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INTRODUCTION

Humanism has constantly proclaimed the belief that the only way to
improve man's life on earth is to make man himself wiser and better.
Unfortunately, the voice of the humanists has always been challenged
by the loud and cheap promises of scientists, by the inflammatory
tirades of politicians, and by the apocalyptic visions of false prophets.
Material greed, nonsensical chauvinism, racial prejudice, and religious
antagonism have progressively defiled the inner beauty of man. Today's
bankruptcy of man's dignity in the midst of an unparalleled material
abundance calls for an urgent revival of humanistic ideals and values.
This book was planned from its very start as a modest step in that
direction.
It is not my intention, however, to attempt, once again, a global
interpretation of Humanism in general, or of Renaissance Humanism
in particular. I have been dissuaded from such a purpose by the failure
of contemporary scholars to agree on such basic issues as whether the
Renaissance was a total break with or a continuation of medieval
culture, whether it was basically a Christian or a pagan movement,
whether it was the effect or the cause of the classical revival. Instead,
then, of discussing the significance of sixteenth century humanism, this
book concentrates upon the life and the thought of a single humanist.
The choice of Juan Luis Vives was the result of several circumstances,
some of them rather personal in character. As a Spaniard living in a
self-imposed exile, I have always felt a profound admiration for this
lonely countryman of mine who had the temper to entertain noble and
serene visions of man's future in spite of torturing doubts, constant
betrayals, tempting radicalism, personal failures, and international
chaos. Vives' books, on the other hand, convinced me that his thought
had been grossly misrepresented by a large section of Spanish scholarship and unduly neglected by foreign, especially English, writers. As a
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rule Vives has been depicted by his own countrymen as a man of the
counter-Reformation. In the decades which followed the Spanish Civil
War this trend reached almost ridiculous proportions: Vives' name was
associated with those of Ignatius of Loyola, the American Conquistadores, Trent, and Lepanto, as a symbol of the religious and political
role which Spain was supposed to play in world history. My interpretation of Vives as a cosmopolitan European, indifferent to religious
sectarianism, vulnerable to doubt, of secular and worldly ideas, is a
radical departure from those provincial misconceptions. The primary
purpose of this book is to support with solid evidence this novel characterization of Vives' thought. Furthermore, I decided to write in
English to make up for the surprising shortage of English studies on
the subject.
The understanding of Vives' intellectual performance demands a
complete familiarity with the cultural reality of Spain, France, the Low
Countries, and England in the first half of the sixteenth century. Although I do not claim to be a specialist in each one of those extremely
complex and rich fields of historical research, the first part of this book
attempts to relate Vives' mental development to its historical and
cultural environment. More than a history of Vives' life, Chapters Two
through Seven intend to be an intellectual curriculum vitae. As far as I
know this is the first biography of Vives which makes full use of the
rich correspondence of Vives from and to Erasmus, Cranevelt, Thomas
More, and Bude. There is a certain parallelism between the two parts
of the book. Chapters Seven through Twelve are disposed in such a way
as to correspond roughly to the stages of Vives' life. Vives' critical ideas
are the reaction to his own experience of medieval education in Paris;
Vives' Erasmianism covers the early years of Bruges and Louvain;
English Humanism helped Vives to develop his political and educational
theories; finally, the last years of poverty and loneliness in Flanders
brought to its full maturity the philosophical thought of our Humanist.
In this second part I have tried as much as possible to give a fresh impression of Vives' own style by inserting frequent and long quotations
from his books. I have, nevertheless, translated the original Latin text
to make this book more acceptable to a larger number of readers. The
Renaissance specialist will find the original Latin text in the footnotes.
Besides quoting the classical Latin edition of Mayans y Siscar, I have
added in the footnotes a reference to the Spanish translation of Lorenzo
Riber, whose exhuberant and classical elegance might be more accessible

INTRODUCTION

XIII

to some students of Spanish culture than the beautiful but prohibitive
Latin original.
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