Epic, Religion and Philosophy: Spenser and Milton
Milton’s De Doctrina Christiana (On Christian Doctrine)
Exercise
In Book 1, Chapter 10 of De Doctrina Christiana, the Bible is seen as the sole authority of religious truth and nothing except what contradicted Holy Scripture could correctly be called heresy. Milton’s method of right interpretation of Scripture (exegesis), which was outlined in the lecture, requires the following:

i. linguistic ability

ii. knowledge of the original sources

iii. consideration of the overall intent

iv. distinction between literal and figurative language

v. examination of the causes and circumstances, and of what comes before and after the passage in question

vi. comparison of one text with another – the ‘consent of scriptures’

vii. it must always be asked how far the interpretation is in agreement with faith, with hope and charity (for which we should read also ‘Christian love’), and with Nature

A. (i)
Closely read the extracts from Book I, Chapter 10, from ‘With regard to marriage …’ to ‘… in the ordinance of the Sabbath’, examining Milton’s use of biblical texts, particularly of or relating to Old Testament Judaic law, to support and further his argument about the legality of polygamy.

I Peter III.1-6.
Likewise, ye wives, be in subjection to your own husbands; that, if any obey not the word, they also may without the word be won by the conversation of the wives;


2
While they behold your chaste conversation coupled with fear.


3
Whose adorning, let it not be that outward adorning of plaiting the hair, and of wearing of gold, or of putting on of apparel;


4
But let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible, even the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in sight of God of great price.


5
For after this manner, in the old time, the holy women also, who trusted in God, adorned themselves, being in subjection unto their own husbands:


6
Even as Sara obeyed Abraham, calling him lord; whose daughters ye are, as long as ye do well, and are not afraid with any amazement.

Deuteronomy XXIII.2.
A bastard shall not enter into the congregation of the Lord: even to his tenth generation shall he not enter into the congregation of the Lord.

Genesis II.23-24


23
And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.



24
Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.
Matthew XIX.3-6


3
The Pharisees also came unto him, tempting him, and saying unto him, Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause?

4
And he answered and said unto them, Have ye not read, that he which made them at the beginning, made them male and female,


5
And said, For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife; and they twain shall be one flesh?


6 Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.

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, nor any thing that is thy neighbour’s.

Leviticus XVIII.16-18

16
 Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy brother’s wife: it is thy brother’s nakedness.


17
Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of a woman and her daughter, neither shalt thou take her son’s daughter, or her daughter’s daughter, to uncover her nakedness; for they are her near kinswomen: it is wickedness.


18
Neither shalt thou take a wife to her sister, to vex her, to uncover her nakedness, beside the other, in her life time.
Genesis XXVI.31

And they rose up betimes in the morning, and sware one to another: and Isaac sent them away, and they departed from him in peace. 
(ii)
Are we able to deconstruct Milton’s argument by discerning the contradiction between the reason he gives for the institution of marriage, ‘that it consisted in the mutual love, society, help, and comfort of the husband and wife’, and the biblical textual premise upon which he builds his argument in favour of polygamy, that wives, like oxen or asses, belong to, are the chattel or possessions, of a man, a premise which presupposes an objectification and subordination of women that precludes the possibility of ‘mutual love’?
*************

B.
Then closely read the extract from Book I, Chapter 10, from ‘With regard to the words of Christ …’ to ‘… intended to provide for adultery.’
(i)
Once again, analyse Milton’s method of interpretation of Scripture.
Matthew V.32

But I say unto you, That whosoever shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causeth her to commit adultery: and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced, committeth adultery.
Mark X.11

And he saith unto them, Whosoever shall put away his wife, and marry another, committeth adultery against her.

Exodus XXI.10

If he take him another wife; her food, her raiment, and her duty of marriage, shall he not diminish.

(ii)
Consider whether Milton’s arguments in defence of the legality of polygamy (i.e. the manner in which he interprets biblical passages in support of those arguments) contradict he defence elsewhere in De Doctrina Christiana and in The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce of the legality of divorce. How might Milton reconcile the arguments and what aspects of his method of biblical interpretation would this involve?
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