious, foolish, and intellectually inferior to men.”107 Supporters of the first view 

often assign one thought pattern to all the men who fall under the humanist category. This 

means that even if More himself did not adhere to an anti-feminist program, a comment in one 

of Erasmus’ or Vives’ letters could be enough to assign such values to all humanists in their 
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circle. Certainly, these men shared ideas, but it must be admitted that the following examples 

used by advocates of this view to “prove” More’s thinking on female education did not come 

from More’s own pen and thus must be regarded with caution. More is very often seen as the 

leader of the rise in female humanist education in England and because of this, many modern 

scholars hold him accountable for the views of Vives, Erasmus and their other colleagues. He is 

often labeled him as one of the main advocates of the view that education was only useful 

inasmuch as it created the ideal and domestic wife.108 In the words of Valerie Wayne, 

“emphasis upon ethical conduct for women could, however, easily become yet another means 

of restricting their behavior and intellectual growth.”109 The truth of this is borne out in the 

writings of Vives and Erasmus, but does not necessarily hold true for More, as we shall see 

below. 

Vives claims that “though the precepts for men be innumerable, women yet my be 

informed with few words [as a woman] hath no charge but to see her honesty and chastity, 

wherefore she is informed of that she is sufficiently appointed.”110 Furthermore, Vives avers 

that a woman’s educational material be assigned to her and that she should not be free to 

choose her own sources.111 John Guy acknowledges that “the curriculum most admired by 
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More was not one for negotiation, but instead to be accepted without question” by the entire 

school.112  

Erasmus’s Colloquies include multiple sections in which women themselves point out 

their own lower status. In the colloquy on marriage, Xanthippe complains to Eulalia that she 

“might as well have married a mushroom when [she] married [her husband] Nicholas.”113 

Eulalia responds that when disputes arise, “the wife should give way to the husband,”114 On top 

of minding this rule, Eulalia has been a good wife because she “was vigilant in [her] 

management of household affairs, the special province of wives.”115 Later on, Eulalia 

sympathizes with her husband because “as a rule…[women’s] mistake is that once [they]’ve 

started to talk, [they] can’t stop.”116 Erasmus proposes that Eulalia is happy as an educated 

woman because her husband is happy, rather than because he is educated.117 In his later letter 

to Budé, Erasmus lauds More’s educational approach because until recently, “scarcely any 

mortal man was not under the conviction that, for the female sex, education had nothing to 

offer in the way of either virtue or reputation. Nor was [Erasmus himself] in the old days 

completely free of this opinion; but More has quite put it out of [Erasmus’] head.”118 He further 

suggests that More’s approach was influenced by the fact that “two things in particular are 

perilous to a girl’s virtue, idleness and improper amusements, and against both of these, the 
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love of literature is a protection.”119 Indeed, in More’s household, “you never see one of the 

girls idle, or busied with the trifles that women enjoy; they have a Livy in their hands.”120 While 

seemingly in praise of their erudition, such statements make clear Erasmus’ view that women 

were naturally inclined toward idleness and debauchery. One gets the sense, however, that the 

letter discusses Erasmus’ views on female education more than they summarize More’s 

objectives. Erasmus and More were close companions and likely shared many views, but the 

results of More’s labors for his children’s education definitely speak differently on these issues 

than do Erasmus’ words. 

In many ways, More’s writings can be interpreted to mean that women should be 

confined to their roles in the domestic sphere. However, the same writings disclose that More 

wanted more for women. Take, for instance, this excerpt from one of More’s letters to 

Margaret: “I am ever wont to persuade you to yield in everything to your husband; now, on the 

contrary, I give you full leave to strive to surpass him in the knowledge of the celestial 

system.”121 The first part instructs her to defer to her husband’s better judgment, which 

Augherston and the like would clearly see as his support of the humanist agenda to assign the 

wife an inferior or subordinate status. The second part, though, is an equally strong argument 

against what Wayne sees as  “yet another means of restricting their behavior and intellectual 

growth.”122 More fashioned for his children a classical program of Greek and Latin that 

included male and female role models. He cited Cicero as a great orator and his daughter, 

Tulia, as an unblemished example of female eloquence that was appreciated by the public.123 
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Throughout his epigram on the ideal female, More “praises the efficacy of female speech in the 

home, in literary works, and even…in the political realm”124 His Utopia sets women and men as 

legally equal in terms of education, divorce and occupation. Though women still defer to men 

in many cases, the fact that the men and women have equal opportunities by law is striking. 

This is especially true when compared to the writings of Vives and Erasmus, not to mention 

those of the medieval scholastics, though admittedly, their writings had a different purpose. 

More’s direct writings to his children and their tutors are even more enlightening. He 

wrote to their tutor, William Gonell: 

If a woman to eminent virtue of mind should add even moderate skill in learning, I 

think she will gain more real good than if she obtain the riches of Croesus and the 

beauty of Helen…because the reward of wisdom is too solid to be lost with riches or to 

perish with beauty, since it depends on the inner knowledge of what is right, not the 

talk of men, than which nothing is more foolish or mischievous.125 

Later in the letter, he writes that “if the soil of a woman be naturally bad,” they would need 

even more education than men to make up for such a natural defect.126 In The Invention of the 

Renaissance Woman, Pamela Benson points out that this statement “has led some readers, who 

have not noted the use of the subjunctive, to the mistaken conclusion that he had a low opinion 

of women’s intelligence.”127 On the contrary, he had great respect for the intellectual capacity 

of women. The “if” is easily passed over, and so many readers miss out on the real meaning of 
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his words—merely that if a student, who happens to be female, has a natural defect, the 

teacher must work harder to educate her than normal. If the reader is still doubtful, More’s 

regard for women’s intelligence can be perceived in many of his other writings. Observe the 

following in his letter to Margaret: 

Something I said to you in joke came back to my mind, and I realized how true it was. 

It was to the effect that you were to be pitied, because the incredulity of men would rob 

you of praise you so richly deserved for your laborious vigils, as they would never 

believe, when they read what you had written, that you had not often availed yourself 

of another’s help.128 

One can hardly deny that More thought highly of his daughters’ wit when he compliments her 

on her richly deserved praise from excellent men of learning, as he does above. 

A fundamental part of the humanist education for any student was to produce 

functional and practical skills. More’s educational system, beyond the practicality of “giving 

people the best possible start in life” also aimed to help them “develop ways of thinking 

intellectually as an antidote to speaking and acting foolishly.”129 Throughout England, 

“parental prescriptions [on their daughters’ educations] indicate that basic reading and writing 

skills, along with other practical accomplishments, were increasingly deemed to be important 

for gentlewomen in their capacity as wives and mistresses of households. The benefits of 

literacy witnessed are thus largely viewed as functional.”130 However, if More’s educational 

prescription on education was just practical training for running a household, why would he 

not stop at basic literacy? Why bother giving his daughters the ability to correspond with 
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Erasmus and other humanists in multiple languages? Indeed, he gave his daughters such a 

wide foundation in learning that they were able to continue to educate themselves. In the letter 

mentioned above, More urged Margaret to “devote the rest of [her] life to medical science and 

sacred literature,” making it clear, according to Benson, that More anticipates Margaret 

pursuing her education even when she is somebody’s wife. 131 This, in turn, shows that “he did 

not just consider education of girls as a preparation for marriage [and that] a more 

sophisticated version of the moral education any girl ought to be given.”132 As for the men of 

the time, his daughters’ education fortunately coincided well with the invention and spread of 

the printing press. Greek and Latin texts poured out, opening up entire new worlds of 

literature for his daughters as much as they did for the male population. 

Though the education of women often included “the writing of letters to family 

members [as] part of the educative process,”133 Margaret was in direct contact with Erasmus, 

who was not actually part of her family, for many years. When Margaret corresponded with 

Erasmus, to whom she wrote to in Latin and Greek, it seems that she wrote to him as part of 

the early Republic of Letters. 134 This was much more than, as Daybell says was common, an 

exercise in handwriting or a need to “equip her with the necessary societal skills for her roles as 

mother, wife and mistress of a household.”135 Clearly, even though his daughters were generally 

“sheltered from the view of the world by the names of their husbands or fathers…[they] do not 

all only use their speech for the benefits of their families”136 but use their learning to 
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communicate with the humanist world at large. They and other learned women “were 

conversant with the intellectual and theological ideas and debates of the day, and indeed 

discussed them in what amounted to a public forum.”137 This public forum that Daybell 

mentions came to be known as the Republic of Letters, encompassing both men and women. In 

fact, Daybell asserts that “the regularity with which these exceptionally well-educated women 

deployed their classical training in everyday correspondence…indicates the way in which it 

had almost become second nature for them, simultaneously functioning as a badge or marker of 

erudition and learning.”138 

Conclusions 

From all this, one can deduce that More’s educational system was twofold in its 

purpose. He certainly agreed with his contemporaries that education helped curb the vices of 

his children, especially the girls. He hoped to impart wisdom through erudition in women so 

that, though their duty was to complement their husbands’ positions in the public sphere, they 

could go forth in England, and perhaps all of Europe, as intellectually self-sufficient persons. 

Many modern scholars may see this as an innately sexist stance, as the women are still being 

defined by their domestic roles and relegated to their husbands’ sides, but Benson refutes this 

point by asserting that 

More’s acceptance of the conventional exclusion of women from public roles and 

positions of power is not a sign of oppression. Unlike the Italian humanists, who had to 

find a way to justify the exclusion of educated women from power after having argued 

that they had the moral capacity to benefit from a system of education whose goal was 
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the right exercise of authority, More could uphold the conventional order of society 

with no taint of hypocrisy.…More clearly thought that the spiritual life was superior 

[and] given this attitude, to give women access to public roles would be to condemn 

them to morally ambiguous lives.139 

Because men must engage in public life, they are more susceptible to certain evils, whereas the 

women may be less so because they are not as exposed to such evils. Benson clarifies that 

More’s letters to this school, and Margaret especially, “test the persuasive power of the notion 

that retreat from the world offers opportunities for the cultivation of virtue which make the 

retired life superior to the public life.”140 More maintains that his daughter has the capacity to 

compete in the male intellectual world but he does not expect her to seek public approval or to 

defy the public social order. By doing this, More makes room for his daughter to continue her 

valuable education in a physical and intellectual location that is more socially acceptable.  

 While Aughterson saw a growing divide between men’s public life and women’s private 

function, one must ask what woman’s “private function and place” would require her to use her 

literacy for “practical, religious, political and leisure related [purposes] to which as women they 

put their education.”141 True, the majority of women did use their education mostly in the home 

and as wives, but there is no denying that women like Margaret expanded their education far 

beyond the walls of their homes. Margaret went on to publish her own translation of Erasmus’ 

A Devout Treatise upon the Paternoser and continued to participate in the early Republic of Letters. 

Moreover, even some of those women who were not so unusually well-educated had functions 

outside the home. As 15% of the literate female letter-writers of the sixteenth century were 
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female courtiers, and 10% were women with husbands or fathers in professional classes,142 it is 

rather apparent that functional erudition in women had a place outside the household. 

 Aughterson further claims that the humanist educational revolution worked to separate 

men’s and women’s roles, and that 

Vives’ Instruction of a Christian Woman, often hailed as a liberal treatise advocating a 

careful and structured educational programme for girls and women, still bases both his 

education philosophy and curriculum on the texts of the Christian Fathers…in 

contradistinction to the humanist programme of classical and pagan reading and 

learning recommended for boys.143 

However, More clearly pushed for an ad fontes approach toward the classics for both his son 

and his daughters. As Judith Jones and Sherianne Seibel’s Thomas More’s Feminism asserts, 

“According to…Vives, a woman is educated primarily to insure her honesty and 

chastity…[and] Vives insists that More’s sole motive in educating his daughters was to 

increase their virtue” and thus make them good wives.144 This makes the initially sound 

assumption that Vives believed the way he did because More believed that way. However, the 

assumption is not borne out in More’s own writings and deeds. Indeed, though Vives and other 

humanists did, as these authors suggest, consciously attempt to use education to assign women 

to a highly virtuous and solely domestic life, More included the teachings of the Christian 

Fathers in a long reading list of a decidedly classical educational program, thus implicitly 

suggesting a shared set of goals for both sexes. The humanists naturally engaged with and 

influenced each other. But to unquestioningly assign one man’s values to another man is an 
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error in judgment, especially when evidence to the contrary is apparent. Though associated 

with More’s writings, Vives’s treatise and those by other English humanists did not speak for 

all humanists, and More’s practices clearly differed from those ascribed by such works. 

The goal of education for both men and women was a spiritual and intellectual rather 

than a political or social one.145 Thus, “his learned daughters and wards appeared to conform to 

woman’s traditional private role,”146 and it can be seen that that female education often resulted 

in a reinforcement of existing social roles. However, such a result was not the aim of that 

education. It goes too far to say that More was the “profeminist educator” that Benson 

describes, but it is fair to claim that his educational practices encourage the “spiritual and 

ethical autonomy” of the different, though not separate, social spheres that so alarm 

Aughterson.147 By equipping them with the ability to know what is right, More allowed women 

to act virtuously of their own choosing instead of being forced to do so by social standards.148 

More did not openly argue for women’s equality, but did he imply through his practices and 

writings that women were capable of achieving and should be encouraged to attain educational 

equality, even superiority. In the end, “More’s insistence upon advanced education for women 

derives from his devotion to the broad objectives of humanistic education, objectives which 

were designed to produce persons of moral, intellectual, and cultural superiority,”149 no matter 

what gender roles were assigned to them thereafter. 
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