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                              John Milton’s Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce
This presentation is going to explore John Milton's reasons for divorce as he presents them in his publication The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce (1644).[footnoteRef:1] It will look at some of his arguments or points of view and their relevance in the context of the time they were written in. Some comments will be made about Milton’s personal situation and how influenced his arguments might have been by his own circumstances. [1:  John Milton Prose
Edited by David Loewenstein
2013, Blackwell Publishing Ltd. ] 

The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce (1644) are divided into several chapters (22 in the second edition). In this short presentation, I am aiming to summarise the main points rather than addressing each chapter separately. 
Milton got married in 1642, and soon after, his wife Marie Powell left him and went to live with her mother. Even though it is not possible to know precisely why Mary Powell separated from Milton, it is likely that Powell’s family, a formidable royalist family, triggered a political disagreement with Milton who was a Republican.  The legal position in England did not permit for Milton to request a divorce and he turned to advocate the legalisation of divorce. Milton was driven to write on the subject of divorce. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]John Milton’s viewpoints and stances on marriage and divorce would be considered commonplace in today’s society but were regarded as scandalous, appaling and unorthodox in his time. Milton was a forerunner in a time when there was hardly any acceptable reason for people to divorce. The rights to divorce were very restricted at the period when Milton’s Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce (1644) was published and even more so in England compared to some other places in Europe during the same period. 
Europe was swept by a religious upheaval in the 16th century known as the Reformation. Previous to the Reformation, a person desiring to be released from marriage was required to plea to the bishops of a cleric court. However, subsequently, due to the Reformation, such issues were conducted through regular channels of the law. Scotland was a country that quite immediately reformed its understandings of marriage and divorce.  By the year 1563, concerns or matters about divorce were transferred to a court that was now secular and had a different approach regarding these matters. Scotland also permitted both parties to request a divorce in case of adultery. Sweden, another Protestant country, likewise permitted divorce on the grounds of adultery and abandonment at the beginning of the 17th century and onwards.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  "I Want Out!" Divorce in the 17th Century by Anna Belfrage, Official author website Rosanne E Lortz, July 19, 2014, Sweden] 


[bookmark: _Hlk2258749]At that period in England, there was rigorous control of printed material. The control, or rather censorship, was harsh and one needed to obtain a licence to publish pamphlets or books. In some instances, the censorship was not always imposed, and works were published under a pseudonym.  The first edition (1642) of Milton’s Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce had neither the publisher’s nor the author’s name – the reason for this was that the book was denied the licence to be published. The 2nd edition of The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce (1644) is extended with additional arguments. In this 2nd edition, Milton’s name is recognised but only by the initials and the printer’s name was still absent.

In England matters regarding divorce or separation were governed by the Canon Law. Canon Law permitted the termination of marriage on some very limited grounds.
There was in some specific instances the possibility of separation. This did not, however, give grounds to end the marriage legally. What could lawfully be permitted in some cases was annulment if the marriage was not valid in the first place, for example, in cases of bigamy or being in close blood relation to the partner.  
Reasons for separation or annulment:
· Adultery
· Cruelty
· Being in close blood relation to the other person. 
· Being married already, bigamy
· Inability by one or both parties to have sexual relations, impotence by the man or if the woman was impenetrable, therefore not able to  carry out the purpose of the marriage and to have children
· If a couple were legally separated – they could not remarry.

The justification of separation was based upon the words of Christ found in the New Testament (Matt. Ch.9).  

Marriage was seen to be a sacrament or religious rite made in the presence of God as a witness and was an agreement of unity between two people meant to last until death. This religious unity could not be broken which made divorce unacceptable. 

Milton argued that there should be a right to divorce. His proposal was very radical at the time and was not well received.  John Milton also proposed the possibility of remarriage after divorce for both parties. 

Milton turns to passages from the Old Testament in justification and interpretation of his standpoint. He argues that based on the scriptures, Eve was created as a companion for Adam, to comfort him in his solitude. According to Milton, that was one of the reasons for the creation of Eve and not only procreation, and thereby it follows that if that companionship was absent in the marriage, that alone should be a reason for divorce. Milton also makes a slight reference to Plato, Socrates and other classical text as further evidence of the importance of complementary and comforting companionship in marriage. His main arguments are based on his interpretation of Biblical scriptures where also his ability to speak Greek, Latin and  Hebrew served him well.

Throughout The Doctrine of Discipline and Divorce (1644), John Milton constantly emphasises the importance of marriage existing for the relationship and companionship between a man and a woman and not only for procreation. Milton called it the little society. According to Milton, marriage could mean companionship for a lifetime and the end of a solitary life.

Milton conveys his standpoint and belief that any unsuitability – whether sexual, emotional, mental or else – is a justifiable basis for a divorce. He puts forward the argument that the purpose and meaning of marriage is not necessarily only procreation and continuity of the bloodline, as was the common belief at that time, but instead two people may unify for a mutual purpose. Milton argued that the mental and emotional companionship is beneficiary and vital in a marriage. He also acknowledges that his first marriage was unsuccessful due to the absence of this kind of companionship. He also reasoned that the spouses in a marriage must show respect to one another. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Seventeenth-century literature: Unities and Dualities
Lectures and seminars by Peter Michell Feb/March Lampeter University] 


Milton’s illustration of Adam and Eve after the fall is an example of his certainty and belief that two people can and should complete each other, carry one another's burdens and complement each others’ strengths as well as weaknesses. 

Annabelle Patterson’s essay Milton Marriage and Divorce (2001)argues that Milton's arguments in Parliament were utterly volatile, and her essay highlights the critical voices and opinions that believed Milton’s views were too biased and considering his own circumstances with Mary Powell. 
 Roughly speaking, Milton begins with an ill-concealed personal bitterness, moves towards formal high-mindedness by citing a vast chorus of authorities for his position, and ends with renewed personal bitterness, and coarseness – but now redirected to his “answerers”. More importantly, Milton discovered for himself the principle of companionate marriage as Protestantism was still inventing it, and the engine of his discovery was humiliation and disappointment. That is to say, by finding Mary Milton wanting ( and missing), he imagined in the hole she had made in his feelings what a good marriage might be. Consequently, he could see that encouraged hypocrisy, stressed the dynastic and physical aspect of marriage over the psychological and sociable, and did not allow for second chances.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Annabel Patterson, Milton, Marriage and divorce, Ch 17 of A Companion to Milton, ed by Thomas N Corns (Oxford: Blackwell,2001), pp. -93 (p.282).279] 


Milton’s personal situation clearly prompted him to take on this impossible task to challenge the English divorce law, but the evidence of his life’s works speak about a man, a scholar and a poet, driven to find core truths in everything. Therefore it is fair to assume that even if personly motivated to start with this endeavour developed beyond personal.

John Milton was a profoundly religious man, dedicated to his research, to the quest of truth and to the overall perfection of mankind’s understanding of God’s will.  The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce is based upon the original notions from the commencement of God’s revelation to Adam by granting him a companion in Eve. It is from this starting point in the scriptures that he makes his argument. 

Milton had endeavoured relentlessly for two years to produce coherent evidence to debate such a volatile subject as divorce.  He has validated each of his arguments from the Scripture and referred to plentiful esteemed historical sources to strengthen his case. 

Despite John Milton’s dedicated engagement with this, for him a burning issue, the parliament would not re-write England’s divorce laws in reply to Milton’s petitions. As a result, not a single person would profit from this extensive, knowledgeable and persuasive line of reasoning during Milton’s lifetime.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Seventeenth-century literature: Unities and Dualities
Lectures and seminars by Peter Michell Feb/march Lampeter University] 
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