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Critically examine ‘animist monism’ as represented in Milton’s Paradise Lost and compare it with the relationship between the body and soul and/or matter and spirit in other seventeenth-century writing.
‘If we consider the Soul of the World, the anima mundi, to be formed through the union of the souls of all mankind, what better expression thereof could be imagined than a face and form to whose composition humanity should contribute the features of all its countless millions – all who exist and who have ever existed?’

During his lifetime John Milton had drawn the ire of both the political and religious establishment in 17th Century England with his arguments against certain institutions, namely divorce as laid out in The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce
 and De Doctrina Christiana
. The latter, through its careful consolidation of Milton’s religious arguments, is thought to betray the poet’s dabbling with many ideas considered unorthodox and heretical. It is held that his ‘religion was so unorthodox in its blend of beliefs that it set him apart from all existing churches.’
 With that in mind, it is no surprise that his magnum opus Paradise Lost contains representations of the body and soul relationship that could be described as conforming with the philosophy of animist monism. To fully explore that premise, some representations in Paradise Lost will be supported by De Doctrina Christiana in order to support claims of Milton’s animist monist belief by sourcing it within a text outside of the diegesis of Paradise Lost, so that poetic license can be mostly – but not wholly – disregarded as a motive for Milton’s exploration of differing theological doctrines in his epic. However, given the time between composition of these two works, there is no guarantee that his views had stayed the same between writing them. Furthermore, alternate poetic works from the 17th Century that also wrestle with the nature of the relationship between body and soul will be compared with Paradise Lost so that it can be examined how animist monism concurs or differs with works by fellow poets Andrew Marvell and Henry Vaughan, all whilst considering the dualistic philosophy of relevant figures.
Milton’s adherence towards mortalism, or thnetopsychism, the idea of a mortal soul that lies dormant, or dies, until the body’s resurrection after death, is one example of animist monist philosophy within the epic. Perhaps the starkest of these representations is Adam’s lamentations on what he thinks will be lethal punishment for disobeying God. 
Lest that pure breath of life, the spirit of man // Which God inspired, cannot together perish // With this corporeal clod; then in the grave, // Or in some other dismal place, who knows // But I shall die a living death? Oh thought // Horrid, if true! Yet why? It was but breath // of life that sinned; what dies but what had life // and sin? The body properly hath neither.

Here Adam places the culpability for his sin upon his soul and argues that his body had neither life nor sin, given that life was bestowed by the soul’s presence within the body and the sin was a result of the soul’s free will. Through this criticism that death is not dispensed equally to both body and soul Milton shows his mortalist sympathies. Further to this point is a likewise line of rhetorical questioning wherein Milton questions the deathly separation of body and soul in De Doctrina Christiana. 

For what part of man is it that dies when this separation takes place? Is it the soul? … Is it then the body? But how can that be said to die, which never had any life of itself? Therefore the separation of soul and body cannot be called the death of man.

In arguing the inseparableness of the mortal, corporeal body and the immortal, immaterial soul, Milton challenges the body-soul dualist paradigm by inferring that bodies are innately containing spirit by virtue of their creation. This obscuration is distinctly animist and, given Milton’s belief in creation ex deo, suggests that all products of creation share spirit and origins from God’s own form.
For Milton, this divine work could not be explained by the orthodox account of creation ex nihilo. Even God cannot create from nothing, and because there can be no matter outside of and pre-existing God, Milton's Christian Doctrine concludes that the cosmos was fashioned from the alienated matter of God's body-creatio ex se rather than ex nihilo:

Milton’s belief that reality is formed from God’s own entity is touched upon in Paradise Lost where Raphael speaks to Adam.

To whom the wingèd hierarch replied. // O Adam, one almighty is, from whom // All things proceed, and up to him return, // If not depraved from good, created all // Such to perfection,

Not only do we have the suggestion of creation ex deo here, but the suggestion that it is possible for Adam to return to God and take a more angelic form should he be ‘not depraved from good.’ In an epic dramatisation of Satan’s subversion and perversion of the Garden of Eden and humanity within, it would be reasonable that the garden and those in it would be characterised as being an extension of God’s self, but such a view ran contrary to what some contemporary philosophers believed. The mechanical philosophers rejected the view of God as a benevolent entity from which we are all made, especially that of the libertarian, free will championing God which Milton conceptualised, instead preferring the view that God was responsible for the act of creation and nothing more, that all that proceeds from creation is the mechanical functions of a distant architect.

According to Hobbes in the Little Treatise neither the “animal spirits,” the brain, the soul, the appetite, nor the will have any original principle of motion. They are completely passive and act only in response to the impact of external agents.

This Hobbesian outlook on the workings of the human body, the concept of motion spurred by external stimuli, is somewhat alike to the free will that Milton’s God allows mankind in that God knows man will fall. God knows it will be Satan’s enacting of temptation upon them that will trigger it, a seemingly deterministic approach but with the stipulations that Satan can only tempt the pair and God will not counteract to undermine what free will Adam and Eve have, they are free to choose between the influences of good or ill. Hobbesian determinism suggests that the functions of the brain and soul are merely reflexive reactions to the shifting world around them and subject to the wills of others, raising the question of one’s capacity for free will, independent thought and the ability to choose to enact your own downfall. Such a choice is the luxury that Paradise Lost’s foreknowing God affords to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, though knowing they will fall to temptation regardless.
So will fall, // He and his faithless progeny: whose fault? // Whose but his own? Ingrate, he had of me // All he could have; I made him just and right, // Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall.

Animist monism also holds that matter is instinct with motion, though rather than a chain of cause and effect reactions it is due to the existence of God within all of creation. Further to the aforementioned Hobbesian motions, David Gauthier writes:
Hobbes does not provide, nor does he think it necessary to provide, a complete list of vital motions. Nor does he consider whether the examples of vital motion which he does provide do in fact possess the characteristics essential to vital motion. No doubt his conception of life as motion does have a basis in the observation of bodily processes which continue throughout life and cease in death.

With the monist perspective comes the viewpoint that, in the blending of material and immaterial, the world could be seen as a metaphorical body in which material is transmuted and digested. At the time of writing it was held that the body gained its perception, through nutriment, by producing three spirits. These are the natural, vital and animal, with natural being formed from the heart, vital giving the body life and animal giving the brain its functions. This corporeal nourishment contributed directly to the deception itself. Nourishment becomes associated with intellectual and spiritual development through which Satan tempts Eve, telling her it was through eating of the forbidden fruit that the serpent got its ability to speak, a dietary advantage that would make sense from this viewpoint.
 Angels however, eat food that is of the same spiritual material as them. In a monist world where there is little distinction between material and immaterial, they are likened by partaking of similar methods by which they consume lesser material, but the question of why a monist world would require such a digestive system remains. It is posited that, in the monist digestive system of creation, it is the chaos and immorality of the fallen angels, and of man’s sin, that is the excrement.
Through the combination of these factors Paradise Lost presents a reactive world where all of creation is imbued with a sense of enchantment and sensuousness due to its divine origin from God itself. The soul is presented as being an inseparable influence in the actions and responsibilities of mankind, more in kind to an intangible mental acuity than a necessarily spiritual one.
Many poets in the 17th Century concerned themselves with ideas of body and soul; Milton’s colleague and metaphysical poet Andrew Marvell was no exception. In his early career he penned two pieces that present ideas of soul and body in ways that can be seen as resembling and differing from the animist monism of Paradise Lost. The first of these that will be considered is ‘On a Drop of Dew’. The poem centres itself around the conceit of a dewdrop through which the attitude of the soul towards heaven and the body is conveyed. 
So the soul, that drop, that ray // Of the clear fountain of eternal day, // Could it within the human flow’r be seen, // Remembering still its former height, // Shuns the sweet leaves and blossoms green, // and recollecting its own light, // does, in its pure and circling thoughts, express // The greater heaven in an heaven less.

Here we have the reveal that the dewdrop has been an extended metaphor for the soul, the principal subject at the heart of the poem and a microcosm of heaven that longs to return from where it came and in doing so, shuns the mortal world and all associated with it, such as nature and the corporeal body. The dewdrop is separated from the kingdom of heaven, yet has the essence of heaven inside it, echoing the animist monist principle by which all made by God has its essence inside of them. It is hinted that the soul will indeed return to heaven, presumably at the death of the body, with the lines, ‘Congealed on earth: but does, dissolving, run // Into the glories of th’ almighty sun.’

However, the dewdrop’s anxiety over becoming mundane through contact with the physical world is a sentiment that opposes animist monism. There is a mixture of the terrestrial and the celestial within monism that, whilst keeping them as two separate entities, uplifts the physical plane with spirituality rather than lowers the soul to mundanity.
In ‘On a Drop of Dew’, then, being human means existing in the dynamic relationship of spirit and matter, soul and body: unity without confusion, distinction without dualism. The poem seems to suggest in the image of the dewdrop that the soul encloses within itself ‘its native element’, its sacredness and divinity. But rather than a Platonic dualism or a Manichean denigration of the body, Marvell’s naturalistic image for the soul assumes St. Paul’s notion of resurrection in I Corinthians 15:44: ‘It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body’

Here Faber questions the dualistic nature of the dewdrop soul, and surmises that Marvell’s representation of the soul’s ascendance into heaven at the end of the poem makes the representation of the soul more biblically influenced than owing to Platonism or other dualist philosophies of the soul. Such emphasis on soul ascendency invokes monism in several different ways such as a similarity in the act of ascending to return to God, the notion in Paradise Lost that humans can one day ascend provided they lead chaste and temperate lives, but also the contrast that the mentioned dualist paradigms are incompatible with an animist viewpoint due to the close bond of material and immaterial. 
The question of dualism is one that is further explored in the second considered poem of Marvell’s, ‘A Dialogue between the Soul and Body’. The dynamic between the two forces, body and soul, is different as both are given voices with which to express their mutual dissatisfaction in their dualist trap. Once more we have a soul that is confined within the limits of mortality, describing it in such strong terms as a prison of flesh, ‘A soul hung up, as ‘twere, in chains // Of nerves, and arteries, and veins,’
 The body, however, is dejected at its own mortal experience and blames the soul, as the rational and mindful part of it, for inhabiting it so that he may feel the pains of life and have foreknowledge of its eventual and inevitable demise, ‘And, wanting where its spite to try, // Has made me live to let me die,’
 To this the soul rebuts that it is vice versa, that the body’s nerves anchoring the soul to the terrestrial is what tortures the soul through pain, illness and grief, ‘Where, whatsoever it complain, // I feel, that cannot feel, the pain, // and all my care itself employs // That to preserve, which me destroys:’
 The continuing life of the body only extends the internment of an increasingly jaded soul. 
In this interplay between body and soul are some interesting critiques regarding dualistic philosophy. The dualistic harmony of body and soul found in animist monism is sharply contrasted by the speakers of this poem. Where there is the blended identity of both physical and spiritual in Paradise Lost, ‘A Dialogue between the Soul and Body’ presents an extreme polarity between the interests of the speakers, yet the goal is a common one, one wants to return to heaven and the other wishes to be free of the soul. The implication of whether the body could survive alone is questionable given the emphasis on the rational and emotional qualities the soul is described as having (and perhaps the body’s intention is to rot rather than live, which has its own dark implications on the poem’s capacity as a musing on the human condition). With that emphasis on the soul being the source of emotional and thoughtful faculties, it could be said that the dualistic philosophy of the poem is typically Platonic or Cartesian, whereby the body is but a vessel for the soul in a substance dualist relationship. The Cartesian method of likening the soul to that of mental acuity is something that animist monism seems to do, at least in function, by synthesising the corporeal and the celestial so that the working essence of God within the products of creation function as a thinking and emotive mind. However, be it poetic exercise or not, the body can speak for itself. This suggests that the body is as intellectually advanced as the soul, if not more if the giving of the final stanza to the body is to be considered. Whilst such an innate sense of will and wit could seem animistic, we are aware that there is a soul in this scenario, just that the body has a voice that is independent of that soul. Therefore, we land on the image of an unwilling pilot in an unwilling machine whose experience is a prolonged intellectual sparring session where many of their criticisms of one another easily deflect onto the other, suggesting a disagreeable symbiosis at work.
The last poetic work to be considered is that of Henry Vaughan, whose marrying of strong biblical and natural themes makes his works ripe for critique against the animist monism of Paradise Lost. His poem ‘Regeneration’ is perhaps the foremost example of mixing together a spiritual journey with scenes of topographic reactivity so as to suggest that the land is shaped by the speaker’s inner pilgrimage. In the piece the speaker’s journey is quickly hampered by the sudden transformation of the land around him, ‘Stormed thus, I straight perceived my spring // Mere stage, and show, // My walk a monstrous mountained thing’
 Here the land changes to reflect the epiphany of the speaker realising that faith, and life by extension, is not measured by the easy moments of transitory pleasures but by austere devotion and submission before God. The topographic shift shows the land to be responding, or even precipitating, the epiphany in the individual, turning their meaningless pursuit of pleasure into a steep climb. Everything, from the primrose path to the mountain, is made by God and, with the reactivity with which the land responds to the journey of the speaker, could lend credence to similarities between monism and the naturalistic God of Vaughan’s poetry who seems to exist within the land itself.
Such a synchronicity between matter and spirit is more blatantly explored at the end of the poem in which the Holy Spirit makes itself known with the lines ‘…I heard // a rushing wind // which still increased, but whence it stirred // No where I could not find;’
 and ‘But while I listening sought // My mind to ease // By knowing, where ‘twas, or where not, // It whispered; Where I please.
 More obvious for its animist interpretations as God is now also the wind, here the Holy Spirit speaks to the speaker in the poem, prompting Vaughan’s reply of, ‘On me one breath, // And let me die before my death!’
 This alludes to the multiple deaths that one can experience, the physical and the spiritual damnation befitting a sinner. He begs that he die physically to evade the damnable death. With the aforementioned dualistic philosophies in mind it could be argued that the rational speaker of the poem is that of his soul, requesting spiritual release at the end of their pilgrimage now that they have realised and corrected their pursuit of worldly, transitory pleasures. Whilst the environment and the representation of Vaughan’s God seems in line with animist monism, the speaker through this request seems to acknowledge a difference in his body and his soul, one will live on despite physical death. Other pieces by him, particularly of the Silex Scintillans collections, espouse more commonplace dualistic philosophies that emphasise the separation of a mortal, austere, often depicted as weary, existence against that of a spiritual paradise that awaits one beyond the veil of death, such as ‘They are all gone into the world of light!’ yet some like ‘Regeneration’ depict a mortal life lived in service to God as replicating that paradise in nature-filled pastoral settings as if God themselves had descended and enlightened the world of the speakers with his essence.
This brings me to the philosophy of the anima mundi, something of which I may have described above. Anima mundi is otherwise referred to as the world soul and is the intrinsic force of life that connects all of the planet’s eco-system, all forms of living matter to each other’s spirits and the Holy Spirit. The just aforementioned example of God replicating spiritual beauty through nature in the poetry of Vaughan is close in kind to such an idea. It is easy to see then, that the idea as the world soul resembles the presence of God in all of creation, a unifying and connecting fabric through which all in Paradise Lost and Vaughan’s poetry are interconnected and subject to. 
The animist monist positions in Paradise Lost have been demonstrated to both concur and contrast with various dualistic schools of thought appearing in literature of the same time. Whether it be the antithetical Hobbesian mechanical philosophy or Cartesian substance dualism there are still instances in the poetry of Vaughan that are reminiscent of that idea of Milton’s all-encompassing God shining over and obscuring the lines between what is corporeal and celestial. That said, in both Vaughan and Marvell there seems to be a tension between the body and soul. In Marvell we have the conflicting forces of life locked into punishment with one another whilst Vaughan, in his staunch religiosity, often portrays mortal life as mundane in comparison to that of the spiritual life beyond death, and in the poetic instances of anima mundi calls for the end of the physical life so that the spiritual, eternal life in the kingdom of heaven can truly begin. What echoes of animist monism in their work does little to dispel what seems a catalogue of works written with these tensions between body and soul, and at large matter and spirit, in mind, with little to synthesise the two in as effective a way as Milton had accomplished in his magnum opus.
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