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ABSTRACT: 

111 

John Milton is one of those bold, progressive 
Seventeenth-Century Englishmen who devotes 
much of his life to the fight for religious, 
domestic, and po litical liberty. A determined 
champion of intellectual freedom, Milton 
believes that all men have fundamental right 
to know the truth, and to use it for a better, 
freer life. He proclaims the philosophy of 
Natural Law and social contract as the 
foundation of an enlightened , liberated society, 
his ideal commonwealth. However, Milton is 
essentially a convinced elitist, who reserves 
full or SUbstantial liberty for a minority 
too small to achieve and preserve his ideals. 
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INTRODUCTION 

When England' s mi d-Seven teenth Ce n tury Protestant 

individualists procl a i m their formidable challenge s to 

episcopacy and monarchy, John Mi lton becomes their learned 

champ i on of liberty. As he re j ec t s traditiona l c l e r ical 

and temporal author i ties i n favour of h i s Pr o t e stan t 

i ndivi dual con science and reas onab l e i ndependent judgment, 

Milton attempts to exti rpate tyranny and superstit i on , a n d 

t o rea l ize t rue Reformation. Between 164 0 and 1 66 0 Mi l ton 

composes a ser i es o f pass i onate, patr i o ti c treati ses i n 

defense of: par li amentary sovereignty and right s ; t he 

Commonwea l th ; r egicide ; the popular r i ght t o responsible 

government ; fr eedom o f publicati o n; and civil r i ghts tha t 

inc l ude libe r ty o f c onsc i ence , a n d f r ee dom o f tho ught , 

d i s cuss i on, and assembly . Wh i l e hop ing tha t En g l a n d will 

"progress towards t h e liberat i on of ... human li fe f rom 

s l avery ,,,l Mil ton publi shes t he Areopagi t i c a (Nov . 2 4 , 1 644 ), 

The Ten ure of Kings and Magistrates (Feb. 13, 1 649 ), 

Ei konoklastes (Oct.6 , 1649) , A Defence o f the People of 

England (Feb.24 , 1651 ), The Second Defence of the En g l i sh 

People (May 30 , 1654 ), and The Re a die and Easie \vay . .. (Feb . 

166 0). These controversia l t reat i ses d i sc l ose i n most lucid 

manner Milton ' s individual conception of liberty. These 

treatises and their lofty conception of liberty are the 

1 
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focus of the following study. 

John Milton's is an exce llent conception of Christian 

libertYi Milton conceives freedom as synonymous with piety, 

wisdom, justice , temperance, magnanimity and bravery.2 He 

believes that "nothing can so effectively mould and create 

virtue as liberty. ,,3 He thinks that no man can aspire to 

a more dignified office than that of liberator . 4 He is also 

convinced that mature, responsible liberty is most encouraged 

and best facilitated in a free commonwealth. 5 In order to 

promote this rational liberty, he defends the i deals of 

Parliament and Republic against their disparagers. From the 

16 44 composition of Areopagitica to the 1660 drafting of 

The Readie and Easie Way, Milton remains dedicated to the 

liberation of mature men, so that they might grow virtuous, 

noble, and high spirited. In this respect he is a 

reformer who seeks to activate the potential goodness within 

men and to liberate their creative energies from stifling 

restraints and political oppression. He finds in scripture, 

nature, and reason the sanctions for both the reforms he 

advocates and the political philosophy he synthesizes. 6 He 

accepts the humanistic conception of a liberating law of 

Nature , which g uarantee s f r e e-born men natural rights, 

including the right to e nter freely into a social contract 

with their magistrates and governors. 

Milton is, in many r e spects, a powerful expone nt 

of some of his century's most revolutionary ideas. In the 
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Areopagitica he petitions boldly for "the liberty to know , 

to utter , and to argue freely according t o conscience , above 

all liberties.,,7 In this class i c polemic he demands social 

condit ions capable of producing and stimulati ng the 

dignified, en lightened, progressive individual. He pronounces 

religious toleration "more Christian,,8 than the "prelatical 

tradit i on of crowding free consciences . .. ,,9 In many respects 

the Areopagitica exemplifies the rousing Miltonic plea for 

proper freedom for the good , self-disciplined man, who wi ll 

be sufficiently strong to resist evi l, and adequately 

intelligent to reject error . 

Milton confidently professes that this good man has 

numerous natural rights; these include life, liberty , the 

pursuit of goodness , freedom of thought and discussion , and 

the right to choose respon sible, r epresentative government , 

and to reject or a l ter an arrogant or oppressive one . In 

The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates, Milton combines the 

Natural law philosophy , scripture , and a selection of 

di stingui shed hi storical sanctions, into his case for 

regic i de. Out of "pure zeal to the l iber t y [of ] mankind, ,,lO 

Milton defends the Independent military mi nority who 

execute d King Charles I. Milton explains that a free-born 

people possess the right to depose and punish a tyrant who 

is an impediment to that society ' s good , cre ative forces. 

The Tenure ' s title declares that "it is l awful ... to ca ll to 

account a tyrant, or wi cked king , and after due conviction, 
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to depose, and put him to death ... " In Eikonoklastes 

Milton reiterates this natural ri ghts --soc ial contract 

philosophy he h as articulated in Th e Tenure ; he announce s 

the supremacy of p arli ament, and he denounces the k in g , 

d 'd 1 l ' b ' 12 Charles I , who most un e rmlne popu a r l e rtles. 

Mi lton expresses deep gratitude for the opportunity 

to compose the (first) Defence of the People of England , to 

publicly defend "the cause of the English people , and thus 

. 13 
liberty herse l f. " This Defence is constructed upon 

Milton's conception of the liberating law of Nature. This 

treat i se exte nds and expands the socia l contract philosophy 

affirmed in The Tenure. In the ( f irst ) Defence Milton 

proudly proclaims the sove reignty of parliament , 

t he in s ti tute which , according to rvlil ton, was " to 

maintain above a ll else the freedom of the 

1 
,,1 4 peop e ... In hi s subsequen t Second Defence , Milton 

e xclaims, "What can t end more to the honor and glory of 

any country than the restoration of liberty ... ? ,, 15 He 

aga in writes to free both hi s country a nd the church . 

Second Defence a l so contains Milton' s most e l aborate 

definition of his conception of liberty. 

Thi s 

The good old cause i s neither abandoned nor down-

played as the 1 66 0 Restoration of Charles II approaches . 

Milton r emains the champion of Eng lish libert y , " a word 

which monarchy and her bishops hate ... ,,1 6 Whi l e he faces 

the i mminent threat of the Restorat i on , Mil ton outlines his 
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pragmatic (rather than ideal) scheme for a republican 

commonwealth; he again emphasizes that "a free commonwealth 

both favours and promotes liberty ; and not the word only, 

but the thing itsself. "l7 He also warns of the evils that 

wi ll ensue if the people reject liberty and restore Cha~les 

Stuart 's son to the throne of England . 

Through two decades of radica l political experiment-

at ion and heated controversy , Mi lton faithfully upholds his 

i deals: liberty and commonwealth. This study aspires to 

revea l more fully wha t these Miltonic ideals are ; how he 

defines , defends, and deve l ops his conception of liberty. 

As h e becomes a seasoned veteran of polemi ca l warfare, 

Mi l ton becomes convinced that good, wise, and brave men 

will fight to defend liberty; and very few, if any) 

championed this vital cause as we ll as John Milton. 
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FOOTNOTES (INTRODUCTION ) 

1 
A Second D~fence of the English People, IV,i, 

622. (All quotations of ~1ilton r s prose are t aken from 
The Complete Prose Works of John Milton, gen.ed. Don M. 
Wolfe (New Haven : Yale Uni versi ty Press, 1953--). All 
subsequent chapter s wi ll include, in parenthesis in the 
thesis text, volume and page references for quotations, 
e . g ., IV, i , 622, above.) 

2 
Second Defence, IV,i,684 

3 
Ibid., p.679. 

4 
Ibid., p.672. 

5 
The Readie and Easie Way, VII, 383. 

6 
Of these i mpor tant authorities, nature in 

particular will be elaborated on below; see chapter II 
especially. 

7 
Areopagi tica , 11,560. 

8 
Ibid. , p.565. 

9 
Ibid., p.554. 

10 
J.Milton French (ed .), The Lif e Records of 

John Mi lton (New Brunswick , N.J.: Rutgers Univers ity Pr ess , 
1 950) , II, 230. 

11 
The Te nure of Kings and Magistrate s , III, 189. 

Hereafter fr eq ue ntly referr ed to as The Tenure. 
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12 
Eikonok l astes, III , 344 . 

13 
Second Defence , IV, l, 549. 

14 
Ibid., p . 548 . 

IS 
Ib i d. , p.550. 

16 
The Readie and Easie Way , VII , 383. 

17 
Ibid. 
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CHAPTER I 

AREOPAGI TICAl 

John Mi lton 's Ar eopagitica is h i s most celeb r ated 

defense of r esponsible individual liberty ; it is his bold 

and eloquent petition for freedom of thought and dis cuss ion, 

sufficient to facilitate the inte llectual and sp i r itual 

growth of all good Engl ishmen. In thi s profoundl y moral , 

Protestant -Humanist polemic, Mi lton reque sts " the liberty 

to know , to utter and to argue freely according to 

conscience , above a ll liberties " (11, 56 0) . He affirms tha t 

truth wi ll sur e ly tri umph over error, if on l y good and 

l earned men are permitted freely to speak, debate , and 

publish the ir portion of the whole truth. In subsequently 

cons tructing his cas e for fr ee dom of the pre ss, Milton 

debates the broade r philosophic questions of freedom 

of thought and express i on , and r e ligious l i b e rty. 

Milton be lieves that a fr ee ques t for truth is 

integral to t he Hefonnat ion and the human pur s uit of 

h
. 2 

applness. The Protestant Reformat ion aspires to recover 

and propagate the essential Christian truths , which , as 

Mil t o n explain s , the Roman Catholic pr i ests first distorted , 

and final l y l ost. In Of Reformation , Mil ton explains that 

the doctrine of the Gospel, "through the grosseness , and 

b lindness of her professors , and the fraud of deceivable 

-8-
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traditions" has b een adul t erated, and transformed into 

" h . . f 1 d 1 ,, 3 t e new-vom1ted Pagan1sme 0 sensua I 0 atry ... 

Protestants l ike Milton seek to purify the Christian 

religion, r eplacing the idolatry , ritual , and superstition 

with plain worship, and a devout belief in a pure Chr istian 

truth. Mil ton states that, "If we will but purge ... that 

intellectual ray which God hath planted in u s , then we 

would beleeve the Scriptures ... calling to them to be 

instructed , not only the wise and l earned , but the simple, 

the poor . .. attributing to all men , and requiring from them 

the ability of searching, try ing , examining a ll things, and 

. h ' h . d " 4 M . 1 ton by the Spirit discern1ng that w 1C 1 S goo... 1 

believes that "God is decreeing to begin some new and 

great period in his c hurch , ev ' n to the r eforming of 

Reformation it self ... " ( 11 , 553). That these idea l s might 

b e accomplished , Milton petitions the Engl i sh Parliament 

to encourage "any [who ] would wr ite , and bring his helpfull 

hand to the slow-moving Reformation ... " ( Il , 565 ). Human 

happiness will , of course , b e derived from the productive 

utilization of human minds, to advance the Re formation, Qnd 

recover perfect Truth. 

Truth indeed came once into the world with 
h er divine Master , and was a perfect shape 
most glorious to look on ; but when h e 
ascended , and his apostles after him were 
l aid asleep, then strait arose a wicked 
race of deceivers , who ... took the virgin 
Truth, hewd her lovely fo rm into a 
thous and peeces , and scatter ' d them to 
the four winds. From that time ever since , 
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the sad friends of Truth ... went up and down 
gather ing up limb by limb still as they 
could find them. We have not yet found 
them all ... 11,549. 

Milton recognizes that knowledge , in h i s contemporary 

society, is imperfect; he be lieves that the on l y hope , of 

ever recovering and synthesizing a total truth, lies in a 

necessary soc i al toleration of a diversity of opinions. 

The English nation requires the freedom that will allow 

both, the continuous search after truth , and diverse opinions, 

to clash and be blended in a fuller truth. Milton declares 

that " the golden rule in Theology" and the proper employ-

ment of a Christian is "to be still searching what we know 

not , by what we know" (11,551). Milton understands that 

the in te rests of Truth and Reformation (synonymous terms 

in Protestant minds) require that learned men be free to 

challenge and defeat error in open conflict. He notes t hat 

"reforming of a Church ... is never brought to effect without 

the fierce encounter of truth and falsehood ... ", from which 

1 . 1 5 trut 1 preval s. He believes that " the property of Truth 

is to unyoke and set free the minds and spir i ts of the 

Nation ... from the thraldom of sin and superstition. ,, 6 

Milton adds that "The people, or the greater part, more th a n 

at other times, wholly tak'n up with the study of hi ghest 

and most important matters to be reform'd shou l d be 

disputing , r eason ing, r eading, inventing, discoursing, 

ev'n to a rarity, and admiration , 
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d is c 0 ur s tor w r itt I n 0 f " ( I I , 5 5 7) . This is precisely why 

Milton petitions for libe r ty not only to know and utter , 

but to argue; then he mi gh t receive helpful criticism and 

st i mul ation from persons with d;iffering perspectives. He 

accepts this process of intel l ectual confrontation and 

interaction as the only way to become wise and veracious , 

and consequently v irtuous and free. 

Milton bel i eve s that in order to recover and 

r eassemble a perfect truth, it is necessary that al l 

rel i gious s ects, e xcep t the r epress i ve bigoted Catholics, 

b e permitted to speak , publi s h, and contribute the i r 

portions of the truth. 7 Milton states that "all opinions, 

yea errors, known , read, and co llated, are o f main s e rvice 

& assistance toward the speedy attainment of what i s 

trues t" (11, 51 3 ) . Truth must be arrived a t by r econciling 

opposite views and un iting portions of the tru t h. 

There must be many schismes and many 
dissections made in the quarry and in 
t he timber , ere the house of God can 
be built .. . neither c a n every piece 
of the building be of one form; nay 
rather the pe r fection consists in 
this, that out of many moderat varieties 
and brothe rly dissimilitudes that are 
not vas tly d i sproport i onal l arises the 
grace ful symmetry that comme n ds the whole 
pile and structure . (11,555 ). 

Milton is quite convince d that Truth wi ll emerge victorious 

from free and vigorous debate a mong the sectaries and others. 

Licensing , h owever , "hinder s a nd retards the 

importa tion of. .. truth ... " (11,548). Mi l ton observes that 
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"if it come to prohibiting, there is not ought more likely 

to be prohibited then truth it self. . . " (11,565). He 

declares that "though all the windes of doctrin were let 

loose to play upon the earth, s o Truth be in the field, 

we do injuriously by licensing and prohibiting to misdoubt 

her strength. Let her and Falshood grapple; who ever knew 

Truth put to the wors , in a free and open encounter. Her 

confuting is the best and surest suppressing " (11,561). 

Milton resents being deprived of any reasonable , 

or even semi-reasonable , book that mi ght contr i bute to the 

discovery or assembly of a fuller truth; he believes that 

a good mind can either extract something valuable from, 

or develop a r ebutta l to, even the most impure volume. 

Milton believes that religious - theological error must be 

faced if it is to be properly refuted and rejected. Every 

refutation of error i s an addit i ona l affirmat i on of truth 

which i s lost i f the challenges of e rror neve r ar i se. In 

the Areopagitica , Mil ton champi ons the liberty of unlicensed 

pr i nting, hoping that the 16 44 English Presbyterian 

Parliament wil l rescind the June 1 4, 1 643 Licens i ng Order, 

that makes it necessary to license a ll books prior to 

their initial publicat i on. He declares, and then demonstrates , 

before this Par liament that "It wou ld fare better with 

Truth, with l earning , and the Commonwealth , if one of your 

publisht Orde rs ... were call'd in ... " (11,488). 
( 

'- Here is Milton, the radical Protestant 
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pamphleteer , defend i ng the writer 's right to publish and 

the book 's right to be published . Milton wr ites that 

"Hee who des troyes a good Booke , kil l s r eason it se l fe , 

kills the Image of God , as it we r e in the eye" (11 , 49 2). 

Here Milton expresses hi s Christian human i st conviction 

that God is reasonable. Milton 's Protestant Christianity 

assimilated certa in features of Renaissance humanism ; for 

instance, Milton believed tha t the ways of God could not 

and neve r would contradict just and r easonab l e human 

8 des ires and needs. 

wary: 

Milton is extremely concerned that authorities be 

what pers e cution we rais e against the living 
l abours of publick men, how we spill tha t 
s eason'd li fe of man preserv 'd and stor'd up 
in Books; since we s ee a kinde of homicide 
may be thus commit t ed , some time s a marty r dome , 
and if it ex t end to the whole impress ion, 
a kinde of massacre, wherof the execution ends 
not in the slaying of a n e lementall life , 
bu t str ikes at tha t e therea l and fift essenc e, 
the breath of r eason it s e l fe , sl a ies an 
immortality rather then a li fe (1 1 , 493) . 

Milton b e lieves that the stat e should not limit 

intelligent men ' s opportunities to gene r a t e i deas ; as a 

s easoned Protestant Mi lton knows that li cens i ng has always 

been a concomitant of tyr ann y , and tends to discourage this 

fr ee expression of independen t perspect i ves . He r ecognizes 

th a t thi s suppression of thought and expres sion tends to 

curb the individua lism and mental autonomy s anctioned by 

the Pr otestant Reformation . He recal l s that the Roman 
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catholic Church has established , in particular , the 

Inquisition and the Council of Trent to extirpate 

Protestantism. He sees this current Presbyterian 

suppression of learning as an extens ion of the "Prelaticall 

tradition of crowding free consciences and Christian 

libertie s in to canons and precepts of men" (I 1,554). In 

fact, he affirms that "Bishops and Presbyters are [nm..;] 

the same to us both name and thing " (11,539). 

With the publication of Areopagitica, Mi lton 

distinguishes hims e lf from the Presbyterians, whom he 

earlier supported in his anti-Prelatica l tracts, by 

adopting a more Independent religious perspective. The 

Independents are a composite group, a nd at One time 

consisted most l y of gentry . They sough t to establish a 

new decentralized form of Calvinist Church Organization. 9 

Th e Independents became champions of religious toleration, 

such as Areopagitica advocates ; though toleration was 

forced upon them by politica l necessity. 10 

Milton ' s more radica l (but not extreme) 1 644 

Independent stance is a qualif ied opposition to censorship. 

He voluntarily concedes that "it i s of greatest concernment 

in the Church and Commonwea lth, t o have a vigi l a nt eye 

how bookes demeane themselves , as well as men ; and 

thereaf ter to confine , impri son, and do sharpes t justice 

on them as malefactors ... " (11,4 92) . Clearly Milton does 

not object to responsible censorship ; in fact he l ater 
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serves, between 1649 and 1651, as licenser of Ivlercurius 

Politicus (Sirluck in II, 163). Yet, while he condones 

censorship of harmful publications, he proceeds to 

demonstrate that in the early days of Christendom, even 

the books of grand heretics were not prohibited and burned 

until after the works had been fairly examined , properly 

refuted, and justly condemned. The 1643 Licensing Order, 

in its haste to judge and suppress books, is clearly 

unfair to them. This licensing is born in weakness , in 

a fear of i deas; its advocates do not wish to be reasonable 

because they dread an expos i ng truth or critici sm. But, 

as Milton exclaims, "Truth" needs no policies, nor stratagems, 

nor licencings to make her v i ctor i ous, those are the shifts 

and the defences that error uses against her power ... " (I I, 

5 6 3) • Th e state must be more reasonable and not imagine an 

evil where a good result is more likely. 

Mi lton declares that a free and untainted exchange 

of significant ideas wil l surely h a v e a beneficial 

rather than detrimental effect on English society. It 

wi l l broaden and expand many minds, producing wise men 

who are fre e and virtuous assets to their community. Milton 

doubt s that unrestr icted r e ading will prove de trime nta l 

to society. He declare s th a t , "All kinde of knowledg e 

whe the r of good or evill; the knowledge cannot 

de fil e , nor cons~~ently the book s , if the will a nd 

conscience be not defil'd" (II, 512). The indivi d ual 
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determined to put his learning to good use In life-

enhancing activity will not be debased or corrupted , but 

offe nded and repelled, by an evil tract. A good published 

idea positively expands a recipient's mind ; a bad published 

ide a challenges the good man to produce a strong , reasoned , 

rebuttal or refutation; hence all publications can 

stimulate, act ivate , and even expand the minds of readers. 

Hence Milton proposes , to his Parliamentary audience , that 

the promiscuous reading of bad along with good books is 

beneficial, because this develops the powe rs of human 

discernment and even resistance. Constant exposure to 

falsehood challenges the mind to reaffirm a true position 

aga inst li es . Constant t emptation by- evil tests a nd 

strengthens the wil l to resist. It is the individual who 

can confront and quash both evil and falsehood who is 

truly liberated , by Mi l ton ' s defini t ion. 

As a truly l iberated i ndi vidual Mil ton champions 

the liber ty of thought, discussion, and publication that 

may facilitate the advancement of true Reformation . He 

believes that un d iscove red and unclarified truths l ie 

within the Bible , which he, as a Protestant , upholds as the 

true source of Christian authority , against the counterfeit 

Roman Catholic tradition and Pope ; debate or discussion 

of these Scriptural truth s will advance the true r e ligion 

and true Reformation, whereas a passive acceptance of the 

prescribed Orthodox dogma will l eave undiscovered and 
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unclarified truths buried in the good book. Milton 

recognizes that licensing limits peop l e ' s expos ure to 

printed ideas, thereby impoverishing their intellects, 

leaving them narrow-minded or bigoted, rather than 

broadminded or mature. Conversely, a mature mind is aware 

of various beliefs, open to criticism from other peop l e 

with different convictions, and capable of constantly 

altering and improving persona l convictions; this mental 

development or maturation is an in tegra l part of a good 

man's self-realization. As a mature, liberated Protes tant! 

Milton welcomes any debate whe re he can receive and 

dispense intellectual criticism, challenges, and stimulation. 

He tries to complete his opinions by assimilating a broad 

array of both canonical and classical ideas. He petitions 

for a social environment conducive to this individual 

mental development; h e sees that this action will promote 

both culture and true r eformation. 

When an individual inte racts with ideas , or with 

a social environment capable of stimulating them, his mind 

i s deve loped, and he becomes a fuller (and hopefully better) 

person. Without ade quate mental st imulat ion by diverse 

and challenging ide as, human minds are unexercised and 

underde v e lop e d; here intelligence is supplanted by stupidity, 

ri gidity , and torpidity. Mi lton bel i eves that licensing is 

"but a servitude like that impos'd by the Phi li st i ms. " 

(11, 536 ). He strongly attacks the licensing order because 
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he cannot "set so light by all the inven tion , the art , the 

wit, the grave and solid judgment . .. " (11,535) in his 

nati ve England. He believes that the issue of the human 

brain will be aborted or stifled by oppressive ignor ance. 

He exclaims, "thus ... we are hinder ' d and disinur ' d by this 

cours of licencing" (11,548). Milton implies that the 

state has no right to rob the present generation of diverse , 

important ideas; and he is aware that licensing also 

prevents subsequen t generations from benefitting from the 

cultural transmission of these ideas (11,53 4). He notes 

that "a good Booke is the pret ious li fe-b l ood of a master 

spirit, embalmed and treasur'd up on purpose to a l ife 

beyond " (11, 493 ). 

Essentially, Milton is attacking forces that 

curta il human thinking, be thes e Catholic or Presbyterian. 

Because he is a dynamic Prote stant indiv idualist, he 

defends an i ndependent , though tful way of li fe that will 

deve lop the minds and personalities of the peop l e. In 

Milton one can recognize the spirit of reformation 

encouragin g thinking . Thinking can also l ead to creativity , 

provided that critical inquiry has made ideas accessible. 

Crea tivity is the imaginat i ve cultivation, expansion and 

expression of the se l f-enhancing dynamic qualities, l eading 

towards a richer and more fulfil ling li fe . This riche r, 

more enlightened life is obviously one of Mi lton's 

human ist idea ls. Milton wi ll not e ndure the subjection 
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of al l the l earn ing and i ntelligence of a ll worthy men in 

the nation, to a few arrogant , unthinking c onformists. His 

Areopagitica seeks to make reason i ng the general tendency 

among men , so that ideal ly they can recognize the same 

basic truths. 

Milton believes that it is i ncreasingly possible 

to promote human intelligence and excellence by exposing 

people to a broader array of diverse i deas. He hopes that 

through increased c i rculation of knowledge , through i mp roved 

educat i on , it will be possible to stimulate religious 

r egene r at ion ; then individual s may once again live in 

h armony wi t h the primary law of Na ture . l l The primary 

l aw of Nature was designed by God to ensure the opt i ma l 

functioning of a perfect Pre l apsarian creation. When 'the 

pall ' occurred and depravity ensued , that primary l aw of 

Nature was no longer applicabl e to the human Order ; then 

t he secondary l aw of Nature , an imperfect expre ssion of 

the pr i mary l aw, and a law expressed in t he Old Tes t ament 

decalogue , became binding. The secondary l aw of Nature is 

that part of the primary law wh i ch is apparent to the 

unregenerate mind . The regenerate however are not bound 

by this secondary law of nature because they are fit to 

live in accord with the primary law. Areopagitica is 

written par tly in the hope that men might be spiritually 

reqenerated, so they can recover the ir link with the 
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primary law of Nature . It is obvious to Milton that when 

the state prescribes the indoctrination of the entire 

populace with a narrow lot of accepted opinions , there is 

little or no opportunity for spiritual regeneration or a 

social condition above general intellectual mediocrity. 

Milton comments specifically on "the servile condition 

into which learning" has been brought in those "Popish 

places .... where this kind of Inquisition tyrannizes" (11,537). 

Such practices as mass i ndoctrination and thought control 

may indicate the state's fear of a fallen society , but 

thes e practices are reactionary, merely licensed bigots 

promoting mass bigotry. Milton proceeds to assert that the 

16 43 Licensing Order must greatly discourage learning, by 

first characterizing the whole Engl i s h nation as permanently 

too stupid and weak to be exposed to unlicensed reading , and 

by subsequently preserving this condition. 

Milton d e fends intellectual liberty for those 

capable of benefitting from it. When writing Areopagitica 

he is conce rned primari l y with liberating the inte llectua l 

e lite. He realiz e s that freedom of thought and discussion 

opens and broadens the i ntellectual atmosphere by drawing 

more and new ideas to it, and by allowing people to interact 

with these i deas . In a free intellectual atmosphere 

people c a n assimilate new thoughts and develop their own 

minds. Milton understands that he althy creativity is 
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involved in constructing or synthesizing one ' s personal 

philosophy or one's independent religious perspective . 

From a radical protestant position he defends the ri ght of 

all men to develop a personal religious perspective. He 

unders tands also that repressive interference with free 

thought and discussion prevents intrinsic ideas from 

ripening and other i deas from be ing provoked externally. 

Licensing must cramp human minds, preventing the pursuit 

of truths beyond the nation's present imperfect orthodoxy; 

no idea wil l be permitted unless it is in accord with the 

generally pres cribed, orthodox notions. From Mil ton's 

Protestant perspect i ve , thi s licensing po licy is very 

reminisc.~nt of medieval bigotry and oppression. 

Milton confronts this severe and unscrupulous 

censorship that seems bent on suppress ing a ll writers who 

are (jenerat ing new "truths" to please their consciences, 

i nstead of reproducing orthodox " falsehoods " to appease 

the authorities. For Protes t a nt polemica l purposes 

Milton strategically links this 1643 licensing order to 

the Catholic proponents of tyranny and superstit ion; he 

interpre ts the Engl i sh licensing of books as a rece ntly 

i mported popish intrigue , as the craft or malice of the 

"most antichristian Counce l" of Trent and the "most 

tyrannous " Spanish Inquisition (11,505). Milton declares 

in Areopaqitica that " falsest sRducers , and oppressors of 
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men were the first who" took up licensing, " and to no other 

purpose but to obstruct and hinder the first approach of 

reformation ... (11,507). Both historically and in 1644 , 

official licensers could and would suppress dissident or 

unorthodox in terpreta'cions of Scripture, and sectarian 

re ligious perspectives. The radical Protestant Milton 

defends, tolerates, and even encourages r el igious diversity 

as a healthy sign of the reasonable Reformation; to Milton, 

a variety of religious opinions is evidence of good, 

thoughtful individual searching and interpreting of 

scripture. He states that "sects and errors it seems God 

ff t b f th 1 f d ,,12 su ers 0 e or e gory 0 goo men ... ~1f sects 

and schismes be turbulent in the unsetl'd es t ate of a church, 

while it lies under the amending hand, it best beseems our 

Christian courage to think they are but as the throws and 

pangs that go before the birth of r eformation ... ,, 13 

"He.resy, indeed , may properly be regarded as indicative of 

a spiritual vitality that will inevitab ly lead man to a 

larger knowledge of religious truth. ,,14 Milton has lon g 

a cknowledged "tha t the forbidde n writing is thought to be 

a certain spark of truth that fly e th up in the faces of 

them that seek to chok and t read it out, whereas a book 

, , ,15 
autorlzed is thought to be but the l anguage of the tlme. ' 

Milton contrasts censorship and suppression to his 

more re asonab le, more libe r a l, Independent Protestant 
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recommendations; he presents the former as papa l and 

Inquisitional o ppression , refe rring to "this authentic 

Spanish policy of lice ns i ng books " (11, 569 ). In tracing 

the English policy o f licensing back to the Span ish 

Inquis ition, and in asso ciating this po licy with Roman 

Catholic ism, Mi l ton creates a Protes t ant histori cal myth. 

He charges that there was no such licensing in anci e nt 

Greece or Rome , that "this pro j ec t of licensing crept out 

of the Inquisition, was catcht up by our Prelates , an d hath 

caught some of our Presbyte r s " (11, 493) . Milton presents 

lice nsing as a policy tota lly foreign to England; he 

claims that the Inquisition se t t he precede nt for the 

English po l icy of licens ing. The ' Councel l of Trent, and 

the Spanish Inquisition first stifled authors, suppr ess ing 

and banning not just "matters h e r e tic a ll, but any subject 

tha t was not to t hei r palat " (1 1,503). Fina lly, "the ir 

l ast inve ntion was to orda in that no book, p amphlet, o r 

paper should be pri nted ... unlesse it were fi r st approv ' d 

a n d licenc ' t unde r the hands of 2 or 3 glutton fri a rs" (II, 

503) . " It i s r emarkable how genera l ly this v i ew h as been 

accep ted " (Sir luck in 11 , 158) as accurate hi story. 

Actually, the re gulation of opinion , re striction 

on publications , and policies or licens ing have Engl i sh 

precedents unde r Bishop Arun de l in 140 8 , Henry VIII i n 

1 530 , and Queen Elizabeth I (Sirluck in 11,158-9) . During 
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the Tudor era strict pres s control had been cons idered 

necessar y for the main t enan c e of state stab il i t y. The 

c i tizens of Tudor England had often surrendered, in order 

to secure state stability, the traditional rights in which 

Milton discovers the foundations of his Parli amen tary 

propaganda and defense s. The Tudors had o fte n used press 

control to dampen the spark s of l ea rning and Reformat ion 

(Sirluck in 11 ,1 59) . This policy was meant to ensure 

that a docile , unlearned, uncritical populace wo ul d be 

unlikely to chal l enge the stability of traditional 

conservative institutions. 

Durin g the reign of Henry VIII, in the 1540's, the 

major English pr inters a nd booksellers h ad formed a 

st a tioners' guild. 1 7 This company wa s subs eque ntl y 

incorporated under Queen Mary I in 1 557 . 1 8 The se pr i nters 

and booksellers were granted , by the crown, a conditiona l 

monopoly on printing and d i stribution of books, provided 

they functioned as state censors ; bec a us e only these few 

master printe rs h e ld t h e offic i a l ri ght to print, they 

could and did prevent any publication that offended their 

t . . . 1 9 pa ronlz l ng s overe l gn. During the reign of Queen 

Elizabe th I , the Stationers Company had required of al l 

associated printers that they obtain a li cense before 

publishing any individua l work. This licensing poli cy 

was operational in Enqland sixty years prior to Milton ' s 

unl i censed publication of the Areopagitica , but Mil ton , 
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in categorizing licens ing as Catho l ic, was attempting to 

annex his polemic to a growing English tradition of 

anti-Catholicism. 

In the year 1 637 King Charles I and his Archbishop 

William Laud had extended l i terary censorship by granting 

the Stationers Company a total monopo l y on all printing. 

In the Areopagi tica Milton alludes to this, " the fraud of 

some old patentees and monopolizers in the tr ade of 

book-selling ... " (11 , 570). This company r emained a pr i me 

impediment to all press liberty, even after the Presbyterians 

gained predominan c e in the Eng lish parliament . When Sta r 

Chambe r wa s a boli shed in 1 641 control of the press passed 

to the Parliament, but during the early 1 640 i s this 

Presbyterian parliament , like its Tudor monarchical 

prede cessors, sought to main t ain state stabi l ity t hrough 

press control. In April 1 643 , the Stationers Company h ad 

petitioned parliament to r einstate customary restrictions 

on printing . The parliament h ad r esponded with the June 14 , 

16 43 li censing order, aga i nst which John Mi l ton writes hi s 

"Speech for the Liberty of Unlicenc ' d Printing " (11 , 485 ) 

In Areopagitica Mi lton sugges ts that a pries tly 

tyranny again threatens to replace mature Protestant 

individuality and independent judgmen t . He addresses 

the Areopagitica to the civil author i ties , and especially 

to the Erastians among the parliament. He suggests tha t 
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theocratic dominance again threatens the liberties of 

state , t hat the Erastian s have been beguiled and betrayed. 

He expla i ns tha t a servile p r ess is an impor t an t concomitant 

of theocratic domi nance. 

While Bishops were to be baited down, 
then a ll Presses might be open ; it 
was the people's birthr i ght and priviledge 
i n time of Pa r lament ... But now ... the 
Ep iscopal l arts begin to bud aga in ... , 
liberty of Printing must be e nthrall'd 
again under a Prelatical c ommission ... , 
the privilege of the people nulli fy'd , 
and wh i ch is wors, the freedom of l earning 
must groan again, and to her old fetters . .. ; 
a ll this the Parlament ye t sitting (1 1 , 541-2 ) 

Mi l ton sees this li censing order as an 

outrageous threa t to Reformat i on , learning and civil 

libe rti e s. Milton states tha t he: 

wrote .. . the Areopagitica , concern i ng 
the f r eedom o f the press , tha t the 
judgment of truth and fa l sehood, what 
should be printed and wha t suppressed , 
ought not to be in the h a nds of a few 
men ( a nd these most l y ignorant and of 
vulgar discernment ) charge d with the 
inspection of books , a t whose will or 
whim v irtua lly everyone is prevented from 
publishing aught that surpasses the 
unders t and i ng of the mob ( IV ,i,625-6). 

Milton a~drGS3eS the Areopagi tic a to Parl i ament , whi c h 

"by 1640 h ad become the symbo l for the defence of re li g ion, 

2 0 liberty , and property. " In the open ing pa r agraph s of 

the Areopagitica its author suggests that he def e nds a 

free p r ess in orde r to "advance the publ i ck good . .. " (11 , 486) 

In all his tracts Milton similarly aspires to advance the 
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pub l i c good ; h e believes that this i s accomplis hed only 

with liberty. Like a twentieth- century psychologi st , he 

knows that l iberty is conducive to personal development , 

pe r son al responsibi l ity, and inte l lectual exce llence. 

Liberty he conce i ves as God's gift to his peop l e --the 

English nation. "Liberty " writes Mi lton, "i s the n urse 

of all great wits ... that which hath . . . e nlarg ' d an d li f t ed 

up our apprehens i ons degrees above themse l ves " (11,559 ) 

Liberty i s li fe-enhancing ; liberty uplifts , betters , 

enlightens , a nd nourishes. The remova l of this liberty 

will cause pe ople to grow i gnorant, bruta l, forma l - , 

slav i sh again . In the Areopagitica Milton is dedica t ed 

to securing this liberty for a good , se l f -di scip l ined e lite. 

Those who are unab l e to govern themselves with r eason and 

se l f-disc i pline are deemed unworthy of libe r ty . 

The Areopagitica demands Christi an liberty , not 

1 0 21 I lcense. Christian iberty i s the freedom to l ive a 

respons i b l e , self-disciplined li fe in accord with one's 

conscientious inte rpretation of scriptures. A man is 

rightly called virtuous when he is fr e e to indulge in 

vice , but doe s not b e cause h e has d e velope d the powe r 

to r es i s t evil . "Corrup ting influe nce s are pres e nt 

everywhe re and can b e met only by bui lding up an inne r 

discipline and the power of rationa l choosing ; this i s the 

f lln n "lmoni- => 1 +- e ~ ~ +- ~-I= u ~ l ..... __ , __ -'- 1_ " ~_ ' pL l
o

, op'nv ,,22 _____ c.. ... ~". ~u.-,- '- " C: L. V.L !'l.L -L L.UB ::, e L-I LL C d .l 11 .lOS _. . 
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Milton knows that good men must be strong enough to resist 

evil and should not have to be segregated from it. In 

Areopa gitica the superior man can resist sin; the inferior 

man must be segregated from temptation. Milton declares 

openly , 

I cannot praise a fugiti v e and cloister'd 
vertue , unexercis'd & unbre ath ' d, that 
never sallies out and sees her adversary, 
but slinks out of the race, where that 
immortall garland is to be run for ... 
Assuredly we bring not innocence into the 
world, we bring i mpurity much rather: that 
which puri f ies us is triall, and triall 
is by wha t is contrary." (11,515) 

Milton's argument in Areopagitica is that trial can 

purify those who have free choice; his advocacy of free 

choice here points awa y from Orthodox Calvinism to Arminianism. 

Throughout Are opagi tica Milton stre sses , contrary to 

Calvin, man's free wi l l to choose his own future actions. 

Milton unde rstan d s that intelligent choosing is conducive 

to the deve lopment of a good man. 

Ce ntral to Milton ' s conception of liberty lS his 

conviction that "God sure estee ms the growth and 

comple ating of one v ertuous person , more then the restraint 

of t e n vitious" (11,52 8). Mil t on s eek s to promote the 

self-realization or f lowe ring of that inte lle ctua l 

minority who can a nd choos e to advance culture, gove rn 

soci e ty, a nd promote tr ue Re f o r ma t ion. He see s the 

an ta gonisti c 1 i censing Or de r as " the grea t es t- di scolJr a ge -
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ment and affront that can be offer'd to learning and to 

learned men" (11,530). 

The author of Areopagitica wo uld have t he English 

Parliament establish new (revo lutionary) social conditions, 

capable of stimulating creativity, and conducive to 

philosophical speculation. "The ideal seed ground of 

intellectual growth and national progress was to Milton 

a free and open clash of wits and ideas.,,23 Milton is 

determined to defend the human right -to create-:--to bring 

something new or superior into society--to elevate the 

human mind above mere intellectual copying. Mi l ton also 

writes that "he who freely magnifies what hath been nobly 

done, and fears not to declare as freely what might be 

done better , gives ye [Parliament ] the best cov ' nant of 

his fidelity ... " (11,488). He ruthless l y attacks harmful 

religious custom that stifles intel l ectual advancement 

and true Reformation. "What a fine con formity would it 

[the Licensing Order] starch us al l i nto" he exclaims, 

"Doubtles a stanch and solid peece of frame-work , as any 

January could freeze together" (11,545). Unintelligent 

mental conformity prevents the progress of true menta l 

development and true Reformation, by avoiding questioning 

and the mental development conducive to spiritual 

rege n e ration . 

Milton clarifies his position in the Epistle of 
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Christ i an Doctrine: 

How much it is in the interest of the 
Christian religion that men should 
be free not only to sift and winnow 
any doctrine , but also openly to give 
the ir opinions of it, even to write 
about it, according to what each 
believes ... without this freedom ... there 
is not religion . .. (VI, 12 2-3) . 

In the religious sphere, Milton proclaims the individual 

conscience sovereign; violations of conscience are 

irre ligious . An individual can only genuinely believe 

a doctrine if his own mind has examined i t and constructed 

a personal understanding of it. A man must comprehend his 

convictions in order to say he believes. "A man may be 

a heretick in the truth ... if he believe things only 

because his Pastor sayes so ... " (11,543). He can comprehend 

a be lief only by analyz ing the separate component tenets, 

and perceiving thei r validity in contrast to error. lA/hen 

confronted by erroneous doctrines he wil l be reassured of 

the validity of his true conviction. Also , a genuine 

religious commitment must be freely ente r ed , just as a 

genuine love of God or another person must be freely 

expressed or given. Coercion in religion and love is 

prostitution of something sacred . "Religion especially .. 

if not voluntary, becomes a sin ... " (The Tenure 111,238) 

Milton envisions his ideal commonwealth as a 

society capable of guaranteeing intellectual freedom, and 

ample toleration of the diverse vocal and publishing . sects . 
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In favouring a tolerant religious diversity, Milton 

rejects and depreciates the orthodox Catholic notion of a 

uniform religious community. "If all cannot be of one 

mind," he writes, "as who looks they should be? This 

doubtles is more wholsome, more prudent, and more 

1/ Christian that many be tolerated, rathe r then all compell ' d 

(11 , 565) . His ideal commonwea lth would stimulate and 

respect true Protestant individuality, encourage independent 

jUdgment in religious matters, and allow each mature 

pe r son to live according to the dictates of conscience. 

What Calvin intended as theoretical liberty of conscience, 

Milton intends as a practical liberty of conscience for 

worthy men. 

Milton believes that no alien power should be 

the judge of any man's conscience in matters of religion. 

Licensers have no right to suppress the conscientious 

convictions of any individual; they are fallible and have 

no right to decide matters of religion for other free 

ci tiz e ns of England. Milton ' s contemporary Independents 

agreed that God had given men conscience as their guide 

to conduct. Milton ' s Protestantism remo ves the mediators 

from re ligion, l eaving each indi v idual responsible to God, 

and free to find and follow consci e ntiously his own 

interpr eta tion of the Bible ' s truth. With Milton the true 

Protestant becomes his own indepcndent church. 

religious liberty supplants what he calls the pr i estly 
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despoti sm . As an I ndependent , Milton e ncour age s r e ligious 

d iscussion tha t will facilitate progress ive inte rpre tation 

a nd comprehension of the a ll-suffic i ent Bible. Seeking 

constantly to advance -irtue , right reason , and r eformation, 

he writes that "whe re there is much desire to l earn , there 

of necessi t y will be much arguing , much wri ting , many 

opinions ; for opinion in good men is but knowledge in the 

making " (11, 554 ). As an en lightened radic a l Prote s tant, 

Mi l ton upholds the duty of fr ee independe nt inquiry into 

Scripture s or li f e . Such inquiry stimulates wi despr ead 

discussion of r el igious issues, and i dea lly leads to 

religious progres s--the advancement of t rue r eformation. 

Milton j us ti f iably be li eves t hat the abo lition of thought­

con trol will liberat e men 's creat i ve energies and l ead to 

a great Protes tant cultural advancement . 

In j ustifying t h e right of the s ectarians to 

independent judgment a ccording to individua l consc i ence , 

Milton fa ll s back upon t he po litical conception of a 

libe r ating Law of Nature, and it s derivat i ve natural rights r 24 

Each Protestant individual h as a natura l ri ght to li ber ty 

o f conscience , to independent j udgment , and to work wi th 

his personal truth , to r CA <3 0od J i fe... c Becaus e St. Paul 

had declared every Christian equal before God , the 

principle of spiritual equali ty cou l d be, and was , tra ns ferred 

to the poli tical sphere , whe r e men began to pre ach the 
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l
' 25 

doctrine of human equa lty. The Protestant justifications 

for religious liberty are readily transferred into the 

political realm, whe r e they merge with the phi l osophy of 

Natural La@ and Na tural rights, which becomes the bas is 

of a popu l ar demand for c i vi l righ t s and a responsible 

, 26 
representatlve government. 
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FOOTN OTES TO CHAP TER ONE (ARE OPAGITICA) 
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libellous. 

2 
John Mil ton , Of Reformation , I, 566. 
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that must be free l y e nte r ed . Ca tho licism, throu h persecution 
and c oerc i on, v i olates the sanctity of in d i v idua l conscience 
and prevents authe ntic , personally rooted faith. Mi lton's 
Puritanism a l so disparaged the idola try pe r petra t ed by the 
Ronan Catholic ministry . Finally , Mil ton u pho lds the Bibl e 
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CHAPTER II 

THE TENURE OF KINGS AND HAGISTRATES 

The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates~ (1 649) is 

John Milton's initial announcement of the polit ical liberty, 

rights and privileges which good, enlightened , responsible 

individuals are guaranteed by the l aw of Nature. From the 

Stoi cs of ancient Greece and Rome, the Seventeenth-Century 

Levellers, Independents , and Milton derive the idea o f the 

l aw of Nature , a higher l aw than t he judicial, by wh ich 

Milton attempts t o just i fy r egicide . 2 The Tenur e is 

Milton's bold attemp t to harmonize the Independent 

military minority ' s post-C i vi l War subversive political 

actions , with the universa l natural order and its Natura l 

l aw, "the law which springs f r om t he essence of things and 

with which they are originally endoh'ed . ,, 3 

Natural law is that part of God's wil l that can be 

determined by regenerate human reason or the light of 

conscience. Milton equates Natural law with reason, 

conce ives his God as essential l y reasonable and believes 

human right reason to be the i mage of God. 4 Seventeenth­

Century radical Protestants consider reason and conscience 

to be God ' s guides to Natura l law. 5 Milton sees both the 

reasonable and the scriptur~ly-sanctioned action as in 

accord with the law of Na t ure . For him the law of Nature 

-37-
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is an abstract code of justice identical to t he divi ne 

will . 6 Natural law i s ca lled natura l because it is 

ingrafted in the Na ture of man by the God of Nature ; (it 

is God's l aw writ t en in the human heart). The l aw of 

Nature is totally li fe-enhanc ing, prohib iting all that is 

destructive , and guarantee i ng the supreme go od in a human 

society. This humanist conception t eaches that l ife and 

liberty ought to be honoured, human health and property 

protected . I t teaches Milton tha t wicked k i ngs ought to 

be resi s ted and deposed in orde r to p r eserve the popula r 

liberties tha t a r e conducive to the growth of a virtuous 

elect (11 1,212). According to Milton, t he o f f enses of 

Charles I aga i nst Natura l life and liberty must be, and are , 

justifiabl y punished. 

For Milton , the l aw of Nature is a l aw of liberty .7 

Men are deemed by Nature free (19 8 ) and e qua l, but are 

worthy of fre edom only as l ong as they live in accord with 

8 reason or Natural l aw. Good people deri ve from the l aw o f 

Na ture certain natural rights (1 11,220) , including life , 

l iberty , the freedom of thought and express i on , the 

pursuit of goodness, and the right of self-government . 

Central to Milton ' s political philosophy and conception of 

liberty is this condition of worthiness . If an individual 

is r esponsible , ethical , liberated , he should be able to 

choose his yuve rnment , and hold it responsible. Those most 
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worthy citizens should be the governors, those who preserve 

popular liberties, and consequent ly a good (libe rated) 

society. However, depraved, licentious , and undisciplined 

people forfeit the right to choose their government and hold 

it responsible; the unworthy person has no case or recourse 

against a tyrant. Milton always makes the ri ght of political 

self-government contingent upon a personal self-discipline 

and social responsibility. 

Milton postulates that the law of Nature was a law 

9 prior and superior to any t emporal law. Natural l aw 

established immutable standards against which a ll t empora l 

l aws could be measured. If English co~uon (or pos itive) 

law contradicted Natura l law, the former would be declared 

invalid or sham by the Independents. The law of Nature and 

r eason underlie a ll proper or l egitimate covenants and 

political institutions devis e d by the people . Milton sees 

as the end of al l l aw , natural, divine, or tempora l (pos itive ), 

the good of man; hence he defends regicide in the specific 

case of a wicked king. In Milton ' s thought at this time , 

Christianity and humanistic conceptions like the l aw of 

n ature are blended and often equated ; hence his reputa tion 

as a Christian humanis t. 

Milton uses his Protestant individual interpretation 

of scripture, and his personal conscientious convictions as 

his 
1 n 

pr i vate Natural law .-~ · This practice is his logical 
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extension of the individualism and independent judgment 

promoted by the Protestant Reformation. He believes that 

the most humble individual has a right to interpret Scripture. 

Milton's personal interpretation of Scripture allowed him 

conscientiously to justify the war against Charles I, a 

demand for a commonwealth, the execution of Charles If and 

a demand that kingship be abolished. Like other enlightened 

Puritans, particularly Independents, Milton has transferred 

principles from the religious sphere to the political. In 

the Seventeenth Century English "religion and politics were 

so inextricably interwoven that the briefest summary of either 

takes in the other . " ll The ideas o f liberty and equality 

are latent within the Puritan principles of liberty of 

conscience and independent judgment. Calvinism sought 

~utonomy for the Church (freedom from state control or 

interference). The Puritan sects placed obedience to 

conscience above obedience to the monarch. 12 The Puritan 

principles of spiritual equality inspired a demand for 

political equality. Where the priesthood of all believe rs 

is accepted in the religious sphere, the natural equality 

of all men becomes the ana l ogous i dea in the political 

realm of debate . "Christian libe rty becomes the natural 

liberty and right of every individual to consent to and 

share in the government under which h e lives.,,13 While a 

Presbyterian congregation theor etica lly forms a covenant 
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with their Presbyter, and the Independents actually do 

form vo luntary associa tions of like-minded believers, 

these Protestant individua ls, collec tively , conce ive a 

social contract with their secula r rule rs. "God's law 

'becomes ' the law of Na ture expressed in the fundamental 

l aws of the constitutions according to which the execut ive 

governs by the authority received from the peo p l e or its 

. ,,1 4 
representat lves. - Men who assert the ir r e ligious libe rty , 

individuali ty , and equal ity , a r e soon making analogous 

political claims , and challe n ging the traditional author itar i an 

1 · t ' 1 d t' 15 . b' d h t po 1 lca oc rlnes. However , It must e ODserve t a 

" the democratic and libertar i a n i deas wh ich grew out o f 

Protestantism we re not nourished by [conservative, Orthodox 

(Luthe ran-Calvinist)] Protestantism but r athe r developed in 

spite of Protestantism. ,,1 6 

In the Seventeenth Century, thought f ul indi v i dua ls 

turn for gui dance t o reason and Natura l l aw, r a the r than to 

" fallibl e " church authority. These thinking individuals 

l ook to nature as e ithe r an alternative to, or second source 

of, divine reve l ation ; such men believe that they can know 

God best by consulting his natural work and understanding it.17 

It i s thought that God has carefully designed the natural 

order--all t hat is--and ind irect l y r eveal ed his will through 

it. Independent persons thought that they coul d consult 

nature and determine or discern its Natura l law. Natura l 
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law was to se rve a s an unchallengeab l e (infallib le) 

g ui de line for human conduct and institutions. S ince man 

was an intrica t e par t of Nature , it wa s r easonab le to 

examine his n ature and determine how he might be gove rned 

in pe rfect harmony with the universal natural order . The 

subsequent deduction was that morality , religion , and 

po litics ought to conform to God's will as re vea l ed in 

the essential nature of man. 

Milton envisioned man in his original state of 

primary nature as fr ee , good and reasonable. In the 

seventeenth c e ntury the humanists held that as l ong as 

Adam had adhered to the Natural l aws , he h ad been permitted 

to enJoy Pa r adise. When he disobeyed , transgressed the law 

of Na ture , h e lost his ability to follow it, and f e ll from 

harmony with the n a tura l orde r (Hughe s , III, p.74). 

Milton envisione d a primitive condition of human exce llence, 

corrup t ed b':J the Fall , and awaiting regeneration or 

restoration. "Before Adam ' s Fall the r e had been a 

perfect , p rimary l aw of nature , the n a tural expression 

o f the ' I right reason ' which God shared wi th men . Th a t 

still partly discernible l aw un de r l ay the second l aw of 

, IJ 
n ature and natlons (Hughes, III, 74 ). The l aw of nations 

"i s customs unive rsally accepted but not a l ways agreeab l e 

18 to the l aw of nature. " 
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The secondary law of Nature was revealed in the Old 

Testament, and in right reason. The secondary law of 

Nature is an imperfect expression of the original primary 

l aw of Nature . The precepts of human moral law are thought 

to be derived from the primary law of Nature . "Milton 

believed that according to the law of Nature , man is 

inherently good and free from outward restraint. ,, 1 9 

In The Tenure Milton aff i rms that a free-born 

people are created in God1s image, dignified , and endowed 

with certain natural rights which include the right to enter 

into a social contract to secure the responsible , representative 

government most able to serve the true public interests 

(111,198-9) . From the humanist conception of the law of 

Nature , Milton derives the r evolutionary i dea that society 

is made fo? man (in his regenerate condition) , not man for 

society. Free people surrender some of the ir natur al 

rights to governors who, in order to maintain a social 

order , secure and preserve the balance of these rights . 

(111 , 211). Milton proceeds to illustrate and defend his 

conception of social contract , where a public off i cial or 

administrator holds authority conditiona lly , only by the 

consent of the governed ; these free people r eserve their 

natural right to correct or discharge any officia l who 

betrays their trust or deserts their interests (111 , 211-212). 

Milton affirms "that the right of choosing, yea of changing 
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their own government is by the grant of God himself in the 

people" (III, 207) . Milton believe s that " It is lawful ... to 

call to account a tyrant, or wicked king, and after due 

conviction, to depose, and put him to death~ (111,189) 

Milton sanctions revolution by natural law, a 

higher l aw than the judicia l; because all existing positive 

(temporal) laws oppose r egicide, Milton uses the loftier 

law of Nature to justify it. He declares that a natura lly 

free people possess the right to depose and. ·punish any 

tyrant who impedes the liberation and expansion of society 1 s 

good forces (111,206). In his Commonplace Book he quotes 

Machiavelli 1 s Di scorsQS (l , i) to confirm his opinion that 

"against a bad ruler there is no other remedy than the 

sword ': " To cure the ills of the people, words suff ice , and 

against those of the prince the sword is necessary (1 , 456) 

"Milton accepted regicide as a civil product of general 

reformation. " 20 Milton conceives true liberty and true 

godly Reformation as identica l i deals . He also conceives 

tyrannicide as in the best interests of the true and perfect 

Reformation which wil l purge all obstacles to goodness, and 

21 
achieve full Christian liber ty for al l worthy people . He 

note s tha t the discipline of the true Church tends to the 

dissolution of all tyranny and the e stablishment of true 

libe rty (111, 217) . 

Milton compose s The Tenure primarily to explain by 
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what authority King Charles I can be legally tried and 

condemned. When writing The Tenure, "Milton took for granted 

the fact that the king had been put into the army ' s power 

by God ... " (Hughes in 111,53). Like the millenarians 

(among whom he is not to be numbered) , he believed that 

" the army was simply fulfilling the purpo se of God in human 

destiny" (Hughes in 111,67) by overriding the Presbyterian 

majority. With the publication of The Tenure Milton is 

r ecognized as "one of the first Englishmen to defend the 

. ht f.Lh 11 h' }' t ,,22 rlg 0 L e people to ca t elr (lngs to accoun ... 

Milton founds his case upon the Law of Nature and it s 

derivative, the social contract. Milton's political thinking 

develops in accordance with the Parliamentary "interpre tation 

of the Law of Nature and its relation to divine and human 

laws~' (Sirluck in 11 , 52). Parliamentarians u sed the theory 

of natural rights to justify their claim to preeminence over 

the king. Political power was by nature inherent in each 

individual , and was t ransferred to the chosen representatives 

who formed the House of Commons . 

In The Tenure Milton explains that "Th e power of 

King s and Magistrates is nothing else , but what is only 

derivative , trans fe r r 'd and committed to them in trust 

fro:n the People, to the Common good of the m all, in whom 

the power yet remaines fundamentally, and cannot be tak 'n 

from them.; t,Al i thout a \,Tiolation of thir natural birthrigr1t " 
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" (111,202) . Later Milton adds that "Since the King or 

Magistrate holds his autoritie of the people, both originaly 

and naturally for the ir good in the first place , and not his 

own, then may the people as oft as they shall judge it for 

the best, e ither choose him or reject him, retaine him or 

depose him though no Tyrant, merely by the liberty and 

right of free born men, to be governed as seems to them 

best." (111, 206). These rights and privileges of free-born 

men aie valid only as long as the me n r emain good , self-

disciplined, worthy of se l f-government. Partially i n 

accord with Augustine and Hobbes, Milton thi nks that depravity 

necess itates rule by force rather than choice. Augustine , 

In fact , postulates that government was a necessary result 

of original sin (Hughes, 111,111). If men are depraved , 

licentious, undisciplined, unworthy of responsible govern­

ment, there is no possibility of forming a free c onmlOn­

wealth , whereas if the peop l e are liberated and worthy of 

a fr ee commonwealth, they can attain one. 

Milton affirms that the peop l e are by Nature the 

source of all political power (111,202) and the House of 

Commons is the supreme representative of the people. Th e 

magistrates and governors are selected by the people to 

maintain orde r and stability in a post-Lapsarian world. 

The power of government resides in each indiv idual as a 

natural ri ght ; the people cede this powe r cond itionally to 
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their rulers (III,202). A regenerate, reformed, or liberated 

people need and are worthy of self-government and freedom , 

but a depraved people forfe it this i mportant right of 

self governmen t . Nothing i s more pleasing to Milton than 

that the supreme power should be vested in the best and 

wisest of men; on this subject he is in complete accord 

wi th the most venerable politica l authority, Aristotl e 

(III,lll) . It is also worth noting, that i n his Commonp lace 

Book Milton has written, "I t is best , if a king expects 

to ent~ust his kingdom to his son after him, that h e should 

so appoint his son that he will be l ieve that his father 

establ i shes his succession of the realm, not on the basis 

of his coming of age, but on the basis of his deserts, and 

that h e is to receive his father's authority, not as 

inherite d spoils , but as the r ewa rd of worth " (1,195). 

On one point in his politica l phi losophy Milton might be 

called absolute (though not abso l utist ): the wicked and 

stupid should never rule the good a nd enl ightened . From 

this pers pe ctive Mi lton justifies Pride ' s purge and the 

execution of Charle s I, as actions by the wise and regenerate 

minority to advance toward true political liberty. The 

army believes that the execution of Charle s I is in accord 

with the law of Nature ; the Inde p e nde nt military minority 

believe that they have a natural right to remove the royal 

obstacle to their l iberty. If the Par liame ntary 
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we re deserting the people ' s r ea l rights and liberties, the 

a r my wou ld, s ince it had the power, pro t e ct these . 

It is precisely superstitious reve r e nce for wicked 

kings , and unquestioning servility before established 

authorities tha t are challenged by both Milton ' s Tenure 

and Eikonoklastes. Mil ton finds t hat a counter-revo l ut ionary 

surge is sweeping through the Presbyterian party , driving 

them to promote more of this superstitious r evere nce for 

the depraved monarch Char l es Ii Milton must now counter 

the ir claim tha t no good Protestant may prosecute a bad 

king (111, 90) . Milton summon s all of his ,Iright reasodl and 

many prestig ious historical authorities to reduce the 

institution of kingship to i ts0proper dimensions~ h e 

demons trates that a social contract exists, and has always 

exi sted , between a l egal sove r e i gn and his sub j ects . Milton 

explains that kings and magistrate s are actually the trusted 

deputies and commiss i oners of the consenting people (1 11 ,1 99) . 

When a king like Charles I flagrant l y violates this social 

contract , h e can be justifiably re j ected by his subjects 

( 1 11 ,19 8 ) . 

Milton ' s line of r easoning follows the l ate 

Sixteenth-Century Monarchomach i an conception of socia l 

con tract , which made kings the accountable servants of 

t heir people. Th e Ca tholic and Protestant monarchomach i 

had dec l ared that " there are limits to the powe r of Christian 
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k i ngs , and if k i ngs become t yrants ... their subjects can 

rise aga i nst them. ,,23 Milton expla i ns that a king or 

magistrate is justified in holding a u thority only if he 

works for the public good (111,199-2 00). Republi cans see 

l ega l responsib l e k i ngship as rooted in t he social contract, 

whereas unconstitutional t y r anny v iolates the contract. As 

his Commonplace Book reveals, Milton has long accepted the 

Ari s to t e li an dictum: "the tyrant seeks what benefits 

himse lf, the king what benefits his sub j ects " (1,443). In 

~he Tenure Milton defines a tyrant as one who disregards 

the law (which preserves l iberty, and the common socia l 

good which results from liberty.) He r ecords that "Aristotle 

and the best of Politica l writers have defin ' d a King , h im 

who governs to the good and prof it of his Peopl e , and not 

for his o,;;-n ends .. . " (111,202). The tyrant is any one who 

exerts his will over another wi t hout r es traint, without 

r e lief , and wi thout consultation with the governed; the 

t yran t owes his position to custom and the se l f-centere d 

b " f h ' h 24 am ltlons 0 lS sycop ant supporte rs . Echoing Ar istotle , 

Milton propos es that "monarchy unaccountable is t he wors t 

sort of tyranny, and l east of a ll to be endur ' d by free 

born men" (i-Iughes in 111 , 206 ). 

Milton ' s Tenure expresses rudimentary political 

self-determination ; a free born people have a natural right 

to reject a king or mugistrtitc who acts detrimentully 
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the public welfare , and to select a ruler worthy of governing 

them . The thesis of The Tenure is precisely that man is born 

free from any form of government which he doe s not choose 

or consent to . Mi lton boldly phrases this in l oaded rhetor i c : 

"No man who knows ought can be so stup i d to deny that all 

men naturally were borne free , being the i mage and resemblance 

of God himself, and were by privi l ege above a ll the creature3 

born to command" (1 11 ,198 ). Milton postulates that man 

was originally free by nature , created i n the i mage of God 

himse lf, possess ing the inalienable right of s elf-government. 

Mi lton opens his Tenure by introducing the dia l e ctic 

o f reason and tyranny . 25 " If men wi thin themselves would 

be govern~d by r eason , and n ot generally give up the ir 

unders t anding to a double tyrannie, o f Custom f rom without, 

and b lind affection wi thin , they would d i s c erne better , 

what it i s to favour and uphold the Tyrant of a Nation" 

(111 , 190) . But "i t i s the vulgar folly of men to desert 

thir o wn reason ... " (111 , 21 2 ) . If men , within themse lves, 

would be governed by reason , they would be l iberated , by 

Milton's definition. This initial comment ant icipates 

Milton ' s fuller exposition of inward liberty , in the 

Second Defence. If men were governed by reason , which is 

the l aw of Na t ure, they would neither accept nor condone 

tyranny (111,190) . Milton ' s opening sentence proposes 

a reasonable government and challenges tyranny . Only 
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inwardly free men seek true political freedom. Milton 

believes that liberated men are governed within by reason 

rather than by blind affections, passion , or sentiment; 

they defend and promote political freedom , as Milton does , 

rather than surrender to tyranny. However, Milton ' s 

contemporaries are slaves , incapable of achieving liberty 

(111,192), and "they strive ... to have the public state 

conformably govern'd to the inward vitious rule , by which 

they govern themselves" (111,190). Milton understands by 

liberated, good, reasonable, responsible, and self-disciplined 

men; "the rest love not freedom, but licence .. . " (111,190) 

Milton believes that tyrants give free reign to licence 

so that people wil l not become capable of, or worthy of, 

living with freedom. He realizes that tyranny discourages 

the citizens' self-disciplined, responsible actions that 

make them develop their capacity and aspirations for free 

government. Milton declares that licence "neve r hath more 

scope or more indulgence the n under tyrants " (111 , 190). 

"Tyrants by a kind of natural instinct both hate and feare 

none more then the true Church and Suints of God, as the 

most dangerous enemies and subve rters of monarchy .. . 

the mind and principles of most devout and zealous men .. 

[tend] to the dissolution of all tyranny" (217). 

In The Tenure Milton launches a r esounding offensive 

against absolute monarchy or tyranny. Cont.erllf:.!tuous of 
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hereditary monar chy , Milton declares openly t hat " if 

hereditary title we re sufficiently inquir ' d, the best 

foundation of it would be found either but in courtesy 

or convenience " (111,203). Here Milton tota lly deprec i ates 

and d i sc r edits the tr adition t hat had ar isen from antiquity , 

that pol i tical authority i s invested with rel i gious 

sanction. To d iscredit the rampant professo rs of t he div i ne 

right of k ings, Mil ton recalls that the J ews " chose a King 

against the advice and counsel of God . .. " ( 111 , 202-3) . He 

argues that "to say Kings are accountabl e t o none but God , 

[as div ine right theorists maintain] is t he overturn ing of " 

all law and government. For if they [k ings ] may refuse to 

g i ve account , then all cov ·nan ts made with them at Coronation; 

a ll Oathes a r e in vain, and meer mockeries, a ll l awes which 

they swear to k eep , made to no purpose ... " ( 11 1 , 20 4 ) . "In 

the theory wh i ch had the divine sanction of Moses ' example, 

t he coronation oaths of k ings were so l emn acknowl edgements 

tha t they ruled by virtue o f the public act of thei r subjects 

and for their good " (Hugl1es in 111, 89) . Milton expects t h a t his 

socia l contract phi l osophy wi ll be tagged treason , so h e 

adept l y reverses the ch a rge , exclaiming t hat the assump t ion 

that the people must be though t created al l for h im [the 

- . \ \ . . . 
gOV~re l gn] ... were a kinde of treason aga i nst the dlgnlt l e 

of mankind to af f i rm " (III , 204) . 

In reinforcing his concep tion of socia l contract , 
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Milton contrasts the reasonable attitude of the heathen 

King Demophoon (in a tragedy by Euripides) with the 

unreasonable divine right of kings philosophy proclaimed 

by the English Christian royalists. "How much more 

rationally spake the heathen ... " wr ites Milton; "I rule 

not my people by Tyranny . .. but am my self liable, if I doe 

unjustly, to suffer justly'; (111,205). Later in The Tenure 

Milton explains that in sixteenth-century Scotland--the very 

homeland of the Stuart ancestors--there was a social 

contract in effect: "Regal power was nothing else but a 

mutual Cov 'nant or stipulation between King and people" 

(111,226). Mary Stuart had been first selected as monarch 

and then lawfully deposed. 

In the seventeenth century, English sectarians are, 

like Milton, using a philosophy of Natural law and social 

contract to justify their resistance to kings. In January 

1647 the famou s leveller John Lilburne published Regall 

Tyrannie Discovered, suggesting that Charles I had violated 

the social contract with his subjects , failing to rule in 

accord with their bes t in teres ts . (Hughes in I 11 , 26). "The 

Levellers interpreted the social contract as subordinating 

any king to the people as well as to parliament . To them 

a final military victory must imply radical constitutional 

changes" (Hughes In 111,28). Milton ventures the assertion 

that the Protestant religion has sanctioned the war against 
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tyrants (11 1 ,227). He notes that John Calvin had justified 

resistance to rulers, and that inferior magistrates have 

the legal right to resist and judge a King (111 , 257). He 

records concurrently that Calvin has both placed the law 

of Nature above that of civil magistrates , and proclaimed 

the doctrines of Natural ri ght and social contract . Actually 

Calvin had stringently limited the right of resistance 

"to commands incompatible with obedience to God.,,26 In 

his Institutes Calvin had den ied the right of resisting 

ruler s to private persons (Hughes in 111 ,5 3). Calvin 

had even professed that unjust kings were divinely appointed 

as punishment for a sinful people; he had argued that kings 

were answerable to God alone . As A.G. Dicke ns confirms, 

"Calvin did not personal l y advocate revolt , r es istance and 

. . d ,,27 tyrann lcl e . Cl ear ly Mil ton has selectively assimilated 

Calvin to suit the Miltonic polemical purpose. 

In January and February 1649, when Milton composes 

The Tenure , he believe s that temporal l aw , in accord with 

Natural l aw , should check tyranny. "Justice ", he exclaims , 

" is the one ly true sov ' ran and s upreme majesty upon earth" 

(111 , 23'7) . The law is above its administrators ; kings and 

magistrate s are answerable to this highe r authority. "Be 

h e King , or Tyrant, or Emperour ", writes Milton , " the 

Sword of Justice is above him ... " (111,197). "As the 

rndyistrate was set above th e people , so the law was set abo ve 
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the magistrate" (111 , 200). 

Milton proposes that the rules established by 

kings and magistrates must conform to the law of Nature 

and with reason , which he identifies with the wil l of God . 

Milton's key premise is the Platonic principle that 

sovereignty should reside with the individual , who, when 

measured against the standards of natural law, is worthy 

28 of the consent of the governed. Popular authority is 

superior to kingly authority . "The power having been 

originally in the peop le, it is i nevitable that positive 

law and parliament, both products of the popular will, are 

superior to the will of kings." 29 ~lil ton also believes 

that the l egisla tion passed by the commons is law re gardless 

of the response the lords and king give i t. 

Milton notes that kings and magistrates were 

originally "not to be .. . Lords and Ma i s t ers , ( though 

afterward those names i n som places were give n voluntarily 

to such as has been Authors of inestimabl e good to the 

peop l e) but, to be the i r [ the people's ] Deput i es and 

Commissioners , to execute , by vertue of their intrusted 

power, that justice which else every man by the bond of 

nature and of Cov ' nant must have execut ed for himself ... " 

( 111 , 199) . Recalling the origin of social contract, Milton 

states that historically people "agreed by common l eague. 

to bind each other from mutuQl injury ... the y saw it needful 



-56-

to ordain som authoritie , that might restrain by force and 

punishment what was violated against peace and common right . 

This autoritie and power of self - defence and preservation 

being originally and naturally in every one of them , and 

uni tedly in them a ll . . " (111,199). The peopl e transfer 

their power of se l f government to the ruling authority , but 

they never discard their fundamental right to responsible 

government. Milton concludes that a free nation posseSSes 

a natural right to abolish or dispose of any governor who 

i s unworthy of his position , who neglects the public 

interests , who betrays t he popular t rust , and who acts in 

discord with the law of Nature. 

Milton ' s Tenure is impor t ant because it r ecognizes 

revolution as a l egitimate socio-political force. Mi lton 

clearly affirms that historical l y , "I f the I< i ng or 

Magist r ate proved unfaithful to his trust , the people 

would be disengaged " (111 , 200) , ( their obligations to 

the 6fficial or king would be abrogated .) Milton confirns 

for subsequent generations, for Jefferson ' s, Mirabeau ' s , 

and Herzen ' s generations, that when kings turn to tyranny 

an d magistrates to abuse and injustice, "they may bee as 

lawfully depos id and punish ' d, as they were at first 

elected " (111,19 8 ). The Tenure, by thus confirming this 

popular right of revolution, contributed to Milton ' s 

earning a distinguished p l ace " in the inte rnation a l 

history of revolution.,,30 
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CHAPTER III 

EI KONOK LASTES 

Milton believes that in a time of crisis a responsible 

poet must become a patriot , a libertarian, a defender of 

the true reformed religion (v.lolfe i n 1 ,1 31). VY'he n in 1649 

the Eikon Basilike l proves to be a devasta t ingly effective 

p i ece of roy alis t propaganda, capable of swaying t he 

emotional rabble, and even the undec ided cit izen, against the 

reg i cides, Milton responds like a true , reasoning Protestant 

image-breaker, with t he October 6,1649 Eikonoklastes. Milton 

thinks "that -Queen Truth should be preferred to King Char l es " 

(Second Defenc~, IV,i,628), and write s Eikonoklastes " to 

answe r only, and refute the missayings" of the king ' s book, 

Eikon Basilike ; Milton strives to shatter both the sent i mental 

myth of King Char l es the martyr, and "the tyranny of blind 

affections,,2 that it has given rise to. 

The author of Eikonoklastes professes Parli amenta ry 

sovereignty and rights, and is bent on destroying both monarchy 

and its traditional supporting theori es and apologies . Mi lton 

portrays King Charles I as the enemy of liberty and the populace, 

as he who "sett up his Standard ag.:linst the Parlament" (111 , 345). 

Milton charges that Charles I "offer ' d at more cunning 

fetches to undermine our Liberties , and putt Tyranny into 

an Art, then any British King before him" (111,244). He 
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exalted himself, his rights, and his royal prerogative 

above the very people from whom he originally derived his 

royal authority. 

Milton follows the precedent set by the House of 

Commons' January 4, 1649 declaration that the people are 

the source of all legitimate power; he affirms the 

superiority of Parliament , the people's representatives, to 

the king. 

Neither God nor the Lawes have subjected 
us to his will, nor sett his reason to 
b e our sovran above Law ... but sett his 
person over us in the sovran execution 
of such laws as the Parlament establish. 
Th e Parlament therfore without any 
usurpation hath had it alwaies in thir 
power to limit and confine the 
exorbitance of Kings, whethe r they call 
it thir will, thir reason, or thir 
conscience " (111,462). 

Milton continu2s to explain that Parliaments were in 

existence before there were any kings, legislated 

without kings, and actua lly passed the l aws by which 

kings were first created ( 111 ,467); in 446 A.D. , for 

in stance, the English people elected a king (Tenure,II,221) 

The Parliament is sovereign and "a king ... is bound by law 

and oath to follow the advice of his Par l ament" (1 11 , 462). 

The doctrine of the sovereignty of Parliament (even without 

the king) emerged once the English civil War had comme nced , 

and political writers such as Prynne , Hunton , and Parker 

slowl y developed an alternative philosophy to royal 
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3 supremacy. From Milton's ~epublican perspective it did not 

really matter whethe r Par li ament was r e presentative or 

not , as long as it worked to secure and preserve popular 

liberty and rights . 

In Eikonoklastes, Milton first asserts that a 

properly liberated, virtuous peop l e are better governed 

withou t a monarch, who is but an impediment to their 

political, cultural, and religious development. While 

wr iting Eikonoklastes , Milton was , of course, thinking 

not of the whole populace , not of the fick l e , irrespons ible, 

ignorant and degenerate rabble, who, "exorbitant and excessive 

in all thir motions, are prone ofttimes ... to a civil kinde 

of idolatry in idolizing thir Kings ... " (111,3 43 ); Milton 

was actually contemplating those citizens who could show 

some stature, stamina and initiative in times of challenge. 

He believed what he expressed in The Tenure , that a peop l e 

must be worthy of freedom, as they must deserve a free 

government . Milton says " peop le ~ of England, ke ep ye to tho se 

principles [o f p i ety , virtue, and honour ] and ye shall never 

want a King. " (1 11 ,581). He b e lieves that a rule r , ( s ince 

in a fall e n state the re P1Ust b e a ruler ), must also be 

worthy to govern a free peop l e . In its reiteration of these 

Platonic ide as of merit , Eikonoklastes comp l ements Th e Tenure, 

where Milton declares outright: " it is not , neither ought 

to be the glory of a Protes tant State , never to have put 
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thir King to death ; it is the g l ory of a Protestant King 

never to have deserv ' d death " (Tenure,III,237). 

Milton 's composi tion of Eikonok l astes complements 

those parliamentary propagandists who have already 

asserted that the parliamentary armies defend i nd i vidual 

rights against tyranny , denounce taxation without represent-

at i on , and uphold the cherished institution of par l iament 

against those who threaten to destroy it. Mi l ton wri t es that 

"where the Parlament sitts , there inseparably sitts ... the 

Laws, ther our Oaths, and whatsoever can be civil in 

Re 1 i g ion (I I I , 530) . They who fo ught for the Par l ament, in 

the truest sense fought for all these . .. " In Eikonoklastes 

Milton reaffirms the right of rebellion that he had 

announced in The Tenure. When the violating officia l can 

no longer be swayed with reason , the peop l e are justified 

in using force and arms t o r emove him and preserve their 

rights and liberties (111, 417). 

The Laws of our Land have plac Id the 
Sword ... in that e l e ctive body of the 
Pa rlament to whom the making , r epealing , 
j udging , and i nterpreting of Law it self 
was also committed , as was fitt es t , so 
l ong as wee intended to bee a free Nation , 
and not the Slaves of one mans wi l l , then 
was the King himself disobedient a nd 
rebellious to that Law by which h e r a i gn ' d ; 
and by a utority of Parlamen t to r aise a rmes 
against him in defence of Law and Libertie , 
we doe not onely think , but beleeve and know was 
justifiable both by the Ivord of God , the 
Laws of the Land , and all lawfull Oaths ; and 
they who sided with him fought against al l 
these (111 , 529). 
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The Parliame nt repre sents law and justice, and has a right 

to take the sword aga i nst the violators o f n atural ri ghts 

and privileges, and the oppressor3 of free born men. 

In Eikonoklastes, Milton also r e iterates this 

n a tural law - social con tra ct philosophy that has formed 

the core of The Tenure. Eikonoklastes resounds with 

Miltonic idea l ism : " l iberty of person an d the right of 

selfpres e rvation, is much n eerer, much more natural , and 

more wo~th to a l l men , the n the propr iety o f thir goods , 

and wealth" ( 111 , 45 4 ) . seventeenth-Century Par li amenta rians, 

like Mil ton , p rofe ss t hat Engli sh liber t y i s r ooted i n a 

l egal t radition that finds i ts foundations i n the Anglo-

Saxon era . The Leve llers h ad propagated t h e myth of Engli sh 

l iberti es der i ved from t h e Anglo-Saxons ; they professed 

t hat t h e Engl i sh people were disca rding , i n Ch a rles I, 

the Norman yoke (Hughes i n 111 , 97 ) . "Li ke most o f his 

contemporaries, Milton accep t ed the myth of the Ang l o­

Saxon freedom which had b een i mpaired or des troye d by the 

Normans " (Hug h es in 111,93). The c e ntral de clara tion o f 

Eikonok l astes is , significantly , that men a r e "by n ature 

f r ee ; born a nd created wi th a better title to th i r freedom, 

the n a ny King hath to h i s Crown . .. " ( 111 , 543). The bulk 

of Eikonoklastes i s a tiresome indictment and denunciation 

of King Char l es I , the wo l f who h as been misrepresented as 

a sheep • . 
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As a conv ince d r~public an opponent of monarchy , 

Mi lton readily affirms both that Parliament and law are 

superior to the king (III, 4l6~46l) , and that it became 

the custom of this tyra nnical Charles I to break Parliaments, 

the bodies of popular representa tives (111,344). Par liaments 

a re not l awfully to be dissolved until al l petitions and 

grievances have Qeen heard (111,402). "All Britain " charges 

Milton, "was to be ty'd and cha in'd to the conscience, 

judgmen t , a nd reason of one Man; as if those gifts had 

been only his pe culi a r and P r e rogative, intal'd upon him 

with his fortune to be a King" 359. Milton is ob v i ously 

uirecting Eikonoklastes at all Protestants who uphold the 

right o f each individual to independent judgment according 

to conscience; true Protestant s will be shockeu by Charles' 

encro a chment upon ind ivi dua l rights. Milton a lso charges 

that Charles I i gnored the l aw, (t.he public reason)--

"the e nacte d r eason of a parlament " (II I , 360)--in impos ing 

his pre roga tive upon the people. Charle s monopolized the 

natur~l popular endowmen t of rights and lib e~ti es (11 1 , 41 2), 

and wou l d h ave enslaved a people whose n a tura l disposition 

is toward freedom. En g l ish men are as free to make l aws 

a s were the ir ancestors who establi s hed the i r f i ne l egal 

tradition (1 11, 5 73). However , Charles I "wo uld capt ivate, 

and make use l ess that natura l freedom of wi ll in a ll other 

men but himsel f " (1 11 ,412) . l\. legal king would rightly 
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defer to the public will and the popular in teres t s. Milton 's 

social contractari an perspective i s that a proper king 

"should give p lace to the general good for which ends a ll 

his ri ghts were giv 'n him" (111, 411); anything else is most 

unnatural. "The crown it self wi th all thos e advantages 

were therefore g i v ' n h im, that the peoples good should be 

first consider'd ... " ( 111,46 4 ). 

The king "and his Peers ", declares Milton, "represent 

only themselves, the Commons are the who l e Kingdom " (111,415) 

Charles expected a ll other men to renounce their n atural 

rights, their r eason, their indepe ndent judgment, and 

to conform t o his imperial error. Charles claimed a negati ve 

voi ce, "above the unanimous consent and power of a whole 

Nation virtually in the Parlament. " (111,57 5) . Milton 

emph a tica lly denies that Charles had , or had any ri gh t t o , 

thi s conscientious negative voice because the logical 

consequence wou l d b e a persona l rule , absolute monarchy 

(tyranny) . Mi lton r ecognize s that i t is Charles ' fear and 

mistrust of t he people 's liberties and rights that l e d to 

hi s t yrannical overr iding and usurping of these popular 

ri ghts. Mi lton argues that "to be more just , religious , 

wi se , or magnanimous then the common sort , stirs up In a 

t yrant both feare a n d envy . . . " (111 , 501). In spite o f his 

seeming defense of popular rights , Mi lton scarcely tru sts 

the popular will , and he believes not in the rule of the 
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majority , but i n the rule of a superior e l ite. 

Milton believes that the tyranny of Charles I is 

antithetical to God 's wi l l and to true reformation. "We 

may have l earnt both from sacred History, and times of 

Reformation, that the Kings of this World have both ever 

hated , and instinctively fear'd the Church of God . [Possibly] 

. . . it be for that thir Doctrin seems much to favour two 

things to them so dreadful , Liberty and Equality .. . " (111,509) 

Mi lton charges that traditional An glican clergy loosened the 

people " from all sound knowledge and strictness of life , 
H em 

the more to fitlflfor the bondage of Ty ranny and superstition" 

(111, 483); ministers have traditionally prepared the populace 

for servility before the incumbent authority. Milton 's 

true reformed Church allows enough individuality and 

inde pendent judgment that each person has an opportunity 

to grow and develop as a mature Christian . As he noted in 

his Commonplac e Book , "The nature of each person should be 

especial l y observed and not bent in another direction; 

for God does not intend all people for one thing, but for 

each one hi s own work ... " (1,40 5). Mil ton sees true 

Reformntion as in the very bes t social interes ts of the 

people. His idea l r epublic will have to be founded upon 

the principles o f true reformed religion. He condenms the 

tyranny of Charles I for stifling true religion and the 

independent development of free born me n. Milton notes in 
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Eikonoklastes that Charles always advanced his own cause 

before the people's, he "brings his own conditional rights 

to ... be preferr'd before the paop l es good " (111,458); 

he meets the Aristote l ian definition of a tyrant that 

Mi lton had adopted for the cornerstone of The Tenure. 

Milton readily reasserts the social contractarian 

position , "the Kings ... were at first chos'n and install'd 

onely by consent and suffrage o f the People, to govern 

them as Free men by Laws of thir own framing , and to be , 

. .. t he entrusted Servants of the Common-wea l th . .. " (1 11 , 485-6 ) 

The king 's "autority was by the Peop l e first giv ' n him 

conditionally, in Law and under Law, and under oath also 

for the Kingdoms good , and not otherwi se: the oa thes t hen 

were interchang'd , and mutua l; stood and fell together ... " 

(111,593 ). Doctrines of Parliamentary sovereignty were 

derived from and based upon the c aronat ion oath (111 , 93-4 ) 

Th~ kings are bound by their coronation oath t o be responsible 

to the peop l e and the Parliament ; the Par l iament is to l ead 

the king and initiate l egisla tion in accord with the 

public , not the narrow kingly, interest . A proper king's 

interests should , however, be i dentica l with the popul ar 

interests anyhow. Milton exclaims that "Doubtless the Law 

never suppos'd so great an arrogance could be in one man ; 

that he whose seven t een yeares unexperience had almost 

ruih'd all , should sit another seven yeares Schoolmaster , 
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to tutor those who were sent by the whole Rea l me to be his 

Counselers and Teachers " (111,462) . About the monarch 

Milton writes, "This we may take for certain , that he was 

sworn ... to our condition as a free people ; which requir ' d 

him to give us Laws as our se l ves shall choose " (111,519) 

The king has no right to reject, overrule , or 

transgress any l aw once it has been properly enacted by 

the parliament (111,413). The k ing , the Parliament , and 

the people are all equally subject to the laws. Divine and 

natural laws, wh ich are the basis of a ll valid pos itive 

l aws, are made a lso witho ut exemptions. If a k i ng ignores 

or violates the law , he must be held accountable , judged , 

and punished. This is consistent with the free people ' s 

natura l ri ght to maintain a r esponsible government. It 

was never the intention of God, nature, or prudent 

legislators that the entire popul ace should be subjec t to 

an unwise or unworthy monarch (111 , 486 ). It was only the 

arrogant Ch a rles I who claimed that t he peop l e should 

resign their natural freedom before the royal usurpation 

and prerogative. Thus Milton exposes and dismisses the 

treachery and tyranny of the dead king Charles and his 

idolatrous apologists. 
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER THREE (EIKONOKLASTES) 

1 
The Eikon Basilike is attributed largely to Bishop 

John Gauden, its principal eciitor (Hughes in III, 15 2). 

2 
Milton , The Tenure, II, 190. 

3 
Christopher Hill, The Century of Revolution, 

p.175. 



CHAPTER IV 

A DEFENCE OF THE PEOPLE OF ENGLAND 

On Monday , February 24 , 16 51 John Milton's 

patriotic crusade "agains t the unrighteous tyranny of 

kings " (IV,i,535) manifests itself in A Defence of the 

People of England. In this acclaimed publ i cation Milton 

proclaims the sovereignty of Parliament , the sanctity of 

Natural law, the validity of the English social contract, 

and the legality of tyrannicide. l By reiterating and 

reinforcing the central principles of The Tenure and 

Eikonoklastes Milton defends "the great works" (IV,i,535) 

of England ' s Independent Parliamentary minority against 

Salmasius ' Defe nsio R~gia.2 In tomposing this book Milton 

again conce ives his role as that of a liberator of minds; 

he will explain how the king was lega lly executed, and 

thereby free men's minds from the burden of superstition 

( IV , i , 3 a 3) , ::me of "the two greatest evils in human 

life " (IV,i,53 5 ). 

Milton remains as passionately devoted to the 

cause of liberty as he had been in 1649 , but is now declaring 

publicly that only the enlightened , regenerate minority , 

amon g the populace , desire or deserve liberty . 3 When 

composing A Defence, "Mil ton was proud to be ... selected 

by God to defend truth and public liberty against ' the 

-71-



-72-

4 vulgar sort' . " Mi lton realizes that only a few worthy 

persons are fit for freedom , and he will gradua lly lose 

most of hi s faith in the public , (espec i ally when they 

so naively support the restoration of Charles II ) , 

concluding wisely that natural rights a r e only benef icial 

to the discern ing and v irtuous citi zens . Mi lton a cknowledges 

that there must be the wi sdom conducive to per s ona l 

responsibi lity and self-discipline, before there can be 

proper and effective liberty. Most men , he concludes , 

are (10"+ capable at:' s e lf-initi a tive a~1d responsible independe nce; 

they prefer just masters to politica l fr ee dom (IV, i , 343 ) or 

religious liberty of conscience. S "Nations who submit 

before heredi t a r y rulers" he notes, "c e rta inly cannot be 

conside r ed citize ns or free born o r even free" (IV,i,472) 

In adopting his e litist perspec tive, Milton is 

partially in accord with the Orthodo~ Calvinism that he h a s 

rej ected ; traces of Ca l vin ist influence are apparent in 

Mi lton ' s expressed political philosophy. Milton supports 

strict selr-discipline ; his anti-episcopal fee lings a r e 

intense ; his anti-Catholic zea l is blatantly obvious; he 

has a deep conviction of divine purpose ; in his l ast 

political pamphlets hi s sense of elect ion becomes 

apparent ; and the who l e Miltonic canon is a test i mony to 

his ideas of strict j ustice. Where Ca l vinists affirm tha t 

t he masses are depraved , Mi lton bel i eves that they are a 
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rabble who must be instructed and politically guided by 

their betters. The Calvinists affirm that there is an 

elect minority and a damned majority. As Christopher Hill 

observes, "Calvinism's historical importance lies in the 

doctrine of the oligarchy of the elect. ,, 6 Calv i nism was 

totally undemocratic , holding that democracy would lead 

to irreversible heresy; it was quite authoritarian in 

practice and essential l y aristocratic in philosophy. 

Milton's desire to reform society, of course, derives 

largely from his early Puritan-Calvinist influences, and 

partly from Renaissance Humanist inrluences. 7 In order 

to promote religious reformation, Milton, l ike other 

Protestants (especially Puritans ), saw that it was necessary 

to reform the political institutions that were so entwined 

with, and orte n apologetic for, the established reactionary 

religious institutions. Like other Puritans Milton 

conceives English bishops and kings i n an antiChristian 

union , designed to thwar t the progress of true Reformat i on , 

religion, and liberty . Like an Orthodox Calvin i st , Mi lton 

appeals to Scripture and conscience to ca l l antagonistic 

authorities and institutions in question, but in Milton 

one perceives that " the influe nce of the radical Protestant 

tradition . .. [has advanced] far beyond circles which could 

In any sense be called Puri .t a n." 8 Vvhile Mil ton ' s ideology 

may be as aristocratic as an Orthodox Calvinist ' s, Milton is 
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not a professor of predeterminism; Milton is not a morbid 

repressor of all sensuous pleasure ; he is not totally 

pessimistic about the basic nature of man ; he is not 

antagonistic to religious tole ration; and he is certa inly 

not contemptuous of the humanistic ph ilosophy of natural 

rights and liberties . as Orthodox Calvinists are (Wolfe in 1,2). 

In his Defence of the Peop l e of England, Milton 

again finds his justification for regicide in the 

humanistic conception of Natural Law, that fundamental 

univers a l l aw designed to ma i n t ain the perfect functioning 

of a ll creation, t hat primary l aw and basis of all j ust ice 

for human societ i es . Milton adopts Salmas ius ' definition 

of the prestigious, yet definition-eluding, law of nature: 

"That reason innate in a ll men ' s minds which conside rs the 

welfare of every people where men enjoy mutual association " 

(IV,i,42 4) . Milton again affirms that in accordance with 

the l aw of nature , free-born people have a natural right 

to liberty, to choose their responsible government , (392) 

to be free from unnatural hereditary monarchy , and to be 

rid of all t yrants . "He who deprives a people of the power 

to choose whatever form of government they prefer 

surely de prives them of a ll that makes up civil liberty " 

(IV,i,3 92) . As he writes this Defence , Milton expresses 

the staunch opposition to government by a single person , 

that marks all his l ast pamphlets. Mi l ton exclaims that 
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there is in natural l aw "no place for the rights of k ings .. . " 

(IV,i , 4 25) . The ruler rules through the favour of the 

peop l e ; the tyrant can be punished by the authority of the 

same people. "It is most in accordance with nature for 

tyrants to suffer any punishment , and ... on nature ' s own 

instructions all peoples have often brought this about " 

( IV , i , 4 32 ) . "Reason, justice and morality command the 

punishment of a l l sinners without distinction " (IV,i,397). 

Hilton declares that "as to the punishment of the king 

and the change in our form of government ... , [Salmasius 

must be attentive until Hilton can] show c hapter by chapter 

... by what law, right, and judgment these things were done.' 

By what right or what l aw? ' , Hy reply is ' by t hat law of 

Nature and of God whi ch holds that whatever is for the 

safety of the state is right and jus t. I This was the 

answer of wise men of old ... " ( IV,i , 317-8). Wha t Hilton 

has) in The Te nure , announced as t he right of a people 

fr ee by nature , clear l y becomes In A Defence , "the ri ght 

of a sma ll parliamentary minority, entrusted wi th the care' 

of the people ' s good and supported by military power. ,,9 

This minority are the regene rate who are entit l ed to full 

natu ral liberty and natural rights. 

Hilton understands that according to the primary 

l aw of nature all men origina lly we re th eoretically free 

and equal, b ut that the Fall brought about their divorce , 
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from this primary law of prelapsarian nature. The secondary 

law of nature is believed to be a secondary and incomplete 

expression of that lost primary law of nature ; it guarantees 

all men certain natural rights and l iberties , and certain 

f 11 . h d l ' b . 10 regenerate men _u rlg ts an l ertles . In A Defence, 

however , Milton progresses beyond his previous (and 

conventional Leveller) declarations , in The Tenure and 

Eikonoklastes , that the Engli sh people have natural rights, 

including the right to form a social contract and to 

condemn a royal violator of that contract. Milton now 

acknowledges that Natural law applied only to the regenerate 

who are capable of the ' natural ' liberty which is the end 

of just government (Wolfe in IV,i,423). Milton now 

professes that the regenerate minor ity derive from this 

secondary l aw of nature their authority to oppose the 

depraved or unsound popular will, and to execute King 

Charles I. This conviction i s Milton ' s transforma tion of 

the doctrine of Chri stian Liber ty into the idioms of 

Humanist Natural Law philosophy; Christian Liberty which 

is res erved for the rege nerate is here conceived of as 

Natural Libe rty which is reserved for the regenerate . 

Milton believes that nature dictates the policies instigated 

by the wisest. Parliame nt must pres e rve th e good and 

liberty of the nation even if the rabble majority choose 

servility. The good Parliamentary minority are alone 
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worthy both to have dominion and to execute the wi ll of 

God. "I f a majority in Parliament prefer enslavement and 

putting the Commonwealth up for sale, is it not right 

for a minority to prevent it if they can and preserve their 

freedom?" (IV,i,457). 

Milton believes that Charles I was a tyrannical 

perversion o f kingship; the people's social contract 

obligations to him are therefore abrogated. "~"hen a ruler 

becomes unbearably burde nsome to al, ... it is right for a 

people to do away with ... [this] tyrant .. . " (IV,i , 469). 

As in The Tenure and Eikonoklastes, Milton uses Ar istotle's 

de fin ition of a tyrant: "one who considers his own interes ·ts 

only, not those of the p eo~) le" (IV , i,521). Milton charges 

that Charles I's personal r ule was treason against the 

English people (IV, i,526). "Ohen a peop le is bound by .. . an 

o a th and their king turns tyrant o r degenerates through his 

worthlessness, they are released from their bond by his 

faithlessness , by justice herself , and by the very law of 

na ture " (IV , i , 421) . The security and prosperity of the 

people is naturally more important than the well-being of 

a single tyrant (IV,i,4 59) . Milton declare s that " th e 

office of king is granted by the people" (IV,i , 358) , and 

that "the people . . . do with God ' s approval judge their guilty 

rul~ rs" (IV,i,359). It had former l y been inconceiva ble 

that a king could be r ea lm, especidlly in 
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view of the onslaught of divine right propaganda ; but now 

IVlil ton asserts forcefully that it is actually "wicked 

kings . . . [who], in order to strike terror into the ir people, 

make public proclamation that God is the [sole] source of 

roya l ru l e " (IV,i , 358). Milton ' s counter-affirmation is 

that the l aw of God does most closely agree with this law 

of nature that sanctions social contract and grants the 

peop l e the r i ght to judge and condemn a violator of that 

contract. A l eader should be established and removed only 

with discretion, but "wheneve r the public i nterest r equires 

it, the people , which h~s granted powe r to another for the 

sake of public safety , may for t he same r eason t ake it back 

a gain without injus tice " (IV,i,465). 

Mil ton proceeds to locate b o th class ical and 

bibli ca l sanctions and precedents for the spec i fic cas e of 

t yrann i cide that he is justi fy i ng. He f ind s clear 

hi storical precedents among the best Romans and Greeks; 

t hese outstanding men , Milton expl ains , h e ld tyrannicide 

to be an honour abl e , righteous and godly deed . (IV,i, 446 , 447) 

Milton bel i eves that his hi s t orical precedents and 

authorities are of a superior quality to those of his 

adversary Sa l masius. Milton upbraids Salmasius for 

defending tyrants with the conce ption of r oya l rights , 

which Mi lton calls "unbr idled ty ranny " (IV, i , 352) . He 

directs a torrent of vituperation a t Salmasius , defaming 
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him as the "worst of two-legged rogues " (IV,i, 323), and 

as a "French vagrant" ( IV ,i, 50S) . He then pretends to 

ponder: "Should I call. you rascal or dolt or blockhead? " 

(IV,i,397) and he goes on to call his antagon i s t a " foul ... 

procurer and hireling pimp o f slavery" (IV,i , 461). He 

i mplies that Sa lmasius is i nsane, exc l aiming: "I s anyone 

so mad or foolish as to think that although the law has 

warn ings and prov i s ion s agains t the i n jury of a people 

by i nfect ion from a diseased king, there is yet no l ega l 

r emedy for the far more s e rious case when a godless , unjust, 

a n d cruel king plunder s and t ortures and kills his people and 

wholly ruins the state? " ( IV , i , 356 ). Milton explains that 

no good , free-born Englishman passively c ondones a tyrant ' s 

tr ampling upon the l aws o f the state. He q uotes Ar i s totle 

to coun t e rbalance and unde rmine Sa l masius ' de f e nce of 

royal rights , "that state of bein g ... dependent on no one 

and accountable to no man ". This " is sa id by Aristotle . .. 

to be particu l ar ly tyrannica l and not to be borne in a 

free country" ( IV , i , 356). English citizens, like their 

Classical prede c essors, have certain ri gh ts that c a nnot b e 

overriden by any right s a king may c l a i m to derive from 

God . As Mi lton expl a i ns , the "absolute ri ght of God ... 

does no t abol i sh the rights o f the people , nor prevent a ll 

othe r k i ngs not appointed by God from owing their rule to 

the people alone, to whom therefore they are accountable " 
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(IV,i,358) . If God grants divine sanction to royal ru l e r s , 

he also grants popular rights, that are not overridden 

by any royal rights. "The rights of t he people .. . just 

as thos e of the king , whatever they a r e , are derived from 

God. Wherever the people have set up their kings without 

the direct intervention of God they can by the same right 

of theirs cast them down. The hand of God is more evident 

In the ouster than i n the ~stablishment of a tyrant , and 

more of his favor r ests on a people when they disown an 

un just king tha n on a king who grinds down his unoffending 

subjects" (IV,i,359) . Again disparag ing Salmasius' 

royalist defense of Charles I, Milton exclaims: "let none 

be so stupid, none so wicked , as to believe that kings, who 

are often but lazy louts , ar e so dear to God that the whole 

world must depend upon their whim and be ruled by it . .. " 

(IV,i, 359 ) . 

In A Defen c e of the Peop l e of En g l and Milton 

proclaims the right o f any people to call the ir king 

l egal l y to accoun t, r ather than r eso r t to assass i nat i on . 

v-lhen Milton uses the term "peop l e " or "the peop l e " he, of 

course , means the regenerate who conform to the wi ll of 

God and a constructive consci ence . Por Mi l ton, " the 

people " constitutes an elite class, the bourgeo is or t he 

middle-c l ass proper ty-holders . Significantly , Milton 

considers protection of property to be one of the main 
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functions 0 f government nYol fe, in 1,61) . Milton professes 

that the few good men who can achieve or handle libe rty, 

deserve to become the equitable masters of the many who 

neither desire , nOr are capable of using, liberty ; the 

virtuous , libe rated minority should rule the unregenerate 

majority. For purposes of parliamentary propaganda , 

Milton classifies the independent military-par liamentary 

minority as this select group capable of functioning wi th 

liberty. Milton states that "that part of the House .. 

which was uncorrupted, on seeing themselves and the 

commonwealth betrayed sought the aid of the army . .. " (IV ,i,3 32) 

These men are acting against the majority to preserve true 

liberty and civil ri ghts; and Milton believes that their 

actions are justifiable because a people may not naturally 

exercise its power against its own liberated good . He 

asserts that "our troops were wiser than our legislators , 

and saved the commonwealth by arms when the others had 

nearly destroyed it by their votes " (IV, i, 333). He notes 

that the first and the peculiar duty of Parliament . .. is to 

maintain above all else the freedom of the people by peace 

or war ... " (IV, i , 458). In order to avoid conceding to 

Salmasius that England has a military and not a popular 

government , Milton declares that the soldiers are "citizens " 

and "people " . "The soldiers ... [are ] citizens , forming a 

greaL part of the people , and they acted with the consent 
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and by the will of most of the rest , suppor ted by Parliament " 

( IV , i ,457) . 

In A Defence Mil ton declares that God may change 

the gove r nment of a people agains t thei r wil l, that God 

had acted through the pious minor i ty in oppos ition to the 

wil l of the mad multitude . Many Independents actua l ly 

believed that they were divinely commissioned to judge and 

execu t e the 1 . Klng. (Milton himse l f professes that a divine 

inspiration i s behind his composition of A Defe nce (IV,i, 536) .) 

Although Milton steadfastly believes that the l owest person 

shoul d h ave religious li berty , and the ri ght to sele ct his 

own mini sters , ~ 'E: restricts individua l political liberty, 

making the right to select a persona l politica l represen t a tive 

contingent upon t he indiv idual' s worth and c a p ac ity for 

right reason and responsibility. Mil ton believes that 

liberty is God's gif t t o his favoured English people , an d 

that it is an offense aga i nst God t o discard this liberty 

In a blind and injudicious reverence for tyrannous kingship. 

Con sequent l y he believes that the English revo lu t i on 

in government has been divinely inspired ( IV , i , 536). He 

also notes that "We are right in b e li ev ing that to entrust 

the royal sway to men unworthy and undeserving , as h as 

mostly been th e case , h as brought mankind more harm than 

good" ( 367) . 

~\Thil e compos i ng A Defence Mil ton reje.c+5 outright 



-83-

the institution of monarchy; this is a new development in 

his political propaganda. He affirms that "Nature does 

not allow an individual to be sole governor" (IV,i,427) 

Nature does not sanction monarchy (IV,i,426). Echoing 

The Tenure again, Milton emphasizes that "God would not have 

his people under a king's rule save with his opposition" 

(IV,i,432) . At this time Milton equates monarchy with the 

antiChristian obstacles to the true reformed Protestant 

religion. In order to achieve true Reformation, which will 

mean achieving full liberty, it is necessary to abolish 

monarchy itself, and to institute a more p rogressive form 

of government . Milton sees tyranny and corruption as 

inseparable; he thinks that ~ tyrant like Charles I will 

of necessity corrupt his people, because a c orrupt people 

produce, and supply a ready rationalization for , tyranny. 

Milton is waging this propaganda war fully to defeat the 

philosophy and image of Charles I , and the i nstitution 

of monarchy itself. Milton hopes that once antiChristian 

roya lists and pre lates have been defeated there will be 

increased social potentials .f <:) (' + h e. 

development of his ideal progressive republican common-

wealth. A commonwealth will encourage the piety , justice 

and temperance which form the basis of true liberty and 

true religion. 11 Milton's personal conviction is that a 

free cornrnonweal th, based upon republican principles , and 
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rooted in Natural law, is the best form of government ; 

it is more conducive to the i nte llectua l, moral, and 

economic growth and development of the people , than any 

kingdom. 

Having rejected monar chy, Mi l ton r ese r ves sovere i gnty 

solely for the i ndividuals who are most worthy to rule a 

free people. "It is neither fitting nor proper for a man 

to be king unless he be far superior to a ll the rest . .. " 

the best, the wisest , and the most courageous men have, by 

nature, the right to rule the people ; as in The Tenure, 

sovereignty is res erved for the most qua l ified candidate. 

The people customarily choose " those who seem by nature 

most fit to rule, whose understanding, courage , and judgment 

can accompl i sh that task " (425). The r e is by nature no 

right of succession , and no king but the one who surpasses 

al l others in wisdom and bravery ; the r e st have become kings 

by force or favor contrary to nature . .. " ( 425) . "Nature 

gives the wisest dominion over thos~ l ess wise , not a wi cked 

man dominion over the good or a foo l ove r t he wi se . 

takes away their dominion from such as thes e behaves 

altogether in conformity with nature " ( 425) . 

Whoever 

Milton affirms that God "wishes the same reformation 

of t h e state as of the church , especially since it h a s b een 

found that in both sph e res the attr ibution of infallibility 

and omnipotence to a human being is the root of all evil s " (IV,i, 
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398). (Here Milton interjects a critique of both monarchy 

and the Roman C~tholic pope) . Aga inst all persecuting 

churches Milton declares that God "has l eft the church no 

weapons save patience, righteousness , prayer and gospe l 

teaching ... " ( IV , i, 398 ) " Against t:he p rofessors of royal 

prerogative and royal right , Milton ~ritcs that God has 

"handed over to the state and with it all its officers not 

patience but l aws, and arms to avenge wrong and v i olence " (IV,i, 

398). The tempora l rulers of state are l and must be held, 

accoun table to the people . "Not even Moses, " Mi l ton exc l a i ms , 

"who was so to speak the very companion of God , could do 

as he would with God 's peop l e" ( IV , i,368) It i s clear that the 

English people do not have to endure the i ndignities and 

oppressions perpetrated by the tyrant Charles Stuart ; 

Milton dec l ares , " that a mas t er superior to th e l aw should 

be endured by a ll men in the pe r son of any single man was 

never commanded by any law, nor could it be , for a law 

which overthrows a ll l aws cannot itself be law" ( IV , i , 40 l) 

For Milton there is nothing more in accord with the l aw of 

Nature than that the wise shoul d ru l e , and that the t yrant 

should be punished (IV,i,425,423) . 

Again Mil ton seeks Classical and Biblical precedents 

and sanctions for hi s declaration of l aw ' s supremacy to 

the ruler. As a classical precedent , Milton finds that 

the best Roman emperor s acknowledged the superiori t y of 
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t11e law to their own authori ty. Also, "p la to in the Laws 

says it is law which ought to be the most powerful in the 

state, and in his Letters praises that form of government 

where law is ruler and king over men ; and not menityrants 

over the law. This too is the judgment of Aristotle in 

the Pol itics and of Cicero in the Laws, that the laws a re 

... superior to the magistrates." (IV ,i, 383). Not only 

do the teachings of the wisest Classical authorities support 

Milton 1s position, but also the teachings he selects from 

the Gospel. lilt is then not the people alone on whom such 

obedience is enjoined , but kings as well , who are i n no 

way above the law ll (Iv,i,383). Milton is in accordance with 

P lato , who in his eighth epistle wrote : IILet the royal 

power be accountable for it s actions ; l et the law rule the 

king s too if they contravene the l aw in any way" (IV,i , 455) 

Milton 1s conviction is that law, l egislated in conformity 

to the law of nature, is the basis of a ll true liberty 

and res ponsible government in any state. 

Milton1s interp r etat ion of natural law forms a 

foundation for the doctrine of popular sovereignty and 

responsible government . He explains that II the l a,,, 0 f 

n ature in arranging who should rule others , looks to the 

welfare of all peoples : the people then are more important, 

than the king and above him; and since the people are above 

him and more important , there can be no right of a king by 
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which he, the in fe rior can i n jure or enslave the people , 

his superior (IV,i,425) . Howeve~as D. M. Loades observes, 

t hi s c oncept of popular sovereign ty " proved to be little 

more than a theoretical expedien t to justify the execution 

of Charle s I whose continued existence had become a 

12 
political i mpossibility ." · As a defende r of parliamentary 

sovereignty and ri ghts, Milton readily explains that "by 

the law of n a ture all good kings conside r the Senate or 

peop l e as their equal and the ir superior (IV,i,466); this is 

only natural. Howeve r s ince the tyrant is the lowest and 

weakest of me n he must subjugate everyone_else in order to 

avoid fee ling threatened by them. Milton reitera t e s the 

parliamentary claim that h e had announced in Eikonoklas t es, 

"A king, whether good or bad , is in ferior to ... [the] people " 

( IV , i , 4 6 6) . It was origina lly the peop l e who created kings, 

by transferring their inhe rent right of self government to 

their chosen r ep r esen t a tive , who was de eme d worthy to 

govern them. The peop l e neve r fu lly gives up its own 

powe r to it s king and can withdraw it if the king deserts 

the popular interes ts which he was chos e n to protect and 

advance . Power i s conferred upo n the monarch or governors 

"only for the sake of the we l fare and freedom of the people, 

and when the king h as f a ile d to secure these [e nds] , the 

people is taken to h ave made no gran t; for at nature ' s 

warn ing the people's gift was for a defin i te purpose only, 
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and if this purpose is not atta i ned by natur e or by the 

people, the gift is no more valid than any broken contract 

or agreement" (IV , i,467). Parliament is superior to the 

king because it is t o this body of popular r epresentatives 

that the people's natural rights of self-government are 

trans ferred. As J'll il ton explains, "Parliament i s the 

supreme council of the nation, established and endowed 

with full powers by an absolutely free people for the purpose 

of consul ting together on the most v i tal issues .. . " (IV , i , 497) 

Mil ton ventures to assert that the king derive s h i s power 

from the decrees of Par l iament ( IV , i ,500 ). This 

perspective i s anti thetica l to t he royalist one . Not only 

c an the king pass no l aw wi thout Parl iamen t , but h e mus t 

a dhere to al l laws passed by Parl i ament (IV, i , 4 82 ). "Our most 

venerable documents bear witness that our kings owe t heir 

power neithe r to inhe ritance nor force of arms nor succession, 

but wholly to the people " ( IV , i , SOO). 

In reinforcing his statement on parliamentary 

supremacy Milton declares that " the king is no more the 

master of parliament than a hor se is the master of his 

own bridle" (IV,i,48l). The " Commons alone are supreme even 

without the king and have power to judge the king , because , 

before any king was created, they us ed to hold councils 

and parliament in the name of the whole people , make j udgments, 

pass laws , and create kings--not that they might be masters 



-89-

of the people but to carryon the people' s business. 

Milton again affirms that the commons has the right to 

judge a king, and did both legally and properly execute 

a wicked king in Charles I (IV ,i, 494) . 

Since a king has not right to do wrong, 
the rights of the people remain supreme ; 
and the right by which men first combined 
their judgment and strength for common defence 
before kings were created and by which they 
placed one or more same right by which 
they can check or depose either those same 
persons who for their courage or judgment 
were put in command, or any others if 
through sloth, folly, wickedness or 
treachery they misgovern the state: for 
nature has always looked, as she now does, 
not to the dominion of one man or a few, 
but to the safe ty of all ( IV, i,425). 

Obviously a people grants authority over itself 

not so that those who are granted authority can oppress, 

exploit, and corrupt them , but so that their best interests 

can be served (IV,i , 459) . The king is actually the servant 

of the people. "To grant to any mortal power over one ' s 

self on stronge r terms than a trust would be the height 

of madness. Nor is it to be be lieved that any people 

since the beginning of the world which had the choice was 

so utterly foolish as to surrende r title to all its power , 

or take it back, when it had once been entrusted to its 

magistrates, without very weighty reasons " (IV,i,459). 

Milton once again quotes the outstanding classical authorities, 

Plato , Aeschylus , Sophocles, Euripides; Cicero, Tacitus , 

and Livy, to prove that kings or rul e rs have been accountable 
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to the people. "I t is common knowl edge that practically 

all kings eve rywhere have r ece i ved the ir thrones from 

the people un de r certain limitations; ... unless the king 

abides by these conditions, that power which is but 

entrusted to him should .. . revert to the people " (IV,i, 458) 

Every nation that thus giants powe r to its rul e r has 

prescribed that the ruler adhe r e to the ir laws. Milton 

also i mp lies that a people so conferring power reserve 

the right to judge the ruler if he fails to meet their 

expectations and standards . This statement of soci a l 

contr act, right of resistance , and popular sovereignty is, 

of cours e , marred by a Mi ltonic contradiction; for while 

Milton claims that nature de crees the safety and we llbe ing 

of a l l people, he is u s ing natural law to justify 

political domination b y the Independent military-parliame ntary 

minori ty alone. Milton professes that this minority is the 

E~glish r egene rate (ele ct) who are not restricted or bound 

b y the jurisdiction of the magistrates , or the same positive 

laws by which he would have a ll kings bound. As Mi l ton 

postulates , t he regenera te n eed not be exposed to the 

juri sdiction o f the magistrates; they are free b y the 

indwe lling of the Spir it, they follow a higher law than 

the ... Law resulting from the Fa ll" (Ho l fe in IV ,i, 423n). 

and striving fo r political progress and true liberty , this 

wise, brave , e li te monority , a lone among the people of 

Longing 
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England , is deemed worthy of defen.~e by John Mil ton , 

Englishman. 
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER FOUR (A DEFENCE) 

1 
A Defence was acclaimed by European liber a ls In 

1651; it is neither appreciated nor e njoye d by most 
modern scho l ars. 

2 
Claud ius Salmasius (Claude de Saumaise , 158 8- 1626), 

was a French scholar, a professor at Leyden, who, at a 
request from the fu ture Charles I I , wrote the De fensio Regia, 
in defence of Char les I, and the institution of mon a rchy. 
G.P. Gooch, Politica l Thought in En g land from Bacon to 
Halifax (London: Williams & Norgate , 1914-15), p.10 4 . 

3 
In The ~enure Milton had defended the military 

minority, with a democratic ideology that was not applicable 
to the actual situation, but in the Defence he develops an 
overt j ustification of the righteous minority who are 
acting in discord with the will of the majority. 

4 
W.R. Parke r, Milton: A Biography (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press , 1968), p.385. 

5 
Milton 1s conviction anticipates by 300 years 

the thes is of psychoanalyst Erich Fromm 1s Escape from Freedom . 

6 
Christopher Hill , Milton and the English Revolution, 

p . 270. 

7 
Renaissance Humanism was characterized by indivi dual i sm, 

protest against the bondage of Med i eva l Catholicism , and 
the aff irmat ion o f Reason. Douglas Bush, The Renaissance and 
English humanisQ (Toronto: Uni vers i ty of ~oronto Pr ess , 1 939) , p.19 . 

8 
Ch ristopher Hill , Th e Century of Revolution, p . 17 3 . 

9 
Arth~r Barker , Milton, p . 1 61. 
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10 
A.S.P . Woodhouse , Puritanism and Liberty (Brighton: 

Ha r vester Pr ess Ltd., 197 4 ) , p.92. 

11 
True reli g ion is pe rfect freedom or Chr i stian 

Liberty . As Milton recorded in The Reason of Church 
Government, "The service of God who is truth, her Liturgy 
[the Anglican ] confesses to b e pe r fe ct f r eedom, but .. . the 
service of Pre laty is pe r fect slavery, and by cons equen c e 
perfect falshood " (1,854). 

12 
D.M. Loades , Po litics and the Nat ion: 1 450-1660 

(Br i ghton: Harves t e r Press Ltd. , 1974) , p.459. 



CIIAl'TER V 

A SECOND DEFENCE OF THE ENGLISH PEOPLE 

A Second Defence of the English People (May 30, 

1654) is Mil ton ' s eulogy to liberty; it is a wor thy 

testimony of a great writer's dedication to the Good Old 

Ca use . This book i s also Milton ' s o ff i cial reply to the 

personal attack, launched up on h i m, in du Mou lin ' s 

malicious affront to the English Commonwealth, The Cry of 

I 
the Roya l Dl ood to Heaven against the Eng l ish Parricides. 

In the Second Defence Milton both spurns and shatters the 

charge that the English "conver t parricide into a doctrine 

... "( IV,i,661). He proc l a i ms the English l i berators, not 

parric i des ; to de libera t e l y contradict du Moulin, Mi l ton 

exc l aims that "Bri t ain .. . shall hereafter des erve the 

everlast i ng praise of all ages as a c ountry where liberators 

flourish " (IV,i, 552 ). 

Milton writes unde r an assumption of divine 

appo intment , claiming to speak " for the entire human race 

against the foes of human liberty ... " ( IV ,i , 558). In this, 

his Second Defence , Mi lton very clearly expounds his 

excellent conception o f Chri s ti an Liberty , which his 

roya l ist adversa r ies so basely mis r epresent . "To be free " 

he declar es, " is precisely the same thing as to be pious , 

wise , just and temperate .. . magnanimous and brave " (Iv,i , 684) 

-94-
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"True and substantial liberty " !le expla i ns , "must be 

sought, not without , but within, and is . . . best achieved . .. 

by a life rightly undertaken and rightly conducted " (IV , i , 624) 

Mi lton equates ~enuine l iberty wi th responsible , constructive 

individuality. "True liberty is ne i ther won nor lost by 

force of arms alone; it springs from piety, justice , and 

temperance, its deep and intimate root being in the virtuous 

mi nd. Unless avarice, ambit i on , luxury, and superstition 

are banished, tyranny will reign within--a tyranny worse 

t h an any to be found abroad or on t he field of battle " (IV,i , 680) 

Mi lton also explains that "nothing can be more 

efficacious than education in moulding the minds of men to 

virtue [ true and internal l iberty] . .. " ( IV,i , 625). This is 

a restateme nt of the aspirations of Of Education, where 

Milton explains that: 

The end ... of learn i ng is to repa i r the 
ruins of our first parents by r ega i ning 
to know God aright , and out of that 
knowledge to love h im , t o imitate him . .. 
as we may the neerest by possessing o ur 
souls of true vertue, wh ich be i ng united 
to the heavenly grace of faith makes up 
the highest perfection. (11, 366- 7) 

These same convictions also under l ay t h e composition 

of Areopagitica; there he defends the right of intelligent 

men to publish and de bate, so that valuable ideas might 

circulate freely, and the inte llectual atmosphere be made 

mo r e conducive to s piritua l r egener a tion. In the Second 
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Defence Milton reiterates the freedom of express ion and 

freedom of the press themes that he has introduced in the 

Areopagitica . "Those who wish to engage in free inquiry " 

should be pe rmitted to "publish their findings at their 

own peri l without the private inspection of any petty 

magistrate , for so will truth e spec i ally flourish ... " 

(IV ,i , 679). Milton especia lly admires those individuals 

who can, and choose to, promote and pursue truth. "The 

more veracious a man is i n teaching truth to men , the more 

like must he be to God and the more acceptable to him" 

(IV,i , 585). In the Second Defence Milton also begs the 

Protector Cromwell to ensure freedom of conscience, so that 

men may first have genuine pe r sonal convictions, even 

before t hey seek freely to express and publ i sh them. 

Milton believes that wise and liberated pe r sons 

will both seek and advance po l i t ical liberty from tyran t s. 

Once men are liberated from vice , and are r esponsibly 

independent , they wil l resent being manipulated and misr u led 

by tyrants. When mGn are capable o f true and substantial 

liberty they will resent any a l ien power usurping their 

free will and right to freely choose . A man capable of 

disciplined r eason has a right to se l f government . 

J ohn Milton, champion of liberty , pronounces 

himself a fully liberated man; " I am incapable of ever 

disgracing hOnOj7able conduct . . . my Ii fe . .. h as ever been far 
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removed from all vice and crime" (IV,i , 6ll). " I swear 

that my conduct was not influenced by ambition , gain , or 

glory, but solely by consideration of my duty , honor , 

and devotion to my country. I did my utmost not only to 

free my country, but also the churchl'l(IV , i , 587). 

Milton also explains that Cromwell, the liberator 

of his country, was "commander first over himself , victor 

over himself, he had learned to achieve over himself the 

most effective triumph
11

(IV,i , 688). He i s the most worthy 

man in England , and most deserv~s to govern. "Nothing is 

more natural, nothing more just , nothing more useful or 

more advantageous to t he human race than that the lesser 

obey the greater, not the lesser number the greater number , 

but the lesser virtue the greater virtue , the l esser 

wi sdom the greater wisdom " (IV , i , 636 ) . He con f inns that 

" there is nothing In human society more p l easing t o God, 

or more agreeable to reason , nothing i n the state more just, 

nothing more expedient , than the rule of the man most fit 

to rule
l
/(IV , i , 671-2). Hilton proceeds to proclaim Cromwe l l 

as the " liberator of our country , the author of liberty, . . . 

likewise its guardian and saviour" . For Milton, none could 

unde rtake a more distinguished or august role than that of 

l iberato r (IV , i , 672). 

Milton explai n s that i t is only good men who can 

attain inner liberty, and only liberated men like Milton 
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himself are respectful of, and thankful to , liberators like 

Cromwell. Good reformed Christians are capable of self-

discipline, and responsible i ndependence in accord with 

the primary law of Nature; therefore they should be free 

from all temporal law. Depraved people) however , ought to 

be subjected to both their human betters and al l temporal 

laws that are binding upon fallen nature, and "made only 

to curb wickedness ... " (IV, i, 679). Mil ton is convinced that 

an i ndividual will not be fit for politica l liberty unless 

he can resist, or refrain from, all hatred, supers tition , 

i njustice , and lust. "Such is the decree of law and of 

Nature herself that he who cannot control himself , who 

t hrough poverty of intellect or madness canno t properly 

administer his own affairs, should not be his own master , 

but like a ward be given over to the power of another" . 

Similarly , "A nation which cannot rule and govern itself , 

but has delivered itself into slavery to its own lusts , is 

enslaved also to other masters whom it does not choose, 

and serves not only voluntarily but also against its will u 

( IV , i , 6 84) • 

In the Second Defence Milton again affirms that men 

and kings must abide by the same standards and laws to be 

worthy of political rights and privi l eges. King Charles I 

had been a depraved tyrant, a man unworthy to govern a 

free Engli sh people . Milton st~tes that about 1645 II "7\ , , 

1-L1. .L 
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agreed that a king could be deprive d of his throne for 

three princi p al reasons : if he should prove a tyrant , i f 

he should aliena te the royal p roperty , or if he should 

desert the people " (IV,i,641). In his personal rule Charl e s 

I cle arly deserted the pe o p le and prove d himself a tyrant. 

Milton aga in emphasizes the differe n ce betwe en a 

l egitimate king a nd a tyrant: 

As a good man diffe rs from a bad, so 
mUOh, I hold, does a king differ from 
a tyrant ... A t y rant not only is not 
a king but is always an especially 
dangerous threat to kings ... More 
k i ngs have been crushe d, and ove rthrown 
by tyrants than b y t heir people. He 
who asserts, therefore , tha t tyrants must 
be a bolishe d asserts, not that king s 
should be abolishe d , but the worst 
ene mi Gs of k ings , the mo s t dangerous, 
in fact, of all the ir f oes. 5, ,, c<, (\ iy r tJ" t 
J 'J II Ot- 0: r e.(\(:'m~ u /o(") e ,b",i- -l-l,t' t1u 6Iic... 
e. 1\ e (Y"\ v (; l ' v ' ("" \' U 0. 11,/ f-.j \ ~ e ." 1- , r (. I - i- <l l. t. , 

h E. to 11 ' ~ e kI " e. <d 6. C ( C (" J, ('3 + Q l 

'~ c S(J ."" e.. l a ~ '0;; Lv" I C. h. ~ e. C u " b e 
a+l'C\ Cked wl +h; v.JeopcnS (nz:- .l i) 5( 1-))< 

(vl i l ton s t I/" ~ 5' 5<2. S t h a t "the murder of a king and 

the punishme nt of a tyr ant are not th e s a me thin g " (IV , i , S99) 

Milton reca lls tha t " those illus trious Gr e eks and Roma ns 

whom we p a rticul a rly a dmi re e xpelle d the t y r a n t s from 

the ir citie s without othe r virtue s than the ze al fo r 

fr e e dom" ( I V,i , SSO). But be c a use Milto n c a nnot f ind a 

r e c e nt histor ica l p r e cedent f or regicide , the executio n of 

a king , he wri t e s , "'\'Ve a r e o ur own e xemp l a r s , a c cus t omed 
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to l ead , not t o fol low others " (IV,i,65 6) . Milton c l a i ms 

that the execution of Charles I is an examp l e of Engl i sh 

brave r y and determination against the opponents of li berty. 

And , "what" he inquires, 
J 

"can t e nd more to the honor and 

glory of any country tha n the r es toration of liberty 

both t o civil life and to divine worship? " (IV,i,55 0) 

Adopt ing unive rs a l tones , Milton exc laims , "We have given 

an example beneficial to all people , dreadful to al l 

tyrants"(IV,i,652) . 

Mi lton cla i ms that i t was divine g uidance that 

inspired the remova l of the t yrannical Char l e s I and t he 

par t i a l refo rmation of the English religion. Milton 

concludes that his own sentiments in the Second Defence 

are in tune with des tiny . While depraved slaves and tyrants 

may dispute the claim , Milton b e lieves that his Second 

Defence has won the c omp l ete a pproval of all God ' s En g lish-

men ( IV ,i, 685).2 
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER FIVE (SECOND DEFENCE) 

1 
In the Second Defence Milton at t acks Alexander 

More or Morus as the author of The Cry of the King ' s 
Blood to Heaven Against the Ln gl ish Parricides ; however, 
the real author was Peter du Moul in, an Anglican priest, 
"who was resident in England during the days of the 
Commonwealth " (Roberts in IV ,i, 542-3). "Mo r e was a k i nd 
of editor-publisher " (Robe rts in IV,i,5 4 3). 

2 
God's Engli shmen are o f course the worthy 

minority or remnant , who are cal l ed "good " in the actua l 
text (IV, i , 6 85) . 



CHAPTER VI 

THE READIE AND EAS IE ~'lAY 

Between 1 640 and 1 659 Milton's political tracts 

d i st i nguish him as " the grea t est man who wrote on the 

Parliamen tary and CroffiTlle llian side. " 1 h'hen, in 1660, 

2 political disorder verges on anarchy, and a royali st 

coun t er- revolutionary surge makes the restoration of 

Charles II an i mminent prospect, Mi lton drafts a po litical 

plan for avert i ng th e res toration of monar chy. Mi lton 

the idealistic champ i on of r epublicanism suddenly becomes 

Milton the p r agma t i c, adaptab l e , a nd compromising author of 

The Read i e and Eas i e Way ; this pamphlet ' s t wo editions 

revea l Milton 's despe rate p l an (s) for preserving a semblance 

of the idea l republican c0TIU110nweal th that h e has , during the 

l ast decade , fought for wi th such dedication . 

In the l ate Feb. 1 660 edit i on of Th e Readie and Easie 

Way , the valiant , bl ind defender of the "Good Old Cause" 

(VII,38 7) again exto ls the merits and benefits of a 

cOIT~onwealth , whi l e renouncing the contemptible institution 

o f monarchy . He intends to prove that " a fr ee Commonwealth 

[ is] ... the noblest , the man liest , the equallest , the justest 

government " (VII , 359). His strategy is to duxtapose his 

picture of a commonwealth - with "all the freedom , peace , 

justice , p l ent ie that we can desire " to " the difficulties , 
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troubles, uncertainties nay rather impossibilities to enjoy 

these things constantly under a monarch" (VII , 379). 

Milton is unable to find a Scriptural sanction for 

monarchy though he finds ample Biblical support for a 

Commonwealth, and dthe Gospel speaking much of libertie" 

(VI I , 383) . He notes that "God in much displeasure gave a 

king to the Israelites, and imputed it a sin to them that 

they sought one" (VII,359). On the other h and , "What 

government comes neerer to [the] precept of Christ, then a 

free commonwealth" (VII,360)? A free commonwealth will 

produce good, en lightened , progressive men who a r e both 

capable of handling political liberty and able to advance 

true Reformationi the citizens of a Commonwealth will be 

gran t ed sufficient freedom to do God's bidding. Kingship, 

however, will produce servi lity , and wil l stifle the unfolding 

and developing of human talent and goodness , much to the 

detriment of society and the chagrin of GOd i kingship will 

enforce a sterile conformity of mind, and stif l e the 

advancement of true Reformation. King sh ip is decried as 

a )'burdensome, expens i ve, us eless and dangerous " form of 

government (VII,355). Milton notes that "a King must be 

ador'd like a Demigod , with a dissolute and haughtie court 

about him, of vast expence and luxuri e ... [all] on the publick 

reven ue " (VII,360). Milton calls kings hip "most pusillanimous" 

(VII ! 382) "Monarch i e a nd her. bishops both fear and hate 
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[liberty]; but a.free commonwealth both favours and promotes 

[it]; and not the word only, but the thing it self" (VII,383) 

Milton believes and warns that the restoration of 

Charles II will have grave and depressing consequences ; 

it will mean the destruction of all liberties ; it will mean 

the end of any semblance of representative government; it 

will mean the suppression of all phi l osophies of popular 

sovereignty and representative government ; it will be an 

exchange of future reaction for present progress ; it wi ll 

ensure t hat , in re l igion , there will be an end to freedom 

of conscience , and the return of the hated oppressive 

pre lates; consequent l y re ligious stagnation will s upplant 

the progression of true reformation (VII , 357,366). "As 

for spiritual [freedom ] who can be a t rest , who can en joy 

any thing in t his world with contentme nt, who hath not 

libertie to serve God and to save his own soul , according 

to the best li gh t which God hath p l anted in him to that 

purpose " (VII , 379)? I t seems to Milton that the people 

must be "madd or strangely infatuated " to hop e for any 

happiness or safety under a k i ng or any " single person" 

(VII, 361) . " I doubt not but all ingenuous and knowing men 

wil l easily agree with me , that a free Commonwealth 

without single person or House of lords, is by far the 

best government " (VII , 364-5) . Kings are antagonists of 

the free thought and speech that Areopagitica championed ; 
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kings ignore a nd transgress the popu l a r natural rights 

a nnounced in The Tenure ; and kings subvert the Parli ament, 

whose sovereignty was defe nded in Eikonoklastes and subseque nt 

tracts . "Doubtless, no Parlament will be eve r able under 

roya ltie to free the people from slavery" (VII, 366) . 

In an at temp t to stave off the dreaded restor ation 

of this r eactiona r y form of government , Mil ton outlines 

a r epub lican constitution: The Readie and Eas i e Way. 

Milton proposes that political authority be ve sted permanently , 

not i n a monarch , bu t in a Grand Councilor a highly 

aristocratic perpetual senate , constituted by the nation ' s 

finest, -most intel ligent , bravest , worthiest men. "For 

the ground and basis of every just and free governme nt ... 

is a gene ral Counce l of ablest men , chosen by the people 

to consul t of publick affairs from time to time" (VII , 368) . 

In thi s first edition of The Readie and Easie Way, Milton 

proposes that the Rump be expanded and perpetuated as the 
3 

Grand Counc il (o f s t aunch commonW~althsmen) . He affirms that 

"the s ma ll number of thos e r e maining in [the Rump ] 

Parli amen t ... should be ... honoure d, as the r e ma inder of 

those faithful worthies , who at f irst freed u s f rom 

tyrannie" (VII , 365-6 ). Although Milton i nward l y believed 

that the Rump membe rs were neither virtuous nor worthy , 

h e preferred the ir political administration , and a modified 

political and r e li g i ous liberty , to the e l ection of a n ew, 
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disillusionment with the succession of squabbling Parliaments 

since 1649, Milton proposes a permanent Grand Council. 

"Milton [also] reluctantly admits the principle of partial 

rotation whereby a few members are retired each year and 

others chosen (apparently by the Council itself) to fill 

5 
their places.'" A member of the Grand Council could also 

be removed if he proved himself unworthy, by crime; and he 

would, of course, be replaced upon his demise (VII,370). 

"The happiness of a nation':; declares Milton, "must needs 

be firmest and certainest ln a full and free Councel of 

their own electing, where no single person, but reason only 

swayes" (VII,361-2). Milton professes that this form of 

republic will be able to promote internal reforms, national 

progress, education, culture, civil and religious liberties, 

anaeCbnomic- pros-peri ty. -i'A COmlnonweal th aims most to make 

the people flourishing, vertuous, noble and high spirited" 

(VII,384). He certainly recognizes that a good "part of 

our freedom consists in the civil rights and advanc'ments 

of every person according to his merit" (VII,383). 

In The Readie and Easie Way Milton seeks primarily 

to provide a program or plan for political stability, which 

has been absent since the death of Oliver Cromwell. The 

restored Rump Parliament (1659) has faced both disgruntled 

left-wing sectaries and mounting royalist opposition. 
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Throughout 1659 the friction between the Rump and the Army 

has inc r eased to the point whe re the people seek political 

stability above othe r con side rations. Gone now f rom 

Milton ' s proposal is The Te nure ' s aff irmation that the 

government is revocable at the p l easure o f the peop l e ; 

Milton recog6izes t ha t the circumstan ces that made it 

expedien t to jus tify political change in 164 9. have been 

replaced in 1660 by a public desire for political permanence 

and durability . The i dea of kingship is suddenly reassociated 

p ublicly with the ideas of po lit ical stabil i ty and permanence 

(VII, 370) . Therefore Milton proposes a perpetual senate, able 

to guarnntee more stability t han even kingship can; this 

form of comrrtomvea l th still r etains the semblance of popular 

r ep r esentation, and of preserving p op ular r i ghts . He 

sugge sts that the Ge neral Council can e lect an executive 

council from it s meniliers. 

Milton also r ecognizes that the rural property­

holders h ave r e cen tly objected to milit a r y inte rference 

i n the ir local affairs ; 6 s o he proposes a series of represent­

at i ve county assemblies , with veto power on l egis l a ti o n 

of national significance. He argues th a t "if eve r y county 

in the land were made a little commonwea lth", then the 

county assemblies could q uite effec tive l y administer their 

own affnirs , and promote civil liberties and individual 

advancement (VII , 383). The installation of county counci l s 
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will allow the "people ... to have the administration and all 

publick ornaments in thir own election and within thir own 

bounds" (VI I, 384) . He realizes that these county councils 

can also serve as training grounds for future members of 

the Grand Council. Professor Ayers suggests that 

"What Milton proposes i s almost a federal constitution, 

with as much decentralization of justice and administration 

as is practicable " (Ayers in VII , 185). Mil ton's total 

proposal is part l y patterned aLter Plato ' s ideal common-

wea l th, with its aristocratic guardian class or ru l ers, 

and part l y after the gove rnme nt of the Netherlands, which 

7 h ad local re gents. - "It expresses his lack of fai th in a 

true democracy and yet avoids the equal evil of a one-man 

,, 8 power. 

Although Milton has suggested an alternative to 

monarchy, his alternative is an 'oligarchy , wi th similar 

potential for oppression. Professor Ayers suggests that 

Milton ' s central "picture" is "one of a central oligarchy 

balanced by a multiplici t y o f local aristocracies " (Ayers 

in VII,216 ). Milton has again granted to the select minority 

who constitute the councils the exclusive right to impose 

their will upon the r e st of the populace , who are , in theory , 

dismissed a s the depraved mass . Although Milton is still 

profe ssing tha t the free peopl e have a right to choose 

their form of gove rnment , he has not l eft the m much opportunity 



-/09-

to choose or change their government ; they are left as mere 

theoretical participants in the social contract. 

In The Readie and Easie 'day it becomes obvious that 

Milton "stood for the dominance of nature's talented 

aristocrats over both the insolent assumption of hereditary 

privilege and the incoherent political gropings of the 

confused multitude.,,9 As he did in A Defence, Milton declares 

that the minority have a right to promote and preserve 

liberty, even again~t the majority who would rather escape 

from it (Ayers in VII , 20B). When Milton writes of the natural 

rights and liberties of " the people " he means only a 

select minority of middle class property-holders, whom he 

presents as inwardly liberated and worthy of political 

freedom ; significantly, his second ed i tion of The Readie 

and Easie Way would have l imited the franchise to qualified 

voters, defined as those people possessing,{~oo or more of 

personal or real property. 10 

In the much polished and revi sed (April 1 660) 

second edition of The Readie and Easie Way, Milton makes 

his strongest pronouncement of the exc l usive po l itical 

rights of the worthy minority. " Is it just or reasonab l e" , 

he asks , 

that most voices against the main end of 
governme nt should enslave the less number 
that would be fr e e? More just it is 
Goubtl e ss, if it com to f orce, tha t a l e ss 
number comp e ll a gre ate r to reta in, which 
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can be no wrong to them, thir libertie, 
then tha t a greater number for the 
pleasure of thir baseness, compell a 
l ess most injuriously to be thir fellow 
slave s. They who seek nothing but thir 
own jus t libertie , have alwaies ri ght 
to winn it and to k eep it, when ever 
they h ave power , be the voices never 
so numerous that oppose it (VII , 455) 

Here Milton reiterates the doctrine of God ' s remnan t that 

h e has expoun ded in the Defences ; he justifies rule by the 

minority , whom he presents as God's inspired elect. He 

counters royalist claims with the doctrine of popular 

sove r e i gnty ; but h e concurrent ly (and inconsisten tly) 

announces the exclusive rights of the worthy minority. 

Clearly this intel lectual aristocrat author proposes very 

l ittle political privilege for the majority of the populace. 

In this second edition of The Readie and Easie Way , 

Milton again proposes that a General Council should represe:lt 

the people. Be c ause April 1660 elections h ave swept away 

all b ut sixteen of the Rumpers , it is no lon ger fe a sible 

to propose that the Rump form the nucleus of a Ge neral 

Council. Mil ton now proposes that the Gene ral Council be 

popularly e lected, but by a qualifi e d electorate only (VII, 

442-3 ) . Milton's a ris tocrati c re p ublic anism i s most 

blatantly obvious in this proposal , in this p arnph l e t. 

Because a majority of the dreaded populace (r abb l e ) will 

r egress from political freedom, to a superstitious r eve r ence 

for restored Stuar t tyranny (monarchy) , Mil t on hims e l f 
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(in theory) deprives this majority of their political 

privilege and liberty. In effect, Milton reserves full or 

substantial liberty for a minori ty too small to achieve 

h · . d 1 11 
o~ preserve 1S 1 ea s. 
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER SIX (THE READIE .. . ) 

1 
Perez Zagorin, A Hi story of Political Thought in 

the English Revolution (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul , 
1 954), p.107 

2 
"It may be that the problem of uniting the 

popular wing of the Parliamentarian revolutionaries for 
effective political ac tion .. . [was] hope l ess because of the 
anarchic individua l ism which i ts doctrines fostered . . . " , 
but Milton intends to synthes i ze a political proposal 
that will appeal to as many group i nterests as possible. 
Christopher Hill, Milton , p . 257. 

3 
Milton calls his assembly the Grand Council rather 

than Parliament , because the term Parliament originally 
signified the par lie of the Commons when the monarch 
chose to summon them ; Milton implies that the popular 
assembly should not be thus dependent, but autonomous 
(VII , 373) . 

4 
Barbara Lewalski , "Milton: Politica l Beliefs and 

Polemica l Methods, 1 659-60 ", PMLA , LXXIV (1 959) , p . 195 . 

5 
J . H. Hanford , A Milton Handbook (5th ed. ; New 

York: Meredith Corporation , 19/0) , p.102 . 

6 
C.Hill , Milton , p . 200. 

7 
Milton also takes into consideration the Venetian 

republican gove rnme nt. 

8 
J.B. Banford, A Milton Handbook , p . 102 . 

9 
Don M. Wolfe, Mil t on, p.342. 

10 
\volfe , ibid., p .301. 
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11 
Perez Zagorin , Po litica l Thought , p.119 



From 1644 to 1660 John Milton engages in a heated 

pamphlet warfare agains t the multifar ious enemies of liberty. 

He begins in 1644 with a lofty and noble conception of 

liberty ; a nd in that year he composes the Areopagit ica , in 

defense of free speech and r esponsible publication . 

Realizing that ignorance is a primary s l avery from which 

all men must be liberated , Mil ton defends the proclamation , 

publ i cation , and circulation of those diverse, intelligent 

ideas that can stimulate and cultivate good, en ligh t ened 

men . He believes that all mature men must know the truth, 

and be sufficiently disciplined and d i scerning to reject 

the evil and e rrone ous. Licensing can only prove 

pernicious by s ti f ling the inte llectua l progress, and 

preventing the spiritua l tria l , which together produce 

politica lly-responsib l e Christians . 

Whi l e the Areopagi tica may be interpreted as 

Milton ' s first fecund contribution to a r at i onal cultural 

revolution, The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (1 649 ) is 

hi s initial announcement of the popul ar right of revolution. 

Having in 1644 petitioned fo r social conditions conducive 

to intellectual development , Milton , in 1649 , proposes 

a totally rational political foundation for society. The 

Tenure clearly epitomizes that type of stimulative, radical 

-I I Y--
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pub l ication t hat Mi l ton has earlier defended against 

Licensing . Th e Tenure presents the pure l y reasonable 

Natural Law philosophy as a jus ti f i cation of regicide. 

Mi l ton declares that good me n have a natur a l right to 

protect s oc i al well-being, by rejecting a nd r emov i ng 

al l perverse , irrational, t yrannous forms of government; 

free born men have a natural right to enter a social 

contract to secure a responsible , repre sentative government, 

that will protect society 's best interests. 

In orde r to promote this politica l liberty, Milton 

finds it necessary to become an iconoclast. He composes 

t he Eikonoklastes to liberate the b eguiled people from 

the ir injudicious and s e r v ile reve rence for th e s a intly 

i mage that the Eikon Basi like has proj e cted of King Charles I . 

I n the Eikonoklastes Milton reiterates the liber ating 

Natural Law philosophy. From hi s conception of popula r 

n atural right s , Mi lton derives his profes sed doctrine of 

popu l ar sovereignty. 

Milton ' s controve rsial, l ibe r a l interpre t at ions of 

the Natural l aw phi l osophy , and his specific , ill uminative 

illustrations of the s oci a l contract , r aise the ire of 

signif icant roya li st pamphleteers; but Mil ton founds his 

first Defence of the People of Eng l and up on the same 

Natura l Law philosophy that he has articulated in h i s two 

preceding politica l tracts . The Defe nce is Milton ' s 



vindication of the worthy minority, who derive exclusive 

rights from Natural law. If a mere minority of the 

English people are worthy of political and reli gious liberty , 

they have a right to obtain and secure it, even against the 

will of the majority. In the Defence Milton pronounces the 

upright , enlightened, middle-class stalwarts of society 

capable of handling and appreciating true and substantial 

liberty ; these people only have developed the inward 

liberty upon which Milton makes all outward or political 

liberty contingent. For him it is natur a l tha t these most 

worthy few, thi s v irtuous elite, should rule Eng l a nd, 

and p r ese r ve Eng lish liberty against the inj udicious will 

of th e depraved and servile majority. Mi l ton al so 

emphasizes that because the depraved tyr an t Charle s Stuart 

st i fled and impede d the unfolding , deve l opment and 

liberation of England's worthy citizens, Charles was j ustly 

j udged and executed. 

This convi ction i s aga i n expressed in the Second 

Defence , where Milton offe rs his fu il e.stQl'ld -rnos+ lUCI d 

defini tion of liberty. Here Milton clarifies that hi s 

conception of Christian Liberty i s not license. Good men 

are those who are liberated from all vice ; he nc e Mi l ton 

claims that only good men love liberty. Bad men are slaves 

to wickedness, i gnorance , and tyranny (a form of wickedness 

supported by the ignorant); hence Milton calls-bad men 
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servile . 

By the 1660 composition of The Readie and Easie Way 

Milton conceives the major ity of the people as a depraved 

and servile mass, unworthy of sUbstantial political 

privilege. In this pamphlet he proposes that a seemingly 

static, perpetual political oligarchy be established ; this 

senate would be responsible and representative in theory 

only. The second edit i on 's suggestion that the political 

franchise be reserved solely for men with substantia l 

property , effectively clarifies what this aristocratic 

r epublican mean t by II the peop le " . vJhile Mil ton has always 

proclaimed outwardly the doctrine of natural rights and 

popular sovereignty, he has inwardly withheld a true liberty 

from the majority of the people. To his adversaries he 

has seemed to defend a tyranny of the minority ; but in 1660 , 

John Milton i s defenseless against their tyranny of the 

majority . 
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