Epic, Religion and Philosophy: Spenser and Milton 

An Introduction to Milton’s De Doctrina Christiana (On Christian Doctrine) and its relationship to Paradise Lost
This lecture will proceed through three stages. The first will be a brief introduction to the textual history of the work, titled De Doctrina Christiana (On Christian Doctrine) (DDC) and to the controversy over its authorship. This will lead directly into the second stage, which will introduce the broad significance of the work for our understanding of Milton’s theological views, that is, assuming that he is its author. In this context I shall consider the work’s relationship to the theology of Paradise Lost. Thirdly, we will examine the contribution of De Doctrina Christiana to the arguments surrounding the lawfulness of divorce and the wider question of marriage, since these are the arguments we looked at in The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce. In De Doctrina Christiana, these arguments are refined, subtly, yet significantly altered.
In 1823 a manuscript of a Latin theological treatise was found in the State Paper Office by Robert Lemon, Deputy Keeper of His Majesty’s State Papers, and was immediately shown to King George IV. On the understanding that it was undoubtedly Milton’s work, the King appointed his librarian Charles Sumner, an ambitious young clergyman who later became Bishop of Winchester, to translate it into English and prepare it for publication. In 1825 it was published as De Doctrina Christiana by John Milton. Immediately after the discovery of the manuscript, however, the debate over its authorship had begun.

This debate is even now unresolved though the majority of scholars are in agreement that Milton did indeed write De Doctrina Christiana. From the beginning it has never been merely a dry scholarly debate examining handwriting, rhetorical style or linguistic features of the manuscript text, but one the outcome of which has been perceived to have threatened the very image of the historical Milton, the author implied by the canon of his works whom readers and critics have constructed from his texts and from the historical records of his life.
Milton was a dissenter – that much everyone is agreed upon – a dissenter who wrote against episcopacy, that is, the ecclesiastical rank of bishop. The Presbyterians in the Westminster Assembly were Milton’s partners in the rhetorical and political battle against prelacy, that is, the order or rank of prelate, or the body of bishops collectively. But according to Milton’s seventeenth-century biographer John Toland, ‘in the latter part of his life, [Milton] was not a profest Member of any particular Sect among Christians’.
 Indeed it has been argued that Milton’s ‘religion was so unorthodox in its blend of beliefs that it set him apart from all existing churches. He remained a church of one in which he was his own minister.’
 
In the next hundred years Milton’s acceptance as a great English poet was partly owing to the learned labours of senior Anglican clergymen. When Thomas Burgess, Bishop of St David’s, founded a certain college for the education of the Welsh clergy, at Lampeter, in 1822, this area of Wales was the centre of the ‘black spot’ in Cardiganshire where Unitarianism was strongest. Unitarianism holds that Jesus Christ was not divine and so challenges the orthodox Trinitarian view of the Christian God as consisting of three persons in one God – God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost or Spirit. In the following year, 1823, the manuscript of De Doctrina Christiana was discovered. This treatise was heterodox in various ways, but what alarmed Bishop Burgess was its encouragement of Unitarianism by its support for the Arian heresy, that the Son of God was not consubstantial with the Father. So the Bishop wrote pamphlets maintaining that Milton could not have written the treatise; but his views were generally found unconvincing and lacking in objectivity.
 The Nicene Creed, professed in church services of several denominations, includes the following concerning the divinity of the Jesus Christ as the Son of God:

We believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father; God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God; begotten not made, one in being with the Father. Through Him all things were made.
Some have argued that, in Paradise Lost, the Son, incarnated as Jesus Christ, was created by the Father and is clearly subordinated to the Father. The relationship between God the Father and the Son of God is dispersed throughout several relevant books of Paradise Lost. ‘The invocation to light at the beginning of Book 3 of Paradise Lost is rich and full of subtle theological distinctions’, and it can be studied in detail (with the help of Alastair Fowler’s notes in the recommended edition) to see Milton’s theology at work in the epic.

Today, as I said, most scholars accept that Milton wrote De Doctrina Christiana, and held anti-Trinitarian (if not exactly Unitarian) views, though neither of these is proven beyond possibility of doubt. His early biographers agreed that he had written some sort of theological work. The manuscript theological treatise found in the Public Record Office is attributed to him, it was in his possession at his death, and is mainly in the hands of his amanuensis around the period 1658-60, Jeremy Picard, and his assistant, Daniel Skinner. The date suggests when Milton may have finished composing De Doctrina Christiana. Milton was by this time blind and is known to have dictated his compositions to an amanuensis. The date of 1660, which is also that of the Restoration of the Monarch after the English Civil Wars, also suggests why the work might never have been published. Skinner’s plan to publish it was thwarted by the Government, who thought anything of Milton’s might be subversive. So it went unpublished, yet scholars have perceived numerous parallels between De Doctrina Christiana and Milton’s acknowledged works.

Let us proceed to outline those aspects of De Doctrina Christiana, besides its anti-Trinitarianism, which contribute to our understanding of Milton and his religious politics. It would appear that Milton ‘wrote De Doctrina Christiana (Christian Doctrine) in order to present a full statement of his religious beliefs’.
 The work consists of two books, the first dealing with faith and the knowledge of God, the second with charity or practice and the worship of God. What has struck many readers is the individualism of the conclusions the author reaches on questions of doctrine. This is, however, of a piece with Milton’s own espoused conviction that God is revealed to each individual believer, and that each one needs to work out one’s own faith. This implies the necessity of the freedom to examine any doctrine and openly discuss and publish one’s opinion, which is what Milton does. For him, without such freedom there is no true religion.


De Doctrina Christiana propounds a number of major heresies, radical divergences from generally accepted Protestant teaching which Milton defended on both Scriptural and rational grounds. The first of these we have considered: Arianism, or anti-trinitarianism. A second is materialism and creation ex deo: God is said to have created the world not out of nothing, but out of matter taken from himself. A third is Arminianism. This is rationalistic and opposes the Calvinist doctrine of predestination with an emphasis upon free will. This is so central to Paradise Lost as to be possibly its most important theological doctrine. Milton may be said to be a ‘libertarian’, in the particular sense of ‘[o]ne who holds the doctrine of the freedom of the will, as opposed to that of necessity’ or predestination.
 Milton was a strenuous advocate of liberty and he advocates freedom of opinion as to religion. He does not commend what he refers to in Book I, Chapter 1, of The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce as ‘abused liberty’, and he does not disregard moral restraint in relations between the sexes, or indeed licentious or dissolute practices or habits of life. He unequivocally does not promote ‘libertinism’ in this sense.
 Milton’s liberty is puritanical in spirit, by which is meant the liberty to be tempted and to exercise freedom of will and choice, but this liberty is advocated in order that the exercise of free will enables one successfully to resist temptation, to exercise self-restraint and discipline, and freedom of choice of the good rather than the evil. 

A fourth major divergence from generally accepted Protestant teaching in De Doctrina Christiana is Mortalism, or thnetopsychism, which asserts the unity and interdependence of body and soul. The soul is therefore mortal and ‘sleeps’ and is laid asleep from the hour of death, unto the hour of the resurrection and last judgement. In Book X of Paradise Lost, lines 782 following, Adam speculates under pressure of his impending death, the sentence for his transgression in Paradise. He wonders why the rational soul, which is the part principally offending, should escape the threatened death, and that the body alone, to which immortality was equally allotted, before death came into the world by sin, should pay the penalty of sin by undergoing death.
The precise philosophical position that gives rise to Mortalism is ‘animist monism’, the view that matter is instinct with life and motion. In Paradise Lost, Milton’s monism and his belief in creation ex deo combine to create a perspective on creation in which body and spirit are essentially of the same substance, more or less gross or rarefied, at different points on a spectrum that stretches from God to minerals. Mortalism seems to have attracted little polemical notice in the seventeenth century, but became a much more divisive and hotly debated issue in the early eighteenth century. In the seventeenth century, however, it was never identified with a particular sectarian menace. Yet Milton’s view that creation is vibrant with autonomous life and derives from God’s own material potency befits his opposition to the mechanistic philosophies of Hobbes and Descartes, which postulated a clockwork universe, God, the watchmaker, distant and removed.
 
Milton was not alone in holding any one of these views, but few embraced such a broad spectrum of unorthodox opinions and few argued for them so consistently, vociferously, and powerfully. In the Prefatory Epistle to De Doctrina Christiana, Milton says he still chose to follow ‘the way which is called heresy’: ‘[…] turning the pejorative sense of heresy on its head, Milton presents the conscientious heretic as the only praiseworthy Christian and the complacent exponent of customary orthodoxy as a contemptible time-server’.

Free will and the relationship of the body and the soul in the constitution of the person, are central to Milton’s concerns, and in this as in all philosophical and ethical questions we find Milton’s Puritanism enlightened by his humanism. In The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, we found him arguing that desire arises out of Nature and that Nature, along with charity, or love, should guide our judgements in making choices. In De Doctrina Christiana, Book I, Chapter 10, Milton asserts that the natural human disposition is to do what is right, and in this light he explores the significance and precise legal status of the prohibition in the Garden of Eden, the command to Adam and Eve not to eat of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.
Among the parallels between De Doctrina Christiana and Paradise Lost are the sexual politics of Book I, Chapter 10. As in The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, Milton in De Doctrina Christiana claims that marriage was instituted at the creation, between Adam and Eve, and ‘consisted in the mutual love, society, help, and comfort of the husband and wife’. There proceed arguments surrounding the lawfulness of divorce and the wider questions surrounding marriage. As in The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, the arguments in De Doctrina Christiana consist of allusion to biblical authority. The Bible is seen as the sole authority of religious truth and nothing except what contradicted Holy Scripture could correctly be called heresy.
 
In De Doctrina Christiana Milton outlines the method of right interpretation of Scripture, which, he says, requires ‘linguistic ability, knowledge of the original sources, consideration of the overall intent, distinction between literal and figurative language, examination of the causes and circumstances, and of what comes before and after the passage in question, and comparison of one text with another.’
 This last part of the espoused method is referred to as the ‘consent of scriptures’, whereby various biblical texts are brought together in support of a view, often with the one scriptural text throwing light upon the interpretation of the other, in such a way that OT and NT texts that appear on the face of it to contradict each other are made to seem consistent. Milton also uses allegorical interpretation of scripture. This is called allegoresis, and is a form of reading or criticism whereby meanings deeply hidden and possibly not originally intended were extracted from texts. It was justified by allegorical critics ‘for the disparity between literal meaning and allegorical interpretation only proved the sacredness of the process and the care the author had used to hide his meaning from the vulgar’.
 
Although there were right methods for interpreting Scripture which entailed knowledge and learning, Milton’s view was that the meaning of Scripture would be absolutely clear even to uneducated believers who studied it diligently.
 But let us take an example to test this. Milton marshals example after example from the OT that, in his words, ‘clearly admit the lawfulness of polygamy’. He lists examples of men from the OT whose holiness renders them fit patterns for imitation, and who were practitioners of polygamy. These include the notable examples of Abraham, Moses and David. Solomon is included for, argues Milton, it is objected to him that he took strange women as wives, not that he had taken many wives. If, he argues, polygamy is adultery or fornication, as the Church now supposes, then the whole of the sons of Israel, all 12 holy tribes, would be bastards. Indeed the practice of polygamy, or at least its legality, was generally accepted in the OT. So he argues that the frequent use of the singular ‘wife’ in the OT is in conformity with the general custom in laying down commandments of the kind, to use the singular number, not in a numerical sense, but as designating the species of the thing intended, as in Exodus XX.17: ‘Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house, thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass’. Milton is thereby attentive to the distinction between literal language and a kind of figurative language, a distinction that certainly helps his argument. Milton interprets Ezekial xxiii.4 allegorically as God representing himself as having espoused two wives, but it is not obvious that this meaning of Scripture would be absolutely clear either to uneducated believers, even if they were to study it diligently; or, for that matter, to educated believers.

The problems for Milton emerge particularly as he tries to reconcile the OT practices and utterances on the legitimacy of polygamy with those of the early church in the NT. The argument that he makes in reference to 1 Corinthians vii.2, about the numbers of wives permitted to members in the early church, involves sleight of hand on Milton’s part, for although as he rightly says, bishops, deacons and elders were restricted to one wife, or rather, persons who were chosen to undertake these roles were selected from among those men who had only one wife, this does not imply the enjoinder, as Milton argues it does, that all other members of the church (the congregation) had or could have more than one wife, or that it was thought desirable that they should.
On divorce, Milton’s argument in De Doctrina Christiana is if anything clearer than that in The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, and far less personal. He has had time since the mid-1640s to reflect and formulate his arguments. As in the earlier Divorce Tracts, Milton asserts that marriage in its essential form is good will, love, help, comfort, fidelity. ‘Conjugal affection is of more importance and higher excellence than the nuptial bed itself [than sex and procreation, in other words], and more worthy to be considered as the prime end and form of the institution. No one’, he says as though provoking his reader into unwilling acknowledgement, ‘No one can surely be so base and sensual as to deny this.’ Since marriage is not a sacrament beyond this, then, if the essentials no longer exist in a marriage, then it follows that the marriage itself is virtually dissolved. Divorce is therefore a natural dissolution when the bond formed by love is dissolved by hatred. 
This is clever and philosophical, but again Milton faces genuine difficulties when trying to interpret OT and NT texts together in his defence. In Mosaic Law divorce is permitted in cases of ‘uncleanness’, and this law is said to be given by God through Moses to the Israelites. In the NT (Mat. 5.32; 19.1-11; Luke 16.18; Mark 10.11), on the face of it, Christ only permitted divorce in cases of ‘fornication’, which is usually interpreted (and translated) as ‘adultery’. Using his linguistic approach to interpretation, Milton explains: ‘According to the idiom of the eastern languages, however, the word fornication signifies, not adultery only, but either what is called any unclean thing, or a defect in some particular which might justly be required in a wife […] or it signifies whatever is found to be irreconcilably at variance with love, or fidelity, or help, or society, that is, with the object of the original institution’ of marriage. In the passages from Matthew and Luke, Christ cannot mean ‘adultery’, literally, because this was not merely a premise for divorce, but was punishable by death. Christ must therefore mean ‘any unclean thing’. A retort might be that Milton conveniently forgets that Christ also revised the punishment of an adulteress – stoning to death – in saying, whoever is without sin, let him cast the first stone.
When Christ says to the Pharisees, in Mat. 19.1-11, that Moses only permitted a man to put away, or divorce, his wife because of the hardness of the people’s hearts, Milton argues that Christ only says so because his comments are directed at what is said in Deuteronomy xxiv.1, because this is what the Pharisees were alluding to. In Deuteronomy it is said to be lawful for a man to put away his wife for any cause whatsoever, provided a bill of divorcement were given. According to Milton, then, Christ is not saying what he might appear to be saying, that divorce for any reason other than adultery is sinful, and that Moses tolerated it in other cases because of the hardness of the people’s hearts. Rather, what Christ is saying, according to Milton, is that although divorce is permissible in the case of ‘any unclean thing, or a defect in some particular’, the abuse of the lawful permission to divorce by hard-hearted Pharisees and the like, is sinful. According to Milton, and contrary to almost all other opinion, Christ is in no way modifying the Mosaic Law.
Milton adds that Moses tolerated the abuses because to do otherwise would prevent the dissolution of unfortunate and unhappy marriages, and regardless of its rightness or wrongness as an interpretation of Scripture, this explanation tells us something important about Milton’s interpretative method. Right interpretation for Milton requires not only reason, not only the rational inquiry into how the text means and what it means, but in addition, it must always be asked how far the interpretation is in agreement with faith, with hope and charity (‘Christian love’), and with Nature. In The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, Milton makes it seem that Christ had after all permitted divorce on other grounds than adultery, because he insists that Christ words must be interpreted so as ‘to preserve those his fundamental and superior laws of nature and charitie’.
 In De Doctrina Christiana Moses is said even to tolerate the abuse of the law of divorce in some cases, rather than to abolish divorce altogether, ‘considering that the balance of earthly happiness or misery rested principally on this institution’. God’s law of divorce is a humane and good law, and one which is apprehensible as such by human reason. Christ did not reprove Moses for having permitted divorce, even if in Matthew 19.1-11, he does point rather to how marriage in the beginning, before the fall of humanity, was intended not to be dissolved. So Milton defends divorce on compassionate grounds, saying that like the law of divorce, the whole of civil law might be said to be due to the infirmity of human nature.
What particularly emerges from De Doctrina Christiana is Milton’s conviction in the unassailable right of the individual to exercise liberty to interpret Scripture in the freedom of their own conscience. The Church had no right to impose interpretation on conscience because, as he says, ‘the argument which is declared […] may not be equally obvious to another of not inferior discernment’. In this, Milton is a spiritual rebel, ‘spiritual’ because of his insistence of freedom of conscience over Church creed and tradition and the literal interpretation of Scripture. Milton defended this position by theorizing the double nature of Scripture. It is external, in the form of the written word, and internal, in the operations of the Holy Spirit in one’s conscience, and it is the latter that is the pre-eminent and supreme authority. Reason is valorised by Milton the humanist, but it is not enough. There is accordingly a real need for religious toleration. This in itself was a deviation from orthodoxy. And since this is liberty in matters of conscience, not in all matters that are relevant to the law, there is also, so Milton argues, a need for the separation of Church and state.
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