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By DESIDERIUS ERASMUS

The Praise of Folly is a seminal work by the Dutch humanist Erasmus of
Rotterdam, first published in 1509. This satirical essay is a vivid critique
of contemporary society, religion, and the follies of human behavior. Written
in the form of a monologue delivered by a character named Folly, the text
employs wit and irony to expose the absurdities of human actions and beliefs.
Erasmus’s keen observations and sharp critique provide timeless insights into
the nature of folly, making this work an essential read for understanding the
Renaissance's intellectual landscape.



Historical Context

Erasmus composed The Praise of Folly during a period marked by significant
cultural and religious upheaval. The Renaissance was well underway, and the
humanist revival was fostering a renewed interest in classical literature,
philosophy, and critical thinking. This context is crucial for understanding
the nuances of Erasmus's argument and the implications of his work.

The Renaissance and Humanism

— Humanism's Rise: Humanism emphasized the value of human potential and
achievements, drawing inspiration from ancient Greek and Roman texts.
Scholars sought to reconcile classical philosophy with Christian teachings.

- Erasmus as a Humanist: Erasmus was a central figure in this movement,
advocating for education, moral reform, and a return to the original texts of
the Bible. His belief in the power of reason and dialogue informed much of
his writing.

The Pre—-Reformation Climate

— Corruption in the Church: The Catholic Church was rife with corruption and
abuses of power, leading to widespread discontent among the laity. The sale
of indulgences and the moral failings of the clergy were particularly
contentious issues.

— Emerging Critiques: Figures like Martin Luther were beginning to challenge
the Church's authority, setting the stage for the Protestant Reformation.
Erasmus's work can be seen as a precursor to these larger movements, as he
called for reform from within the Church rather than outright rebellion.

Structure and Themes of The Praise of Folly

The Praise of Folly is structured as a monologue, where Folly personifies
foolishness and delivers a spirited defense of her existence. The text is
divided into various sections, each addressing different aspects of folly in
society.

Personification of Folly

- Folly’s Character: The character of Folly is portrayed as charming, witty,
and self-aware. She claims that her influence is widespread and that she is
an essential component of human life.

— Irony and Wit: Folly's arguments are laced with irony, as she highlights
the contradictions in human behavior and the ways in which people deceive
themselves.

Critique of Society



Erasmus uses Folly to critique various aspects of society, including:

1. The Clergy: He points out the hypocrisy and moral failings of religious
leaders, who often preach piety while engaging in sinful behavior.

2. Philosophers: Folly mocks philosophers who, despite their lofty ideals,
often fail to apply their wisdom to practical life.

3. Nobility: The nobility is depicted as obsessed with status and power,
often at the expense of genuine virtue or wisdom.

4. Common People: Even the common folk are not spared; their blind adherence
to tradition and authority is critiqued, illustrating how folly permeates all
levels of society.

The Role of Folly in Life

Erasmus presents a complex view of folly, suggesting that it plays a
necessary role in human existence:

- Source of Joy: Folly brings joy and laughter into life, offering relief
from the burdens of seriousness and strife.

— Human Condition: Folly reflects the human condition, illustrating the
limitations of reason and the inevitability of error in human judgment.

— Cultural Commentary: By embracing folly, individuals can achieve a sense of
humility and recognize their own limitations, paving the way for personal
growth and moral improvement.

Literary Techniques and Style

Erasmus’s use of literary techniques enhances the impact of The Praise of
Folly, making it not only a philosophical treatise but also a work of art.

Satire and Irony

— Satirical Tone: The text is rich in satire, using humor to expose the
absurdities of human behavior. This approach allows Erasmus to critique
powerful institutions without directly confronting them.

— Irony: The irony in Folly's praise of herself serves to highlight the
contradictions in societal values and beliefs. By presenting folly as
virtuous, Erasmus invites readers to reconsider their assumptions.

Rhetorical Devices

Erasmus employs various rhetorical devices to engage readers and convey his
message effectively:

— Anecdotes: Folly recounts amusing anecdotes to illustrate her points,
making complex ideas more accessible.

— Allusion: References to classical literature and historical figures enrich
the text, situating Erasmus’s arguments within a broader intellectual
tradition.

- Imagery: Vivid imagery enhances the text's appeal, painting a picture of
the follies of various societal groups.



Impact and Legacy

The Praise of Folly had a profound impact on Renaissance thought and Western
literature, influencing a wide range of writers and thinkers.

Influence on Later Thinkers

— Reformation Thinkers: Erasmus's critique of the Church laid the groundwork
for later Reformation figures, including Martin Luther, who drew on similar
themes of hypocrisy and moral integrity.

— Philosophers: Enlightenment philosophers like Voltaire and Rousseau were
influenced by Erasmus’s emphasis on reason and critique of societal norms.

Literary Legacy

— Satirical Literature: The use of satire to critique societal norms became a
hallmark of later literary movements. Writers such as Jonathan Swift and Mark
Twain drew inspiration from Erasmus’s techniques.

— Universal Themes: The exploration of folly and human nature resonates
across cultures and time periods, ensuring the work's continued relevance.

Conclusion

The Praise of Folly remains a vital work that challenges readers to reflect
on their own beliefs and behaviors. Erasmus's insightful critique of society
and the human condition offers a timeless exploration of folly's role in
life. Through wit and irony, he invites an introspective examination of the
absurdities inherent in human nature. The work serves as a reminder that
folly, while often derided, 1is an inseparable part of the human experience,
shaping our lives in profound ways. As we navigate the complexities of modern
society, Erasmus's reflections on folly continue to resonate, urging us to
embrace humility, laughter, and the shared imperfections that define our
existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Erasmus's 'The Praise of
Folly'?
'The Praise of Folly' primarily explores the theme of human folly and the

critique of societal norms, emphasizing the absurdities of human behavior,
particularly in relation to religion, education, and politics.

How does Erasmus use irony in 'The Praise of Folly'?

Erasmus employs irony throughout 'The Praise of Folly' by presenting Folly as
a wise character who exposes the foolishness of others, using her praise to
highlight the contradictions and absurdities in human nature and societal



values.

What role does satire play in 'The Praise of Folly'?

Satire is a crucial element in 'The Praise of Folly,' as Erasmus critiques
various social groups, including the clergy, scholars, and politicians,
mocking their pretensions and promoting a more authentic and humble approach
to life.

What historical context influenced Erasmus when
writing 'The Praise of Folly'?

Erasmus wrote 'The Praise of Folly' during the Renaissance, a period marked
by a resurgence of interest in classical learning and humanism, as well as
growing tensions within the Catholic Church, which shaped his views on
education, religion, and morality.

How did 'The Praise of Folly' impact the Reformation?

'The Praise of Folly' significantly influenced the Reformation by encouraging
critical thinking about the church's practices and doctrines, inspiring
reformers like Martin Luther to challenge the established authority and
promote a return to genuine Christian values.

What literary techniques does Erasmus use in 'The
Praise of Folly'?

Erasmus employs various literary techniques in 'The Praise of Folly,'
including allegory, personification, and rhetorical questions, to engage
readers and provoke thought about the nature of folly and wisdom.

Why is 'The Praise of Folly' still relevant today?

'The Praise of Folly' remains relevant today as it addresses universal themes
of human folly and the critique of societal norms, prompting readers to
reflect on contemporary issues such as materialism, hypocrisy, and the quest
for genuine knowledge.
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