Epic, Religion and Philosophy: Spenser and Milton
John Milton, Areopagitica
This tutorial document will be in two parts: (1) a history of licensing and (2) an exposition of Milton’s Areopagitica.
1. A History of Licensing
Areopagitica is the first work devoted primarily to freedom of the press; it is named after Areopagus, the hill near the Acropolis where the governing council of ancient Athens met, and it is also of course the name of the coterie to which Sidney and Spenser belonged.
In 1530, before his break with Rome, Henry VIII forbade the printing of ‘any boke or bokes in englisshe tonge, concernynge holy scripture, not before this time printed within this his realme, untyll suche tyme as the same boke or bokes be examyned and approved by the ordinary of the diocese,’ and required approved books to carry ‘the name of the examynour’ and that of the printer.
 ‘In 1538, after making religious and political issues almost indistinguishable by assuming the ecclesiastical supremacy, he extended licensing to English books of all kinds’ (p. 159) and transferred responsibility from the church officers to the Privy Council. The system was reasserted by the fervently Protestant Edward  VI in 1551, by the Roman Catholic Mary I in 1553 and 1558, and by Elizabeth I in 1559. ‘A Privy Council Order of June 29, 1566, associated the recently incorporated Stationers Company with the administration of the system, and a Star Chamber Decree of 1586 clarified its procedures.’ (p. 159) James VI of Scotland and I of England confirmed the inherited system in 1611 and 1613.
‘The culmination of this development was Charles [I]’s Star Chamber Decree of July 11, 1637. Up to this point, ‘the enforcement of licensing in England had been very uneven, and there had been considerable periods during which the regulations were largely ignored’, so ‘the rigorous and determined attempt of 1637 to secure universal compliance might well have struck [people] as something new’ (p. 158). ‘This [decree], the fruit of a century of experience in the control of the press, is the most elaborate instrument in English history for the suppression of undesired publication; nothing was unforeseen except the determination with which it was defied. The decree began by making it a general offence to print, import, or sell “any seditious, scismaticall, or offensive Bookes or Pamphlets.” It then forbade anything to be printed which had not first been licensed and entered in the Stationers’ Register, or anything to be reprinted, “though formerly with a license,” unless relicensed; in all cases the full signed imprimatur was to be printed, along with the names of author and printer.’ (p. 159) ‘Imprimatur’ is the Latin for ‘let it be printed’. This was a statement appearing in early printed books to show that permission to print the work had been granted by an authority empowered to do so. ‘The decree then limited the number of master printers to twenty, specified the number of presses, journeymen, and apprentices each could have, and made it an offence for anyone to own, work, or provide space for an unlicensed press. It empowered the Stationers Company to “search what houses and shops (and at what time they shall think fit)” to discover “printing in Corners without licence,” thus using the Stationers’ economic interest in suppressing the competition of unlicensed printers as a means of creating a particularly devoted special police to guard against unlicensed books.’ (p. 160)
On July 5, 1641, the Star Chamber was abolished, leaving the press virtually without legal regulation. However Parliament began to prepare its own licensing system as soon as the Crown’s system was abolished. On January 29, 1642, the House of Commons published an order requiring printers not to print any publication without the name and consent of the author. In Areopagitica, Milton takes this , which is sometimes called the Signature Order, to have been the full implementation of Parliament’s original policy for the press. However at the same time as the Signature Order, the Commons intended to revive the Committee for Printing. So the Signature Order was actually intended as an interim measure to combat piracy until a bill for the general control of the press could be enacted. This would be the 1643 Licensing Order, the object of Milton’s attack in Areopagitica. The legal steps towards this bill may be traced as follows: firstly, an order dated August 26, 1642, orders ‘that no person or persons shall Print, publish, or utter, any Booke or Pamphlet, false or scandalous, to the proceedings of the Houses of Parliament’ (p. 161), and vests in the Stationers and in the Commons powers of search and seizure. A second order, dated March 9, 1643, broadens the scope to all “scandalous and lying Pamphlets,” and adds powers of arrest and imprisonment (p. 161).
Following the collapse of the Crown’s system of regulation of publishing, the number of presses and printing establishments had steadily increased. In April, 1643, the Stationers Company petitioned Parliament for the reinstatement of the customary restrictions. Milton described this petition as ‘the fraud of some old … monopolizers in the trade of book-selling’ (p. 162). The petition argues that the public interest requires a ‘well-ordered’ press, and that this in turn depends upon the prosperity of the printing trade. Acknowledging that Parliament is preparing a bill, the petition urges the inclusion of the Company in enforcing the expected order. Finally, on June 14, 1643, Parliament passed this Order against which Milton wrote the Areopagitica.
The 1643 Order ‘sets up what is in all essentials the machinery of [the Star Chamber Decree of] 1637: [pre-publication] licensing, registration, signature, copyright, import control, search and seizure, arrest, imprisonment by order of Parliamentary committee, and association of the Stationers in administering the Order.’ (pp. 162-63) Indeed Milton calls it ‘the immediate image’ of the decree of 1637. Milton’s attack on licensing effected no change in the Long Parliament’s policy; on the contrary, it was reasserted in Orders of 1647 and 1648. The Commonwealth Parliament followed suit with an Order of 1649. ‘In substance this was as detailed and stringent as anything that had gone before; what distinguished it from its predecessors was that it was not meant to represent a settled policy, but was an emergency measure carrying a two-year terms. It was under this Order that Milton served as licenser of Mercurius Politicus, the official newsbook of the Commonwealth and Protectorate. Some fifteen months after it expired, the Rump Parliament, which was the Long Parliament purged of those members hostile to the intention to try King Charles I for high treason, found it necessary to end the experiment with unlicensed printing and revived the Order of 1649. The Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell’s Order of 1655 was equally severe. Which all leads to the conclusion that ‘except for the period during which the Long Parliament completed the transfer to itself of the power that had before been exercised by the Crown, and the brief period during which the Commonwealth government experimented with an unlicensed press, the Puritan Revolution preserved unbroken the continuity of licensing in England.’ (p. 163)
2. Milton’s Areopagitica
The immediate object of the Areopagitica is ‘to achieve “Liberty of Unlicenc’d Printing” by obtaining the repeal of the Licensing Order and a “return” to what Milton saw fit to think the policy underlying the Signature Order.’ (p. 163) This should not be mistaken for a demand that all forms of control be abolished. Milton distinguishes sharply between ‘a system of corrective regulation, under which books are freely published on the responsibility of author and printer, who are then answerable to the courts for anything prohibited by law, and the preventive censorship of the Licensing Order, under which nothing was to be published except what had been approved in advance by an official licenser.’ (p. 163) ‘At the same time, however, [Milton’s] tolerationist recommendations would greatly liberalize the laws to which he would have the press responsible, especially in the definitions of heresy and schismatic utterance.’ (p. 164).
Areopagitica follows the model of a regular deliberative rhetoric (a regular speech), which consists of the following parts:

1. Exordium

2. Proposition

3. General Confirmation (The Argument)

4. Peroration

Milton’s Argument (the ‘General Confirmation’) is in four parts. The first part is historical in method, and is designed to discredit licensing by showing it to be a device invented by the Roman Catholic Church. As history it is somewhat selective, but not basically inaccurate, except for its silence about England (p. 164). Milton declares that the licensing of books was an invention of the Spanish Inquisition, a tribunal established in 1478 to maintain Roman Catholic orthodoxy in Aragon and Castile, and the Council of Trent, which was an ecumenical council of the Roman Catholic Church convened in Trent(o) in the Holy Roman Empire (now modern Italy) between 1545 and 1563, in order to define Church teachings in the areas of Scripture and tradition, and to denounce what it regarded as Protestant heresies. Milton hoped that so unwholesome an origin must cause uneasiness to the truly reformed Long Parliament but gives the impression that pre-publication licensing is a thoroughly un-English policy, only recently imported by bishops in 1637 when the Star Chamber was created for the purpose. But as we know the policy of licensing was far from new, and had been employed not only by Charles I and Archbishop William Laud, but as we have seen by monarchs and churchmen whom Milton thought true Protestant reformers (p. 158). 

The second argument proposes ‘to show that the promiscuous reading of bad along with good books is beneficial’ (p. 164). In this part Milton opposes the ‘authority’ of one Church father to that of another in such a way as to prevent either from being decisive, thereby freeing the issue of censorship or licensing from the influence of Christian authorities and submitting it to the test of reason alone. Remember the value placed on human reason combined with charity in The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce. The principle that Milton introduces in this part is temperance; the necessity of temperance given the condition of human life, which is ‘the external inseparability of good and evil’ (p. 165). He argues that: ‘It is impossible to arrange [human] life so that [people] confront good and avoid evil circumstances: circumstances are always morally indifferent, equally susceptible of good or evil application … . The separation of good from evil cannot in the nature of things be other than a moral act, an act of choice; and therefore God “trusts him [man] with the gift of reason to be his own chooser,” to choose from among the things at hand what he will use and what reject, and, of what he uses, whether to good or evil purpose.’ (p. 165)
‘Indeed, the very condition of virtue itself is the existence and knowledge of evil and the freedom to choose it. Even if the nature of things were somehow changed, and it became possible to insulate a man from external evil, he could still not aspire to innocence. Innocence is a strictly prelapsarian condition; for our part, impurity is our birthmark; hence our sole alternatives are virtue and vice. To attempt to escape this choice, to try to fence [or insulate] a [person] from the opportunity of evil, to hope, that is, for innocence, is to fly in the face of fact, to forget that the evil is already there within [each person]. Escape, then, is impossible from evil; but not from vice. “That which purifies us is triall, and triall is by what is contrary.” What is necessary is that a man should know evil and all it has to offer, and then reject it and choose the good: this is the only meaning of virtue.’ (p. 165) A ‘cloistered virtue’ is no virtue at all.

How does this relate to licensing? Well, ‘if the existence of virtue depends on the knowledge of evil, what safer and more convenient way is there to “scout into the regions of sin and falsity then by reading all manner of tractats, and hearing all manner of reason?”’ (p. 165) This is the advantage of reading even bad books.

The third argument is practical, in the sense that it contends that ‘even if the professed end (to guard faith and manners from infection) were admissible, the licensing of the press would be an ineffective means’ (p. 166). To guard against external infection ‘it cannot be enough “to regulat Printing, … we must regulat all recreations and pastimes”’ (p. 166). This cannot be possible when the licensing laws alone are unenforceable, as indeed Milton himself has demonstrated when The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce had been refused a license by an ecclesiastical licenser, John Bachelor, and on going to print despite this Milton withheld his name from the title-page. (See the handout for the lecture on DDD for more details.) ‘But this whole argument has been artificial. It has proceeded as if it assumed the end to be valid, and it has exposed the insufficiency of the means and the impossibility of adequately extending those means. But the end is not valid …’ (p. 166).
‘The final argument is much the most complex.’ (p. 166) It contends that the Licensing Order ‘must have very damaging effects. It must greatly discourage learning, placing as it does all authors under formal suspicion of evil intent,’ and, in ‘characterizing the whole nation as too stupid and weak to be exposed to unlicensed reading,’ it denigrates the nation’s teachers and ministers. Secondly, ‘it must weaken the nation’s grip on that measure of truth which it already possesses’ and ‘hinder the nation’s discovery of further truth beyond that which it now possesses’ (p. 166).
But why should licensing weaken the nation’s hold on what it knows? Milton suggests that this is because of the nature of truth, which has a subjective as well as an objective aspect. A true doctrine is not truth in the one who professes it if s/he believes it in the wrong way. For Milton, ‘the wrong way is to believe because of external authority’ (p. 167): ‘“A man may be a heretick in the truth; and if he believe things only because his Pastor sayes so, or the Assembly so determines, without knowing other reason, though his belief be true, yet the very truth he holds, becomes his heresie.”’ (p. 167) ‘The right way is to understand the doctrine; where the doctrine is true, this understanding produces a persuasion of its truth. Under licensing, such comprehension must progressively deteriorate. Nothing will be permitted which questions what is generally professed; what is never questioned is never examined; what is not examined is not understood, hence not truly believed, no matter how unanimously it is proclaimed. On the other hand, let an unlicensed press throw up from time to time a book which challenges accepted doctrine: those who rise to the defense of what they profess will have to examine their doctrine, expound its meaning, reveal its grounds – in short, make it understood.’ (p. 167)

The final contention of the Areopagitica is that the Licensing Order is an obstacle to the discovery of unknown truth. For Milton the Reformation is the providence of God working among humankind, but the reformation of England has been far from complete. The great outburst of religious discussion in London in the 1640s is evidence of God’s turning to English people to take back into their own hands the religion that has been so badly cared for by the Church. In this context many ‘false teachers’ will arise, but, Milton argues, ‘“more true it is, that God then raises to his own work”’ those who ‘“gain furder and goe on, some new enlightn’d steps in the discovery of truth”’ (p. 167). Milton is demanding toleration in behalf of new revelations of divine truth. If those who appear to be schismatics and false teachers are in error, Milton urges, ‘“then let them be debated with, not forcibly suppressed …”’ (p. 167). But if they ‘“be of those whom God hath fitted [or chosen] of [His] speciall use [in] these times … and we in the hast of a precipitant zeal … resolve to stop their mouths … no lesse then woe to us, while thinking thus to defend the Gospel, we are found the persecutors.”’ (p. 168) ‘Nor [argues Milton] must we think that every difference, “whether in some point of [theological] doctrine or of [church] discipline,” every “dividing of one visible congregation from another,” involves a challenge to truth. [For] Truth “may have more shapes than one.”’ (p. 168) Moreover, it is doubtless more Christian that many are tolerated, rather than all compelled to adhere to a system of belief with which in their conscience they disagree. With this final contention, that the Licensing Order is an obstacle to the discovery of unknown truth, the Areopagitica moves into the center of [what is known as] the toleration controversy’. Since it is worth while to try to determine its position in that debate, we shall attempt this in the seminar while examining Milton’s rhetoric and argumentative strategy in various passages in the text.
� Complete Prose Works of John Milton, II: 1643-1648 (New Haven: Yale University Press; London: Oxford University Press, 1959), p. 159. All further quotations are to this edition unless referenced otherwise, and page numbers are provided in parentheses in the text.
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