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ABSTRACT

This work examines, more completely than earlier works,
the development of John Milton's pedagogical philosophy and
its application to his major prose and poetry.

The study

traces the development of Milton's philosophy from his days
as a student through his days as a polemicist, and later.
While "Of Education," outlines the poet's concept of the
ideal curriculum, thoughts on the topic are found in many of
Milton's writings, not only in his prose and poetry but even
in his earlier academic exercises. This preoccupation with
teaching and learning that pervades much of Milton's writing
serves as evidence that education was a major passion of his
life.
The study examines the effects Milton's early philosophy
had on his first major poems. Ode on Christ's
(1629), Comus (1634), and Lycidas

(1637).

Nativity
While certain

educational views were refined and at times redefined
throughout his life, the poet firmly held on to the belief
that the true scholar was one who had the ability to evaluate
all knowledge critically, thus being able to retain the truth
and discard error.

He vehemently opposed the idea of anyone
vi

accepting a teaching or belief simply because it came from a
particular group or person, however respected.

Milton's

ideal student is one who is self-motivated in his or her
pursuit of knowledge, and the poet's ideal teacher is one who
can present learning effectively enough to inspire the
student onto that road of self-motivated learning.
The study also examines how Milton's pedagogical
philosophy is applied to his final great poems Paradise
Paradise

Regained

and Samson Agonistes.

Lost,

In these works, the

reader is not allowed to be a passive recipient of knowledge;
he or she has to work constantly, often with the characters,
through contradicting ideas and emotions to arrive at the
truth.

The poet in compelling his readers/students to travel

this path endeavors to develop in them the power of reason, a
gift that he believed was endowed to all creation by the
Creator to reach the "heights of knowledge."
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

John Milton, considered by some to be the greatest of
English poets, has been cast into a number of other roles
including those of priest, prophet, and politician.

Although

he was never any of these in the strictest sense, valid
reasons exist for why these labels have been assigned to
Milton.

From an early age the expectation of not only his

family and friends but even of Milton himself was that he was
being prepared and trained for a career in the church.

But

at some point, the exact date, while much debated, is not
clear, Milton rejected the calling of the priesthood and
instead chose the pen over the pulpit to "justify the ways of
God to men."

His rejection of the professional ministry does

not suggest a dislike of the profession; on the contrary, it
reveals his contempt for those who had corrupted an
institution, so powerful in its capacity to teach and lead
the people of England, a people and nation he loved deeply.
Overtones of Isaiah's calling in Paradise

Lost

and

comparisons of himself to other Biblical prophets in several
of his writings serve as evidence that Milton thought of

1

himself as chosen of God to serve his nation as a mediator
between the Creator and His creation to help guide the nation
on the right path.

John Hill in Poet, Priest

and

Prophet

explains how Milton was not unusual in considering himself
set apart by God; for the concept that one was chosen by God
for a special purpose was a common notion during Milton's
John Kerrigan in the Prophetic

time.

Milton,

also analyzing

the idea of Milton as an instrument of God, describes how a
clearer understanding of the word "prophet" would help us to
1

understand better Milton's view of himself as such a person.
Milton believed that England's time had arrived to
complete the reformation initiated by Martin Luther, and that
he, like Esther of the Old Testament, was born "for such a
time as this" (Esther 4.14), and determined to do his part to
bring that reformation to its completion.

Concerns about the

spiritual welfare of the nation were always closely
intertwined with political concerns; a spiritual reformation
could not take place without a political reformation, and the
political unrest of the 1600s was seen by Milton and others
as an opportunity to correct all that was wrong with the
nation.

The poet was involved with political dilemmas of the

country from the beginning stages of the Civil War.

In 163 9,

upon hearing about the problems that were surfacing at home,
he left his tour of the Continent, which he had embarked on
during his years of self education, and he put aside his love
for poetry to enter the polemical war that raged before and
during the Civil War. His involvement in politics became more
official when in 1649 he was appointed to be the Latin
Secretary for the Interregnum government, which put him in
the frequent position of having to defend the actions of
Oliver Cromwell and his party.
Whatever the arena or subject, Milton's involvement was
always a passionate one. His passion can most clearly be
understood by realizing that he saw himself not only as a
spokesperson for the nation but more importantly as a
spokesperson for God.

As the Latin Secretary, he had to

defend the killing of the King to all of Europe, and he did
so vehemently, using, of course, the Scriptures to support
his stand; as a result he endured the personal attacks of
many, yet he persisted in writing and defending the country
and his own views.

Even at a point when the Restoration was

inevitable, Milton continued to write, risking his life and
the threat of possible imprisonment, pleading with his nation
to take the more difficult but right path of rejecting the
monarchy. He went against the advice of doctors who warned

him that writing another political piece might lead to
blindness, a risk which became a reality, but one Milton was
willing to take for the sake of his nation and more
importantly for the sake of his calling from God.
Milton's roles as priest, prophet and politician are
important and certainly worthy of discussion, but another
role which has not received the attention it deserves, one
which was also of great concern to Milton throughout his
lifetime, is that of teacher. Edward Phillips informs us that
Milton rejected the title of schoolmaster; he was not a
schoolmaster in the technical definition of the word, for
while he was involved in teaching his nephews and some
2

children of aristocrats, he never set up a school system;
however, this does not take away from his concerns about the
duties of both teacher and student. And it is understandable
that Milton did not want to be known as a schoolteacher, for
it was not primarily an institutional philosophy that he
advocated.

While the curriculum of St. Paul's has been

hailed as among the best, his schooling there was supported
with private tutors at home and with the young Milton staying
up till the very late hours of the night studying; his seven
years at Cambridge were not among the most fulfilling for him

academically either.

It appears that Milton's greatest

learning took place on his own, and so the pedagogical
philosophy Milton advocates is one in which the teacher's
primary obligation is to inspire the student to engage in
self-motivated learning, an obligation which can be fulfilled
by providing interesting and challenging material.
Milton's lifelong concern with teaching and his
involvement with prominent educational reformers of his day
are evidence that his role as poet-teacher is worthy of
examination exclusive of his other roles.

Neither his

reputation as a great poet, nor his overriding concern with
divine matters should disqualify him from being considered
seriously as an educational reformer and teacher, for his
society did not draw the lines between the spiritual and
secular that we commonly do today.

Milton's contemporary,

the prominent Moravian scholar Johannes Comenius, who is
believed to have written over a hundred textbooks and
treatises on various aspects of education, was also a bishop.
J.L. Paton's explanation of Comenius' involvement with what
we might perceive as two different fields and careers, the
religious and the secular, a bishop and an educator, is
applicable to Milton and his thoughts also:

His ordination vow drew no line of distinction
between two kinds of knowledge, religious and
profane. Both were knowledge of God. It is as
much the Christian's duty to add to his faith
knowledge, as to add to his faith virtue. To
know more of God's creation is to increase in
love of the Creator. Our love is in direct ratio
to our knowledge. Knowledge is an integral part
of personal salvation; it is bound up also in the
social salvation of the community. The salvation
of the community could not be accomplished until
the great breach in Christendom was healed.
Comenius held that the cause of this great breach
and of its continuance was precisely lack of
knowledge. With fuller knowledge on both ideas
he prayed that the way of reunion might still be
found. (10-11)
Seventeenth Century educational reformers might have
disagreed on educational methods, but all of them, at least
publicly, declared the ultimate purpose of knowledge to be
for the glory of God, and that conviction made their work
more than just a professional responsibility but a divine one
as well. Milton saw education in a similar light.

For him

the pursuit of knowledge was not an option but an obligation
to the Creator who had endowed His creation with the mind
necessary to successfully pursue knowledge:
God's supreme desire was that we should struggle
to the heights of knowledge of those things for
which he has planted such a burning passion in
our minds at birth ... Scrutinize the face of all
the world in whatever way you can ... The more
deeply we search into its marvelous plan, into
this vast structure with its magnificent variety-

-something which only Learning permits us to do-the more we honor its Creator with our admiration
and follow him with our praise ... So then, if
learning is our leader and director in our quest
for happiness, and if it has the approval of the
Almighty and contributes to his praise, it surely
cannot fail to make its followers happy in the
very noblest way. (Prolusion VII. 623)
Learning is a form of worship, a proper and fitting response
to the God who has placed in our hearts "a burning passion"
for knowledge.

Prolusion

VII,

a work which Max J. Patrick

calls "one of the best introductions to his tractate [Of
Education]"

(225) and one that emphasizes the struggle and

the search involved in true learning, while written during
his years as a student, outlines pedagogical concerns that
the poet continued to develop during his lifetime. The
education that Milton advocates is one that is not solely
dependent on teachers, clergymen, or other leaders.

Milton

sought to provoke within his students a passion for
knowledge, a passion similar to the one which drove him to
engage in a period of private studies after he left
Cambridge, a passion which would motivate his readers and/or
students to actively enter into a struggle to grasp the
"heights of knowledge."
It can be argued that all good writing is educative, but
what is being addressed here is a deliberate attempt on
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Milton's part to write in a way that corresponded with his
pedagogical philosophy.

Milton did not want his students to

be passive recipients but active pursuers of knowledge.

The

accumulation of knowledge is not nearly as important as the
ability to reason through ideas to arrive at what is true
wisdom, and it is that ability the poet wanted ingrained in
his students.

Neither Milton's prose nor his major poems are

easy to decipher, for they are filled with varying and often
contrary ideas, but by creating such works Milton forces his
readers to actively participate in the process of learning.
Each argument and the credibility of the character presenting
the argument especially in the writer's final great poems
have to be constantly scrutinized.
Lost,

For example, in

Paradise

do we believe a soul as tormented and confounded as

Satan, the "author of all lies," or do we dismiss him as a
liar even though it is through his eyes that we see so much
of the new world God has created?

Answers to this question

and others cannot be arrived at easily; the reader must be
constantly thinking, analyzing and deciding as he or she
reads.

The poet's willingness to expose his readers to

ideas, sometimes revolutionary and blasphemous, even in an
atmosphere in which radical groups were emerging with diverse
interpretations of the Scriptures, rises from his confidence
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in Truth and from his belief that God is a rewarder of those
who truly search. He also believed that the process of
questioning and struggling would allow individuals to become
stronger and truer scholars. Milton's willingness to present
the arguments of Satan as boldly as the arguments of God has
earned him the criticism that he was unknowingly of the
Devil's party. The poet wants man to accept the ways of God,
but he only wants an acceptance based on a genuine
understanding of the ways of God, an understanding that can
come only by considering contrary points of views, including
those of Satan. Milton's God is the God of Isaiah who invites
his followers to come and reason with him (Isaiah 1:18) .
Many works have focused on various aspects of Milton's
education.

Harris Frances Fletcher, Donald Clark and Arthur

Barker are among those who discuss the influences of Milton's
3

younger days on his decisions as a poet and teacher.
Others, often referring specifically to the tract "Of
Education," have compared Milton's stance on the subject with
that of other educationalists of his time period,
particularly with the members of the Hartlib Circle. Oliver
Ainsworth places Milton in the Humanities tradition as he
compares the poet's tract to other famous educational tracts

of the previous century such as Elyot's Governor
Ascham's Scholemaster

(1531),
Positions

(1570), and Mulcaster's

(1581) . Donald Dorian comments on the philosophical coherence
of the tract in relation to Milton's more general views on
liberty, virtue and the role of man on earth.

William

R.Parker believes that while Milton's ideas on education in
themselves are not original, his combination of these ideas
is original; Barbara Lewalski argues that any similarities
between the plans of Comenius and the Hartlib Circle and
those of Milton are superficial and that the differences are
4

more significant.
Most of the articles and books written in relation to
Milton and education have focused on the education of
characters within the works, particularly Adam and Eve in
Paradise

Lost.

This is understandable, for as Lewalski

points out, "a good half of [Paradise

Lost]

presents formal

scenes of education--pre- and post-lapsarian, and divine"
(216).

Kathleen Swaim in Before and After

Contrasting

Modes in

"Paradise

Lost"

the

Fall:

compares the

prelapsarian and postlapsarian stages specifically in
reference to the teachings of Raphael and Michael. She argues
that the teachings of both angels complement each other as
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Raphael presents to Adam the book of God's works, nature and
5

Michael the book of God's word, the Scriptures.
While studies of the education of the characters and
even of Milton himself have been common, a thorough
examination of the education of the reader based primarily on
Milton's pedagogical views has not.

The impact on the reader

has certainly been examined by such scholars as Robert
6

Crosman, Thomas Wheeler, Balchandran Raj an

and others, and

especially by the revolutionary work of Stanley Fish in
Surprised

hy Sin.

Fish believes that Milton "harasses" his

readers by having them constantly fall and realize their
inability to read through the poem.

According to Fish, once

readers have realized their fallen state by misjudging
certain characters, the poet gives his own correct reading of
the characters forcing readers to realize the mistake, and in
7

this process teaches the reader.

I agree that Milton is

taking students of the poem through varying emotions but a
"harassment of the reader," as will be argued more fully
later, suggests a belittling of the student which was not
part of the poet's teaching philosophy.

An understanding of

Milton's pedagogical philosophy will help us to better
appreciate the poet's works.
11

As a poet, Milton sought to intrigue and fascinate us;
as a teacher-poet, he sought to teach us the process of
critical thinking.

Certainly, Milton's stand on many

political, theological and social issues is evident in his
works, but all three of his final major poems, instead of
preaching, compel his students to work out these truths for
themselves.

The true scholar and the true believer must be

able to defend why he believes what he does and explain why
he dismisses what he does.

Milton, as one who had lived

through the pre-Civil War days, the Civil War, the
Interregnum and the Restoration, knew that situations would
constantly rise in which individuals would have to take a
stand, and as one who had involved himself in the discussion
of various subjects including education, divorce,
reformation, regicide, the hierarchy of the church and so on,
he believed the successful individual would be one who in all
situations could discern right from wrong by actively
considering and refuting opposing ideas even as he had in his
writings.

One of Milton's main goals as a teacher is to have

his students walk away more convinced of the power of reason.
Milton's educational philosophy can be traced in
Paradise

Regained

and in Samson Agonistes

also.

We, as

readers, work with the major characters of these poems
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through contrary ideas and views to come to an understanding
about what is right and true.
Knowledge

Arnold Stein in

writes about the Christ of Paradise

Heroic
Regained:

it is not enough for the protagonist to refuse
offers; he must answer, and fully. Milton's own
belief in reason is heroic, and he could not be
interested in a hero prevented by his drama from
giving full expression to the dignity and
responsibility of the human mind ... (10)
Mary Ann Radzinowicz's excellent work. Towards
Agonistes,

Samson

sees Milton's final poem as a fulfillment of his

many theological and political ideals. Samson

Agonistes

follows Renaissance practices in having Samson reach
resolutions through a dialectic process as he confronts
characters who oppose him one by one. Radzinowicz's stress on
Milton's use of the dialectic to teach is consistent with the
argument of this work.
Milton's readers are constantly working through
arguments, almost unconsciously participating in the process
of true learning.

Our most modern educational philosophies

will argue that successful learning takes place when the
student is motivated to search and discover knowledge on his
or her own.

The successful teacher is one who can motivate

the student onto that road of struggle, search and scrutiny.
Knowledge gained in this manner is usually retained much
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longer than knowledge that is simply fed to the student.
Radzinowicz describes the disturbance the poet's works cause
[N] ot all major works of art affirm, celebrate,
reassure, or conserve. Some not only use and
imitate dialectic but, for educative purposes,
actually enter themselves into a disturbing
dialectic, shake the preconceptions of the
reader, and induce a change of mind. Those
revolutionizing works make demands upon the
reader, challenge him, and seek to transform him.
The experience is often disagreeable. The artist
knows that it will be so and needs strong nerves
to offer it, as well as confidence that the
composure achieved at the end, the better state
of the mind, will justify the process ... Milton
knew that the life and the mind of man are prone
to tragic failure, failure which the mind can
limit and control. {Towards 5)
The list of books and essays on Milton, which continue to
increase significantly with each passing year is evidence
that Milton has succeeded in not only in delighting his
readers, but also in disturbing and challenging them, thus
serving in his role of teacher as he defined the office.
In understanding the poet's concern for the office of
teacher and his pedagogical philosophy we gain new insights
into interpreting his greatest works.

An examination of

Milton's educational ideas will not only help us to be
better readers of his works but also better teachers, for
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many of his ideas on teaching are worthy of consideration and
imitation.
The opening chapters of this work examine the
development of Milton's pedagogical philosophy, tracing it
from his days as a student to his days as a polemicist.
Along with "Of Education," other major prose works that
address the subject are also analyzed.

The fact that this

subject continues to surface throughout Milton's life in many
of his works, both prose and poetry, serve as evidence that
education was a topic of great concern to him.

The first

chapters also look at the effect Milton's early philosophy
had on his first major poems. Ode on Christ's
(1629) , Comus (1634) , and Lycidas

Nativity

(1637) . The idealistic

views that he had as a young man of the teacher-student
relationship changed during his days as a polemicist when he
encountered the masses and became aware of their less than
enthusiastic response to the pursuit of education.
He may have lost faith in the masses, but the poet
firmly held on to the belief that the true scholar was one
who had the ability to evaluate all knowledge critically,
thus being able to retain the truth and discard error.

He

vehemently opposed the idea of anyone accepting a teaching or
belief simply because it came from a particular group or
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person.

Chapters IV and V examine how his pedagogical

philosophy is evident in his final great poems,
Lost,

Paradise

Regained

and Samson Agonistes.

Paradise

The reader is

not allowed to be a passive recipient of the literature.

He

or she has to work constantly, often with the characters,
through contradicting ideas and emotions to arrive at the
truth.

The poet in compelling his readers/students to travel

this path endeavors to develop in them the power of reason, a
gift that he believed was endowed to all creation by the
Creator to reach the "heights of knowledge."
Milton's ideal student is one who is self-motivated in
his pursuit of knowledge, and his ideal teacher is one who
can present learning effectively enough to inspire the
student onto that road of self-motivated learning.

16

Notes
^ John Hill discusses "special vocation," a calling
which combines the Old Testament emphasis on service with
the New Testament emphasis on personal election and
salvation. Hill examines how Milton's sense of special
vocation affects all of his literary productions (15).
John Kerrigan, arguing that the title of prophet has been
somewhat casually assigned to Milton especially since the
word connotes several meanings, examines the various
implications of the word. Kerrigan attempts to study
Milton's identification with the prophets of God by
researching the history of prophecy.
^ This information is taken from A.F. Leach's essay,
"Milton as Schoolboy and Schoolmaster." Leach quotes Edward
Phillips: "Possibly his proceeding thus far in the
education of youth may have been the occasion of some of
his adversaries calling him pedagogue and schoolmaster.
Whereas it is well known he never set up for a public
school to teach all the young fry of a parish, but only was
willing to impart his learning and knowledge to relations,
and the sons of some gentlemen that were his intimate
friends; besides that, neither his converse, nor his
writings, nor his manner of teaching, ever savoured in the
least anything of pedantry; and probably he might have some
prospect of putting in practice his academic institution,
according to the model laid down in his sheet of
education." (qtd. in Leach, 19).
^ Harris Frances Fletcher sees Milton's school and
university experiences as a mix of a two educational
traditions: one being to raise a future prince and the
other to raise a future scholar, and he perceives this to
be the context for Of Education.
Donald Clark believes
that the ideal school Milton describes in Of Education
is
very similar to St. Paul's School with Milton recommending
a reading of the ancients before the practicing of Latin
exercises. Arthur Barker in "Milton's Schoolmasters" speaks
about the profound influence Milton's teachers had on him.
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particularly his tutor Thomas Young and the headmaster of
St. Paul's School, Alexander Gill.
^ In "Milton and the Hartlib Circle: Educational
Projects and Epic Paideia," Lewalski states, "Milton's
deepest conviction ... is that genuine education ... must
be largely self-motivated and self-directed" (208). She
also argues that Milton's view of himself as a prophet-poet
and his belief in the educative force of poetry distances
him from the more scientific approaches of the Hartlib
Circle (215).
^ Michael Allen admires Swaim's work but sees it as one
that idealizes Milton's pedagogy and Raphael's instruction.
He believes that Raphael and Michael "represent opposing
aspects of the paradoxes which Milton describes in Of
Education"
(14), paradoxes which are not meant to be
resolved, for teaching is not a matter of one or another
but a combination of several characteristics and methods.
George Williamson and Murray Bundy are also among those who
examine the instruction that goes on within Paradise
Lost
itself. Ann Baynes Coiro in "To Repair the ruins of our
first parents': Of Education
and Fallen Adam" argues that
the education Michael leads Adam through in Books XI and
XII of Paradise
Lost strikingly parallels the ideal
education that Milton advocates in his tract on the subject
(1). These studies which examine the education of the
characters in his most famous work again reveal Milton's
constant concern with the learning process, a concern which
extends from the characters within the poem to the readers
and students outside of the poem.
^ Crosman in "Reading in Paradise
Lost" believes Milton
is addressing a universal reader to whom he presents an
initial view of things, only to collapse it later, thus
making the reader distrustful of the narrator and the poem.
Where Balchandran Raj an in "Paradise
Lost and the
Seventeenth Century Reader" attempts to see the poem
through the eyes of the audience for whom it was originally
intended, the Seventeenth-Century reader, Thomas Wheeler
argues that the poem can and should be read through
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twentieth-century literary values and responses which would
then allow for a variety of reactions. John Knott calls
Wheeler's reading "incomplete and insufficiently responsive
to the demands of the work"(124). Knott points out that
Fish and Crosman assume readers limited in their reactions,
creating readers who, in Milton's terms are not "fit"
readers but "unfit" readers. Instead Knott believes that
Milton anticipates readers who will not only share in his
vision for a reformed England ruled by saints but also
readers who will "recognize the majesty and implicit
authority of 'things divine'"(133).
"^ Stanley Fish in "Inaction and Silence: The Reader in
Paradise
Regained,"
takes an approach similar to the one he
took in his study of Paradise
Lost in examining the
responses of the readers. Fish argues that
Paradise
Regained
is patterned in a manner in which the readers'
expectations are raised only to be disappointed when the
Christian response the reader anticipated is withheld,
leaving issues unresolved and the reader perplexed. The
reader, in this manner, realizes his or her need and
dependence on God. Fish argues that in doing God's will
the character himself does nothing. Paradise
Regained
by
provoking wrong responses leads the reader to the right
responses.
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CHAPTER II
ADVOCATE OF PYTHAGORAS

Influences of the Church Fathers' and
Reformers' Writings on Milton's
Educational Views
The challenges to the established political and
religious system of England at the time of Milton were
serious enough to cause a Civil War and bring about radical
changes.

The drastic transformations that occurred in

politics and religion have been acknowledged and examined by
many scholars in this field. What has not received equal
attention by modern scholars is the challenges made to the
educational system of that day. The subject of education
received more attention in the Seventeenth Century than it
had ever before in the history of England. Milton the poet,
theologian, politician, and teacher had much to say about
this matter, as he did with all other matters of the state.
The ideas of Milton the teacher have begun to receive more
attention recently as scholars have compared and contrasted
his views with those of his contemporaries, particularly with
Samuel Hartlib, J.A.Comenius, John Dury and other educational
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theorists who together formed the Hartlib Circle. What has
not been fully realized, however,is that his thoughts on this
subject did not originate because education was one of the
"hot topics" of the time or because of the Hartlib Circle or
other reformers; rather, teaching had always been a topic of
passionate concern for Milton, long before the Hartlib circle
even came into existence.
An examination of his life as a child reveals the strong
possibility that the subject of proper education may have
been a part of his thoughts even as an elementary school
student. His writings during the Cambridge and Horton period
show a growing passion for learning and along with it a
growing discontent with the kind of education he was
receiving at the university.

Milton's discontent, fueled by

his strong belief in the benefits of learning, leads him to
try his own hand at teaching through his writings. The young
poet's first three major poems reveal his attempts to relay
knowledge through more effective methods of teaching than the
ones to which he had been subjected.
Milton's strong belief in the transforming power of
knowledge is evident in his description of the "true pastor":

21

for certainely there is no imployment more
honourable, more worthy to take up a great
spirit, more requiring a generous and free
nurture, then to be the messenger, and Herald of
heavenly truth from God to man, and by the
faithfull worke of holy doctrine, to procreate a
number of faithfull men, making a kind of
creation like to Gods, by infusing his spirit and
likenesse into them, to their salvation, as God
did into him; arising to what climat so ever he
turne him, like that Sun of righteousness that
sent him, ... raising out of darksome barrennesse
a delicious, and fragrant Spring of saving
knowledge, and good workes.... Christ left Moses
to be the Law-giver, but himself came down
amongst us to bee a teacher, with which office
his heavenly wisedom was so well pleas'd.
(Yale 1.721-22)
Although this is Milton's description of an evangelist, it
can also easily be his description of the ideal teacher, for
as Thomas Kranidas, in talking about the roles of minister
and teacher, writes:
Milton very nearly merges the two and adds
another in his most impassioned moments. When he
celebrates the gifts of poetry he is celebrating
inspired speech, the telling of glorious if
sometimes abrasive truths. At his most eloquent
in defense of eloquence, he seems virtually to
merge the offices of teacher-poet-preacher.
(27)
Milton does not clearly distinguish between the roles of
poet, priest and teacher, for the three professions, in the
context of Milton's time and beliefs, are intertwined.

Ideal

teaching involves ideal beauty, the kind of beauty that can
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be most powerfully expressed by an eloquent poet and ideal
beauty comes only from truth, and ultimate truth comes from
God. While Milton merges the three professions on a
theoretical level, on a practical level he distinguishes
between the role of priest and poet when he rejects the
ministry to become a poet. The reasons for his rejection of
the ministry and the time at which he did it are topics much
debated. The reasons seem to be several; Milton's disdain for
the clergy is an often cited and accepted reason, but along
with that reason was also the poet's concern about choosing a
role which would allow him to be the most faithful to his
talents, his nation and most importantly to his God.

He

chose the poet's pen over the priest's pulpit. After all, a
true poet is concurrently a teacher and a priest.

Regardless

of the time and place, his decision to reject the ministry
certainly was the result of a great deal of thought.
Considering the seriousness with which Milton took his life,
his talents, and his duty to God and man, it is certain that
he deliberated over this issue long and hard.

Almost a

century earlier, Martin Luther had also wondered, although
not as seriously as Milton, about the status of teaching in
comparison to preaching and had concluded that

"[N]ext to

preaching, this [teaching] is the most useful, and greatly
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the best labor in all the world, and, in fact, I am sometimes
in doubt which of the positions is the more honourable" (qtd.
in Misawa,9).

Milton, being the intensely introspective

individual he was, must have given much thought to the
decision to reject the ministry. In view of his wide-ranging
education, it is fair to conjecture that his decision was
informed and influenced by the writings and thoughts of
Martin Luther and other prominent men of the church who had
much to say about the importance of the office of teacher.
Their ideas were forming Milton's pedagogical philosophy
long before he expressed it in his manifesto "Of Education"
in 1644, and even before he began uttering discontent about
his educational experiences at Cambridge.

That the church

fathers and others influenced Milton is no great revelation;
that is an accepted fact. However, the manner in which they
affected his pedagogical beliefs is not an area that has
received adequate attention.

It is only fair to warn the

reader that the topic will not get the attention it deserves
here either, for the subject is too large to treat properly
at this time. Consciously or unconsciously, in being exposed
to the writings of men who felt strongly about the role of
the teacher and of the significance of education, Milton was
working out a pedagogical philosophy at an early age.
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The

issues raised in the 17th century about education were ones
that Milton had already been forced to consider through his
readings. Questions of whether pagan writings should be
included in the curriculum, of the value of rhetoric, of the
restrictions which should surround students--all of these had
been addressed in one way or another. Dates when he read
specific works cannot be ascertained. Notes in the
Commonplace

Book

(Yale 1.344-513) lead to the conclusion that

most of his readings of the church fathers and other
prominent men of the church were probably during the
Cambridge and Horton periods. However, the possibility that
he read the works of and was influenced by church fathers and
reformers at an earlier age is made more certain by
considering the school Milton attended, the tutors who
surrounded him, the literature he was exposed to because of
these tutors, and his own study habits which Milton himself
testifies to in places like Second

Defense:

My father destined me in early childhood for the
study of literature, for which I had so keen an
appetite that from my twelfth year scarcely ever
did I leave my studies for my bed before the hour
of midnight. This was the first cause of injury
to my eyes, whose natural weakness was augmented
by frequent headaches. Since none of these
defects slackened my assault upon knowledge, my
father took care that I should be instructed
daily both in school and under other masters at
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home. When I had thus become proficient in
various languages and had tasted by no means
superficially the sweetness of philosophy, he
sent me to Cambridge one of our two universities.
(Yale IV.612-613)
One who had "become proficient in various languages" and one
who "had tasted by no means superficially the sweetness of
philosophy" even before he went to Cambridge must also have
been exposed to the writings of the church fathers and
prominent reformers at an early age and therefore to their
views on teaching.

His avid interest in learning was

fostered by a father who hired several renowned tutors who
aided in developing one of the most well-educated poets in
history; the tutors themselves were immersed in the writings
of the church fathers. Arthur Barker believes that Milton's
most influential tutor was Thomas Young and that Milton
"probably owed much of his patristic learning" to him.
According to Barker many of Young's own writings and
arguments were based on the testimony of the Church Fathers.
Young "was, indeed, noted in his own day for patristic
learning"(Barker 520). A working knowledge of the church
fathers was essential to Milton's education.
Hartwell points out:
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Kathleen

Milton's own strong intellectual curiosity, his
longing for ever more knowledge of 'the best and
honourablest things,' would have been quite
sufficient grounds for his interest in the
Fathers, but it must be added that he lived in a
day when they were in scholarly fashion.
Ecclesiastical controversies, which then waxed so
hot, could hardly have been maintained without
extensive quotation of the Fathers: if you did
not refer to them, your opponent did, thereby
scoring a point. (5)
Since Milton was exposed to the writings of the church
fathers at an early age, he was also aware of their
educational theories before he reached Cambridge where he
started to express his personal views on the subject. A
thorough study of the views of the church fathers on
education could probably reveal more exactly whose ideas
Milton accepted and whose he rejected. While that analysis
will not take place here, the educational views of a few of
the church fathers mentioned in his Commonplace

Book can be

sampled. Tertullian's book on public shows which "condemns
their use and closes them to Christians" is mentioned in
Milton's notes. Tertullian was not only concerned about
public shows but also about the study of pagan literature in
the schools. He recognized both the dangers and benefits of
studying pagan literature. Gerard Ellspermann explains:
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studying literature in pagan schools, on the one
hand, might not be admitted because it is also a
training in idolatry ... but, on the other hand,
it cannot be avoided because it is a training in
life and a necessary road to divine learning.
Necessity is his final defense for studying
heathen literature. (42)
The controversy over the learning of pagan literature
continues throughout the centuries and gains momentum in the
seventeenth century when individuals such as Comenius and
others initially advocate a banning of pagan material.
Milton's opposition to this stand will be discussed later.
Basil, who, as Milton's notes indicate, "tells us that poetry
was taught by God to kindle in the minds of men a zeal for
virtue" (Yale 1.3 82) also writes elsewhere about the use of
Greek literature:
Now, then, altogether after the manner of bees
must we use these writings, for the bees do not
visit all the flowers without discrimination, nor
indeed do they seek to carry away entire those
upon which they light, but rather, having taken
so much as is adapted to their needs, they let
the rest go. So we, if wise, shall take from
heathen books whatever befits us and is allied to
the truth, and shall pass over the rest. And
just as in culling roses we avoid the thorns,
from such writings as these we will gather
everything useful, and guard against the noxious.
So, from the very beginning, we must examine each
of their teachings, to harmonize it with our
ultimate purpose ... (qtd. in Baskin, 68)
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And the "ultimate purpose" Basil talks about is, of course,
the search for truth. Some of Milton's ideas in

Areopagitica

sound similar to that of Basil's "manner of bees" philosophy.
Lactantius in his Divine

Institute

is aware, along with Basil

and others, "that the delights of the ear help to
persuade"(Ellspermann 72). Augustine discusses various
educational issues in De Doctrina

Christiana,

and among them

is the importance of the use of effective language. He argues
that using language "to awe, to melt, to enliven, and to
arouse" should not be overlooked by the Christian speaker
defending his case. He uses his personal reaction to the
eloquent message of St. Ambrose as an example:
And whilst I opened my heart to admit 'how
skillfully he spake,' there also entered with it,
but gradually, 'and how truly he spake!' ... The
eloquent divine, then, when he is urging a
practical truth, must not only teach so as to
give instruction, and please so as to keep up the
attention, but he must also sway the mind so as
to subdue the will. For if a man be not moved by
the force of truth, though it is demonstrated to
his own confession, and clothed in beauty of
style, nothing remains but to subdue him by the
power of eloquence, (qtd. in Ellspermann, 230232)
The eloquence and the beauty of the language can capture the
attention of one who might not be particularly interested in
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truth.

Milton's agreement with Augustine and Lactantius on

this concept is evident in his writings:
Teaching over the whole book of sanctity and
vertu through all the instances of example with
such delight to those especially of soft and
delicious temper who will not so much as look
upon Truth herselfe, unless they see her
elegantly drest, that whereas the paths of
honesty and good life appear now rugged and
difficult, though they be indeed easy and
pleasant, though they were rugged and difficult
indeed.
(Yale 1.817-818)
Besides the church fathers, prominent reformers such as
Martin Luther, John Calvin, and John Knox also had much to
say about the importance of education.

If Milton was not

introduced to the writings of the reformers by Young at an
early age (which is highly unlikely), then there was another
influential figure who would have done so.

Eden Renewed:

Public

and Private

Life

Peter Levi in

of John Milton

writes,

" [Aj s a child Milton went to catechism classes three times a
week under Richard Stock, ... an unlovable figure, one of
many who intended to complete the unfinished work of
reformation in the Church of England" (7). With men like
Thomas Young and Richard Stock involved in his life, Milton
was surely aware of the writings of the most prominent of
Reformers, Martin Luther and John Calvin.

Although Luther is

the more outspoken on the issue of teaching, what Calvin has
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to say is just as significant especially in considering that
Calvin was interested in establishing a school. Luther's
concerns and thoughts on education are not that different
from Milton's.

Misawa explains that "Luther's innovation in

education was to liberate children from this straitjacketness of instruction and discipline, and to bring in the
air of freedom, cheerfulness, broad-mindedness, and respect
for the child's growing personality." Luther argues that
is dangerous to isolate the young.

"It

It is necessary, on the

contrary, to allow young people to hear, see, learn all sorts
of things, while all the time observing the restraints and
rules of honor.

Enjoyment and recreation are as necessary

for children as food and drink."

Luther also believed that

the professional training of teachers and the education of
the people are the responsibilities of the authorities
(Misawa 10-11).
John Calvin in 1536 writes a catechism principally from
his fear that:
[Ujnless God miraculously send help from heaven,
I cannot avoid seeing that the world is
threatened with the extremity of barbarism. I
wish our children may not shortly feel, that this
has been rather a true prophecy than a
conjecture. The more, therefore, must we labor
to gather together, by our writings, whatever
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remains of the church shall continue, or even
emerge, after our death. (qtd. in Eby, 246-247)
He advocated a school system that was more rigid than
Luther's and one that he believed should be under both state
and church control.
John Knox was another who was concerned about the state
of education.

Most of his thoughts on this issue are found

in his "Book of Discipline" which was introduced to the
Scottish Parliament in 1560. Among other ideas, he believed
that funding for schools should come from the accumulated
wealth of the church and monasteries that at that time were
being overthrown.

He speaks of the "necessitie it is that

your Honouris be most carefull for the virtuous education,
and godlie upbringing of the youth of this Realme ..." (qtd.
in Eby, 277). Knox also discusses the times that should be
appropriated for each course, the manner in which a
university should be set up and the courses which should be
taught and so on. Luther's concern for making teaching
pleasant for students, Calvin's sense of urgency to create a
proper school system out of fear of the "barbarism" that
might fall on future generations, Knox's thoughts on the
funding of schools are all issues that Milton will also deal
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with, if not specifically in "Of Education" then in other
prose works.

Milton's Experiences as a Student
Tertullian, Basil, Lactantius, Augustine, Luther,
Calvin, and Knox, are probably only a few of the many whose
educational ideas Milton was exposed to in his early years.
Not only was Milton made aware of these writers and their
educational philosophies, he was also the recipient of both
an excellent public and private education.

Milton certainly

had an informed basis from which to judge other forms of
education he encountered.
Paul's

School,

Donald Clark in John Milton

at

St.

writes, "[The] humanistic education which he

received at St.Paul's School had a profound influence on the
mature Milton and contributed to making him what he became--a
great man of the Renaissance" (4). Clark's comments are
specifically about Milton the writer, but whatever influenced
him as a writer also influenced him as a teacher, for Milton
wrote not only to entertain but more importantly to teach.
All this is not to present St. Paul's and Milton's private
education as the model of excellence.

Clark's claim that,

''Indeed he was so happy in the congenial surroundings of his
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humanistic grammar school that he was well prepared to hate,
as hate he thoroughly did the medieval scholasticism of his
university when he proceeded to Cambridge in 1625" (4) is a
rather simplistic statement, especially in light of Milton's
own comments about "the wearisome labours and studious
watchings, wherein I have spent and tir'd out almost a whole
youth."

While not ideal, Milton's education provided him

with some ideal thoughts on teaching. Considering

Milton's

early student life, his thoughts and complaints about his
university education should be taken more seriously than the
mere ravings of a disgruntled student. Milton's
discontentment continued to form his pedagogical philosophy.
His own harsh experiences are probably what made him
determined to give all his students, including us, a much
more pleasant experience of learning than the one he endured.
In realizing those aspects which disturbed him as a student,
we understand more clearly his attempts and approaches at
teaching.

He attacked the material used for learning, the

manner in which this material was presented and the
individuals who presented them.
In Reason

of

Church

Government,

in universities were fed:
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Milton writes of how men

nothing else but the scragged and thorny lectures
of monkish and miserable sophistry ... [and]sent
home again with such a scholastical burre in
their throats as hath stopt ... all true and
generous philosophy from entring, crackt their
voices forever with metaphysical gargarisms, and
hath made them admire a sort of formal outside
men prelatically addicted, whose unchast'nd and
unwrought minds never yet initiated or subdu'd
under the true lore of religion or moral virtue,
which two are the best and greatest points of
learning, but either slightly train'd up in a
kind of hypocritical and hackny cours of
literature to get their living by, and dazzle the
ignorant, or els fondly overstudied in uselesse
controversies ... to defend their prelatical
Sparta.
(Yale 1.854)
For a mind that was determined to rise above "the confines of
the earth," the monkish and miserable sophistry of the
university was unbearable.

Reformation of education must

begin with the teachers themselves.

When instructors are

impassioned by and convinced of the power of knowledge, then
they will be able to present their material with the
enthusiasm necessary to make learning more interesting and
pleasant.

Those who teach without a passion for truth

deliver nothing but "scragged and thorny lectures."
Like Luther, Milton insisted that learning be a pleasant
experience especially because his own schooling was so
unpleasant. In his Third

Academic
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Exercise,

Milton laments:

Many a time, when the duty of tracing out these
petty subtleties for a while has been laid upon
me, when my mind has been dulled and my sight
blurred by continual reading--many a time, I say,
I have paused to take breath, and have sought
some slight relief from my boredom in looking to
see how much yet remained of my task. When, as
always happened, I found that more remained to be
done than I had as yet got through ... And then
this dull and feeble subject-matter, which as it
were crawls along the ground, is never raised or
elevated by the ornaments of style ... Now there
are, as I have remarked two things which most
enrich and adorn our country: eloquent speech and
noble action. But this contentious duel of words
has no power either to teach eloquence or to
inculcate wisdom or to incite to noble acts ...
But let not your mind rest content to be bounded
and cabined by the limits which encompass the
earth, but let it wander beyond the confines of
the world, and at the last attain the summit of
all human wisdom and learn to know itself, and
therewith those holy minds and intelligences
whose company it must hereafter join. (Yale
1.241-247)
If "dull and feeble subject-matter" can be "raised or
elevated by ornaments of style," how much more powerful would
be a combination of "true and generous philosophy" and
eloquent language. It is this kind of explosive teaching that
Milton is aiming for--a combination of truth and beauty, a
combination which would prevent the mind from being dulled,
the sight from being blurred and the self from being so bored
so as to search for relief by examining the number of pages
that remained.

True teaching would allow the student to peer
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into the heavenly spheres and experience a glimpse of real
wisdom, an experience which would then cause him to hunger
for more of the eternal truth.
Effective teaching would be the kind the poet claims to
have received from his tutor Thomas Young.

As important as

Milton's complaints are his praises in tracing his thoughts
on education.

In Elegy

IV,

Milton writes about Thomas Young:

Under his guidance I first visited Aonian
retreats and the sacred lawns of the twin-peaked
mountain. I drank the Pierian waters and by the
favor of Clio I thrice wet my blessed lips with
Castalian wine. Three times has fiery Aethon
looked upon the sign of the Ram and gilded his
woolly back afresh with gold; and twice, Chloris,
have you sown the old earth with new herbage ...
and not yet have my eyes been allowed to feast on
his face or my ears to drink in the sweet sounds
of his tongue. (Hughes 26-27)
That these praises might be exaggerated versions of what
Young actually did can of course be conjectured as Milton
tries to impress a master whom he has not seen or
communicated with for a long time.

While they might be

exaggerations, in offering the highest form of praise
possible he describes the ideal teacher, one who can
transport his mind from the confines of the classroom to the
"sacred lawns of the twin-peaked mountains," one who can save
him from experiences that he complains about in the
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Third

Academic

Exercise.

Through the praises offered to Thomas

Young, however sincere or insincere, we see Milton's
definition of the ideal teacher, a teacher that he will
strive to become as a poet.

Combining the "Sister Arts" of Poetry
and Music for Didactical Purposes
That poetry is one of the most powerful tools available
to transport and transform a reader was something Milton was
convinced of as a college student, as evident in his
statements in Prolusion

3:

Now surely divine poetry, by that power which it
is by heavenly grace indued, raises aloft the
soul smothered by the dust of earth and sets it
among the mansions of heaven, and breathing over
it the scent of nectar and bedewing it with
ambrosia instils into it heavenly felicity and
whispers to it everlasting joy. Rhetoric, again,
so captivates the minds of men and draws them
after it so gently enchained that it has the
power now of moving them to pity, now of inciting
them to hatred, now of arousing them to warlike
valour, now of inspiring them beyond the fear of
death. (Yale 1.243-244)
Divinely inspired language is seductive in its ability to
sweetly lure and ensnare the minds of people.

In his poem

"On Shakespeare" he praises Shakespeare's control of the
language and its ability to influence the readers:
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For whils't to th' shame of slow-endeavouring
art,
Thy easie numbers flow, and that each heart
Hath from the leaves of thy unvalu'd Book
Those Delphick lines with deep impression took
(9-12)
Milton wants his writings to leave similar impressions to
those Shakespeare's writings left on his readers.

The poet

strives to present knowledge in a manner that will compel his
readers/students to react on an emotional, intellectual and
spiritual level.

Milton, as a young poet, sets out to

correct all that he found disconcerting and unpleasant as a
student.

He attempts to educate his readers in the way he

wishes he had been educated.

The instructor, even as Luther

admonishes, is one who should be able to sing ('unless a
schoolmaster know how to sing, I think him of no account'
[qtd. in Misawa, 11]), one who, as Lactantius mentioned, can
make language pleasant to the ear.

Poetry grants Milton the

opportunity to teach and to make his language pleasant and
his words sing.

In his letter to his father (Ad Patrem), who

was an amateur composer, Milton praises the power of song
claiming that:
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When we return to our native Olympus and the
everlasting ages of immutable eternity are
through the temples of the skies and with the
harp's soft accompaniment we shall sing sweet
songs to which the stars shall echo and the vault
of heaven from pole to pole. (Hughes 83)
The restoration of music in all its intended glory will be
part of heaven's majesty and splendor; till then Milton will
strive to give us glimpses of heaven on earth through his
works.

The poet, apparently attempting to justify his career

choice to his father, portrays music and poetry as "sister
arts" and tells his father that he "should not despise the
poet's task, divine song, which preserves some spark of
Promethean fire and is the unrivalled glory of the heavenborn human mind and an evidence of our ethereal origin and
celestial descent" (Hughes 83). Within the human mind, which
is after all of celestial descent, lies fragments of the
divine song it was created to sing; Milton wants to restore
that song to humanity.
The idea of education through music was not an uncommon
notion.

Gretchen Ludke Finney, speaking about the

Elizabethan universe and the Renaissance man and his
eagerness to learn, writes:
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Music revealed God and nature and the working of
their laws. It was a book of knowledge, which
made known through the ear the harmony that
existed in heaven, in the universe, and in the
body and soul of man, all the kinds of music that
had other names--beauty, peace, love, virtue,
health. (22)
The concept of music as a source of knowledge originated in
"the well-known Platonic and Pythagorean theories of music as
an image of world harmony."

The emphasis was on mathematics,

for music "contained number symbols, numerical ratios and
formulas, which represented to men the mathematical ordering
of the universe."

These ideas of music were enthusiastically

revived and accepted first on the Continent and then in
England between 1580 and 1640 (23-32) .
Milton writing somewhere between 1625 and 1632 praises
Pythagoras and cries out "But, if only fate or chance had
allowed your soul, 0 Father Pythagoras, to transmigrate into
my body, you would not have lacked a champion to deliver you
without difficulty, under however heavy a burden of obloquy
you might be labouring" (Yale 1.236-237). He declares that he
would have defended Pythagoras against the attacks of
Aristotle.

Milton's exalted view of the philosopher leads

him so far as to suggest that Pythagoras might be divine.
"Again, Pythagoras alone among men is said to have heard this

41

music--if indeed he was not rather some good spirit and
denizen of heaven, sent down perchance by the gods' behest to
instruct mankind in holiness and lead them back to
righteousness" (Yale 1.238).

M.N.K. Mander writes:

That Milton chose to emphasize these attributes
of Pythagoras here, rather than describing his
more practical, scientific achievements, is
however, significant. It makes quite clear
Milton's particular interest in the music of the
spheres as an inspirational force with which the
poet--musician is in special relation. Thus the
prolusion on the music of the spheres becomes
primarily a prolusion on the power of poetry,
explaining the source of that power. (69)
Mander argues that Milton does not interpret Pythagoras'
theories to be literally talking about the music of the
spheres but about universal harmony on a more allegorical
level.

As Mander himself points out, Milton's essay is

obscure (69), and we cannot reach any definite conclusions,
but we can be certain that Milton in pledging to be an
advocate of Pythagoras was affirming his agreement with the
philosopher that music and poetry combined can incite men to
work towards universal harmony.
His first attempts at creating this harmony are seen in
the poem "At a Solemn Music" where he calls on the Sirens:

42

Blest pair of Sirens, pledges of Heav'n's joy
Sphere-born harmonious Sisters, Voice and Verse
Wed your divine sounds, and mixt power employ
Dead things with inbreath'd sense able to pierce.
(1-4)
Milton's belief in the power of voice and verse is so strong
that he believes it to be powerful enough to pierce "dead
things with inbreath'd sense."
pierce is interesting.

Milton's choice of the word

Pierce is also used in the book of

Hebrews to describe the power of the word of God: "For the
word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two
edged sword, piercing

even to the dividing asunder of soul

and spirit, and of the joints and marrow..." (4:12, italics
mine). The poet seeks to create work as powerful as the word
of God, powerful enough to pierce and transform the heart of
man
Finney sees the poem as:
the most imaginative piece of poetry based
entirely on [the] conception of sphere-born
influence which can refine the soul, reveal
heaven and give life to the dead ... music and
poetry, born of the spheres--breathes life into
the soul of the listener, in Orphic tradition ..
'Voice, and Vers' not only carry the spirit of
life; they also present to the phantasy an image
of the regions from which they came, a heaven
which is musical ... the final accomplishment of
music is to make the nature of man celestial, to
restore man to original purity, to make him one
with celestial music. (117-118)
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Milton calls on the sirens to present "that undisturbed song
of pure concent." Here in comparing our voices with the
angelic voices which surround the sapphire throne of God he
hopes that we will be inspired to imitate and correct our
"discorded" voices.
And to our high-rais'd fantasy present
That undisturbed Song of pure concent
Ay sung before the saphire-colour'd throne
To him that sits theron.
With saintly shout, and solemn Jubilee
(5-9)
Milton the teacher is not satisfied with the idea of
preaching about who we should become and how we should be in
harmony with the spheres; instead, he strives to bring that
music to our ears so that the very hearing of it produces
within us a desire to transform our lives.

His attempts to

recreate the music of the spheres are more successful in the
"Nativity Ode" than they are in ''At a Solemn Music." He does
not actually produce any music for us to hear as he does
later, but his concept and effort is admirable. More
effective than preaching to the soul about its need to rise
is provoking it to rise by revealing the infinite levels
available to it, and this is what Milton endeavors to do with
the right mix of voice and verse so:
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That we on Earth with undiscording voice
May rightly answer that melodious noise;
As once we did, till disproportion'd sin
Jarr'd against nature's chime, and with harsh din
Broke the fair musick that all creatures made
To thir great Lord, ...
O may we soon again renew that Song,
And keep in tune with Heav'n, till God e're long
To his celestial consort us unite.
To live with him, and sing in endless morn of
light.
(18-23, 26-29)
What Finney sees as the final accomplishment of music, which
is to make the nature of man celestial, is also what Milton
sees as the final accomplishment of education.

The ultimate

purpose of learning in "Of Education" is to "repair the ruins
of our first parents," ruins which lowered them from their
original status as celestial beings. Men were created to add
to the perfect harmony of the spheres, and now Heaven waits
for creation that has strayed from its ordained path to once
again "rightly answer."

Milton will teach us to respond

correctly, for in responding correctly to the heavens we
learn to respond to each other also, creating universal
harmony.
here.

The poet is not attempting to do the impossible

He is not trying to teach a song that creation has

never sung.

In fact, " [T]he fair musick" was one that "all

creatures made/ To thir great Lord ... /[Wjhilst they stood/
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In first obedience, and thir state of good."

The poet is

only trying to revive and renew senses which have been jarred
and hardened by sin, senses which he seeks to pierce by the
divine sounds of his poetry.

Milton's Writings During the Cambridge
and Horton Period: Explanations and
Justifications of His Self-Imposed
Learning
Milton's writings during the Cambridge and Horton period
show his growing love for learning and his belief in the
power of knowledge. After Milton received his degree from
Cambridge, he did not pursue the traditional and expected
path of choosing an employment and settling down; instead, he
decided to continue to engage in further studies on his own.
Understanding Milton's personal passion for learning
helps us to better understand his lifelong concern with
teaching. The poet's own convictions about the benefits of
knowledge is partially what makes his desire to teach and to
teach effectively and accurately so insistent and intense. He
seems to take great joy in immersing himself in knowledge
going so far as to call scholarly leisure "the mode of life
in which, it is my belief, even the souls of the blessed find
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delight" (Yale 1.266).
Second

Defense

Several years later, Milton, in his

recalling his private pursuit of education,

speaks of how he delighted in learning something new
particularly in math or music:
At my father's house in the country, to whither
he had retired to spend his declining years, I
devoted myself entirely to the study of Greek and
Latin writers, completely at leisure, not,
however, without sometimes exchanging the country
for the city, either to purchase books or to
become acquainted with some new discovery in
mathematics or music, in which I then took the
keenest pleasure. When I occupied five years in
this fashion, I became desirous, my mother having
died, to see foreign countries. (Yale IV. 613614)
But, devoting himself to this kind of scholarly leisure did
not come without criticism against which Milton had to defend
himself.
Some of Milton's defenses are evident in what is
considered to be his most revealing "Letter to A Friend,"
which is believed to have been written in 1633 and most
probably to Thomas Young.
Milton's Sonnet

VII

Attached to the letter was

(Yale 1.318).

At the accepted time of

writing, Milton had spent almost a year in studious
retirement at his father's house in Horton.

The charges he

seeks to free himself of in the letter are those of "too much
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love of Learning" and of dreaming "away [his] yeares in the
armes of studious retirement" (Yale 1.319) . His answers are
not only to set the mind of his friend and accuser at ease
but also to put his own mind at ease for he admits to being
"somthing suspicious of my selfe."

He is only too aware that

"to whom much has been given much will be required," but he
is just as aware of the power and necessity of waiting on God
for his timing. Milton justifies the path he has taken:
[T]his love of learning as it is [the] pursuit of
somthing good, it would sooner follow the more
excellent & supreme good knowne & presented and
so be quickly diverted from the emptie &
fantastick chase of shadows 8c notions to the
solid good flowing from due tymely obedience to
that comand in the gospell set out by the
terrible seasing of him that hid the talent, it
is more probable theretherfore that not the
endlesse delight of speculation but this very
consideration of that great comandment does not
presse forward as soone as may be to undergo but
keeps off with a sacred reverence & religious
advisement how best to undergoe, not taking
thought of beeing late so it give advantage to be
more fit, for those that were latest lost nothing
when the maister of the vinyard came to give each
one his hire. (Yale 1.320)
The seriousness with which he approaches his life is evident
in his refusal to make a hasty decision about his calling
regardless of outside pressures.

His decision comes from a

conscience that is "not [without] god."
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His delay does not

come because he has no other choices--he himself outlines
what he forfeits in pursuing the path he has taken.

He is

aware that "this tyme of a mans life sollicits most, the
desire of house Sc family of his owne to [which] nothing is
esteemed more helpefull then the early entering into a
credible employment, & nothing more hindering then this
affected solitarinesse ..." (Yale 1.319).

However, he takes

this path of solitude with the confidence that he is being
prepared for something great. After all, he has spiritual
forerunners to look to as examples of those whose isolation
prepared them for their later callings in life.

Joseph spent

several years of his young life in a prison cell (Genesis 39
&:40) ; Moses spent forty years in the desert (Exodus 2.113:21); David also had his days of solitude taking care of his
father's sheep while his brothers fought for the chosen
nation of Israel (1 Samuel 17.12-19).

Even the Son of God

experienced forty days of solitude in the desert.

Each one

of these men was eventually called to be the savior of his
people.

Their solitude, which might have been viewed as

wasteful by the common man, was training ground for the
greater battles that they would face.

And so also Milton

rests assured that his solitude has a greater purpose.
wants to use his time wisely so that he too will be
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He

adequately prepared for the battle when he is finally called
by God to act. Yet there are moments of doubt as to whether
this scholarly isolation is self-imposed or God-imposed; his
sonnet reveals the struggle of wanting to act and of having
to wait for God's timing. Sonnet

VII

can be more clearly

understood in light of his educational pursuits and the
accusations that came with those pursuits:
How soon hath Time the subtle thief of youth,
Stol'n on his wing my three and twentieth year!
My hasting days fly on with full career.
But my late spring no bud or blossom sheweth.
Perhaps my semblance might deceive the truth,
That I to manhood am arriv'd so near.
And inward ripeness doth much less appear.
That some more timely-happy spirits endu'th.
Yet be it less or more, or soon or slow.
It shall be still in strictest measure ev'n.
To that same lot, however mean or high.
Toward which time leads me, and the will of
heaven;
All is, if I have grace to use it so.
As ever in my great task-Master's eye.
This poem serves several purposes; one is to inform his
friends that their concern is his concern also--that he does
consider as they do whether he is wasting his life, but in
verbalizing their fears so eloquently in a Petrarchan stanza,
he seeks to reassure them that it is not wasted time and that
his talents are indeed being developed. And he also seeks to
convince them that in spite of their loving admonitions, his
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ultimate concern is not how he is viewed by them, but how he
is viewed by his great task-master.

Cedric Brown explains

the struggle of the young scholar:
One of the most fascinating features of [the]last
phase of his education, occupying his mid-and
late twenties, is the evidence of his debating
with himself and others the justification of a
course of action which did not make clear how his
talents were to be turned to practical use. This
debate would remain with him: acknowledgments of
seeming tardiness, on the one hand, and on the
other providential clarifications of purpose
became twin poles of his thought. Only John
Milton would know when he was ready to act and
how; only he would sense the providential moment.
(36)
And he would remain in scholarly seclusion till the appointed
time.

Part of Milton's patience in waiting for the right

timing comes from his conviction that acquiring knowledge is
never a waste of time; he is convinced of the benefits of
knowledge.
His refusal to take action before the right moment had
been expressed earlier in his prolusions, a refusal that
comes partly because of his high expectations of himself as a
poet and an educated man:
[N]othing common or mediocre can be tolerated in
an orator any more than a poet, and that he who
would be an orator in reality as well as by
repute must first acquire a thorough knowledge of
all the arts and sciences to form a complete
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background to his own calling. However this is
impossible at my age, I would rather endeavour
truly to deserve that reputation by long and
concentrated study and by the preliminary
acquisition of that background, than snatch at a
false repute by a premature and hastily acquired
eloquence. (Yale 1.288-289)
The Prolusions,

while being academic exercises, inform

us of Milton's consistent love of learning and his growing
desire to be a messenger of true knowledge.

Prolusions

IV

and V describe Truth as being under constant attack by error,
and of his task "to lay Error bare and to strip it of its
borrowed plumes, thus reducing it to its native hideousness"
(Yale 1.259).

But error is not the only obstacle that stands

in the way of truth; even more harmful are our weaknesses as
teachers and students.

Truth would stand stronger if we "do

but remove two great obstacles to our studies, namely first
our bad methods of teaching the arts, and secondly our lack
of enthusiasm" (Yale 1.299-30).

And these are the two faults

that Milton strives to correct.
The poet through his powerful combination of beauty,
voice and verse had what he believed to be the best method
known to teach accurately. Milton's insistence on making
learning pleasant does not also transfer to making learning
easy. He admonishes students for allowing "ourselves to be
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outdone" by laborers and farmers who work "work after dark
and before dawn" as:
[T]hey show greater energy in a mean occupation,
to gain a miserable livelihood, than we do in the
noblest of occupations, to win a life of true
happiness. Though we aspire to the highest and
best of human conditions we can endure neither
hard work nor yet the reproach of idleness.
(Yale 1.300)
The acquiring of knowledge can take us to levels of
happiness where no other occupation can take us, but we must
work to procure such great gains.

Teachers must make the

pursuit of knowledge more pleasant, for true knowledge is
worthy of being presented as eloquently and as elegantly as
possible, but students must also endure hard study so that
they might appropriate everything possible and thus achieve
heights of joy that they otherwise might never know.
Milton's own works show that he expects his students to bring
a great deal of learning to gain all that he wants them to
receive from his writings, and such learning comes only
through hard study. Milton the poet-teacher will provide the
pleasant teaching experience, but the diligent and
industrious attitude--that the student must provide. Milton
in the 1600s, as a poet, attempted to solve the problems we
still strive to solve today in education, ineffective
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teaching methods and unmotivated students.

His personal

conviction about the benefits of learning and his own passion
for acquiring knowledge makes his attempts all the more
admirable.
And what Milton is convinced of, that he must act on,
for it is "death to hide" those talents which he has been
entrusted with.

As mentioned earlier, the poet, unsatisfied

with the training he received in Cambridge, enters into a
time of private studies. According to Perez Zagorin this
period formed "his idealistic conception of the poet as Godinspired prophet and teacher of nations which became the
guiding motif of his life"(2-3) . The poet, assured of the
didactic benefits of correctly combining "voice and verse,"
endeavors to do so in his early writings.

The Didactics of Milton's Earlv Works

Ode on Christ's

Nativity,
Lycidas

Comus. and

As Thomas Langford suggests in "'Touched With Hallowed
Fire' Milton's Early Poetry: The Confirmation of a Teacher,"
three of Milton's major poems from the early period, the Ode

on Christ's

Nativity

(1629), Comus (1634), and

Lycidas

(163 7), "reflect the development and confirmation of his

54

intent" to teach through poetry (4). In the "Ode" he does not
allow the mind to rest content bound and "cabined" by the
limits which encompass the earth; instead, he lets it "wander
beyond the confines of the world" as he takes the readers
into the heavenlies and allows us to watch as he stands in
mid-air intensely conducting the orchestra of the spheres.
The poet, who was once taken to the "Aonian retreats and the
sacred laws of the twin-peaked mountains," continues with the
poem by attempting to take us, his students, into the
heavens.

Milton who thus far had been describing the music,

suddenly becomes, as Sigmund Spaeth also suggests, the
"leader of a tremendous orchestra, which responds to every
suggestion of his imagination" (90-91):
Ring out ye Crystal spheres.
Once bless our human ears,
(If ye have power to touch our senses so)
And let your silver chime
Move in melodious time;
And let the Bass of Heav'n's deep Organ blow,
And with your ninefold harmony
Make up full consort to th' Angelic symphony.
(125-132)
Milton intentionally plays with the tenses in the "Ode,"
going back and forth between the first Christmas and the
Christmas of 1629 creating an ever present Christmas.

In

aspiring to recreate the music that once resounded through
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the heavens, he attempts to produce within his readers the
same anticipation that rose within the hearts of the
shepherds, that of wanting to see this new born king and
become a part of the golden age, an age that can once again
come with the birth of Christ into the hearts of his
listeners. Milton teaches by urging the reader to join him in
the sights and sounds he is seeing and hearing. Milton's poem
is not about an event which occurred once in history but, as
Rosemund Tuve points out, a poem which "celebrates the
meaning of the Incarnation not only in history but after
history is over, an event both in and not within created
nature, a peace both in and not within created time" (39).
It is a poem which, as C.A. Patrides suggests, "affects not
only the union between man and God but the whole universe"
(258) . This event can be ours also.

Milton is, after all,

talking about "our great redemption," and in this way the
poem celebrates and teaches.

The aesthetic and the

intellectual are combined; one is not sacrificed for the
other.

J.H. Hanford argues that Milton:
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[C]ontemplates the event, not at all with the
loving surrender of a Catholic poet to its human
sweetness, but with an austere intellectualized
emotion stirred in him by the idea of its moral
significance. Christ is, for him, not a babe,
nor indeed a person at all, but a symbol of
purity and truth, the truth which 'came once into
the world with her divine Master, and was perfect
shape most glorious to look on.' (124)
The young poet is able to present the poem both on an
intellectual level as he explains the spiritual significance
of the birth of Christ and on an emotional level as he,
obviously moved by the event, also celebrates the event. The
shepherds in stanza VII are tending their sheep engaged in a
"rustic row" when music suddenly bursts from the heavens and
changes these simple men into messengers of joy and peace.
VII
The Shepherds on the Lawn,
Or ere the point of dawn.
Sate simply chatting in a rustic row;
Full little thought they than.
That the mighty Pan
Was kindly come to live with them below;
Perhaps their loves, or else their sheep.
Was all that did their silly thoughts so busy
keep
IX
When such music sweet
Their hearts and ears did greet.
As never was by mortal finger struck.
Divinely-warbled voice
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Answering the stringed noise.
As all their souls in blissful rapture took;
The Air such pleasure loath to lose.
With thousand echoes still prolong each heav'nly
close.
(85-100)
We, Milton's students, might also be chatting in "rustic
rows" in comparison to the kind of discussions we should be
engaged in.

Milton hopes to do for us, his readers and

students, what the music of the heavens did for the
shepherds. In recreating the music of the angels the poet,
like the angels, seeks to awaken and arouse the simple of the
earth to become greater individuals.

The music suddenly

explodes into and changes the lives of the shepherds.

The

power of the music is evident in how Milton makes clear that
the shepherds not only hear it with their ears but with
"their hearts" and then with their souls in "blissful
rapture."

Creating pleasant music and verse for aesthetic

purposes is not enough; they are only effective if they can
capture and reinvent the soul. Milton is the impassioned
teacher who through his enthusiasm and eloquence influences
the minds of his readers and/or his students. Milton teaches
in such a way that the reader is too busy being caught up in
the music of the spheres to really be aware of the fact that
he or she is being taught.

He is the kind of teacher that
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Luther called for, one who can sing or at least make his
words sing.

He is the kind of teacher that Milton, himself,

wished for in the universities.
The victory over unseen powers and principalities is
celebrated here more than the actual birth of the Christchild.

Milton's attempt is not to place his readers in a

quiet meditative mode but to inspire them with the potential
and possibility for change.

David Norbrook believes that

Milton stays away from the rituals and even the name of
Christmas because:
He is concerned not so much with the incarnate
Christ as with the transcendental power that
created the universe at the beginning and will
bend time round to its origin at the final
millennial transformation of the universe. (242)
Although not speaking specifically about the Nativity
Ode,

Radzinowitz explains the technique Milton uses here as

well as in most of his other works:
Poetry is an instrument in Milton's political
attempt to educate the English people--'to make
the people fittest to chuse and the chosen
fittest to govern' (YP VII, 443)... To make
poetry that actually can teach, not didactic or
coercive poetry that may claim to teach but
really badgers, Milton constitutes himself into a
persona writing poetry, who experiences the
process of writing as a process of selfeducation. ("To Make the People" 3-4)
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In the "Ode" the poet rejoices and hesitates with his
readers. His passion about the event and the intellectual
victory the event of the birth offers to the world is made
more real by his own excitement. And the poet in restraining
himself restrains the reader, reminding himself and his
students that the time for complete victory has not yet
arrived.

'But wisest fate says no/This must not yet be so."

He is not the all wise preacher pontificating the need for
change but a celebrant calling on others to celebrate this
glorious event.

And neither is Christ a helpless infant

lying in a stable, but as Raj an describes:
His Christ is like Samson armed with celestial
vigour though in different ways to an infinitely
higher degree. This is a Christ of creative
power and unifying energy, who looks forward to
the Christ of Paradise
Lost,
vanquishing Satan
and creating the world out of chaos. The imagery
which surrounds him is that of power and dignity.
{Lofty 13)
A celebration of an intellectual victory takes place in the
"Ode."

The poet's account of the birth of Christ is vastly

different from the ones given by the Gospel writers Matthew
and Luke.

While they focus on a vulnerable infant born to

two young parents, Milton focuses on the battles going on in
the heavenly spheres as a result of the birth of the Savior.
As he refocuses our vision, in some ways Milton also rewrites
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the Scriptures, something he will continue to do in his later
years also.
Comus provided Milton with another genre in which he
could creatively combine the aesthetic and didactic.

While

most scholars seem to agree on the didactic value of Milton's
maske, a consensus has not been reached on the originality of
this approach. Roy Flannagan believes that Milton, "was
probably the only poet ever to think of masque as a genre
that could be used exclusively for high moral instruction"
(22), but Christopher Hill in his discussion of the work
suggests that while Ben Jonson had seen an instructive value
in the maske, he had "failed to educate his courtly audience"
and that Milton "may have intended in Comus to succeed where
Jonson had failed .... Comus is a dramatic dialogue,
recalling the debates in which Milton was accustomed to take
part at Cambridge" (45-46) . David Lowenstein like Hill views
Comus, "though performed for a royalist occasion and well
before Milton's revolutionary writings," as "about the
education of that aristocracy--those 'fair offspring nurst in
Princely Lore'(34)--who will govern a reformed and purified
nation" (46). The tracing of Milton's growing interest in
learning and teaching shows that regardless of whether maskes
were traditionally presented with instructive value or not,
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he would have used this genre to combine the didactic and the
aesthetic.

The maske gave him a chance to further the belief

that learning should be pleasant by producing what Maryann
McGuire views as:
the particular fusion of delight and instruction
that... was something new, in aesthetic terms
even revolutionary. The truths he wished to
convey required a radical reformation of the
form, a revision of its conventional patterns of
thought and structure, and a new kind of
recreational experience. (58-59)
Whether he is preparing an offspring to govern a "reformed
and purified nation" as Lowenstein suggests or combining
delight and instruction or both, Milton's lesson is as
Flannagan points out a highly moral one.

Langford sees the

Attendant Spirit's final song as " [reinforcing] the moral
message of the mask" and "[confirming] the didactic intent of
the poem and the assurance of grace to the faithful pilgrim"
("Touched" 8 ) .
Mortals that would follow me.
Love virtue, she alone is free.
She can teach us how to climb
Higher than the Sphery clime;
Or if Virtue feeble were
Heav'n itself would stoop to her.
(1018-1023)
Cedric Brown calls on us to "note the sources of authority
named by the Spirit, who is the medium of instruction." The
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first source is 'a certain shepherd lad' which Brown
identifies as "a true humble pastor;" The second source is
Sabrina who is:
'Meliboeus old', the type of the true poet.
Milton's vocational interests are on show, in the
most high-minded fashion: the persuasive power of
poetry has joined the ministry of the Word in the
instruction of the ruling class; ministers and
poets both are shepherds to the people. (50)
He might be an entertainer of the aristocratic but first and
foremost he is a poet, priest and teacher.

He uses the

unique genre of the maske to reaffirm his calling and to
further his mission to be a teacher to his nation.
Susan Felch in "The Intertextuality of Comus and
Corinthians" proposes that the instruction of the mask is
based on 1 and 2 Corinthians and argues that Milton's choice
of material "departs from tradition" by:
choosing as his theme a biblical drama ... Milton
... specifically chooses for his intertext this
drama as seen through the lens of a didactic
epistle. Drama thus becomes moral education.
Milton takes as his key text for the drama of the
wilderness wandering the passage in 1 Corinthians
10 ... His Lady, however, unlike the Corinthians,
is spiritually mature. She embarks on her
journey confident of God's grace and her own
integrity, emerging at the end with confidence
and purity unshaken. The biblical genre of
epistle--the quintessential didactic form--thus
reforms the courtly genre of entertainment.
(68-69)
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Milton was not one who feared "departing from tradition,"
especially if doing so provided him with an opportunity to
better present and teach the truths of God. While the
epistles to the Corinthians carry several strong similarities
with the mask, so do passages from the Book of Proverbs:
For the Lord giveth wisdom for the righteous; ...
he is a buckler to them that walk uprightly. He
keepeth the paths of judgment, and preserveth the
way of his saints ... When wisdom entereth into
thine heart, and knowledge is pleasant unto thy
soul; Discretion shall preserve thee,
understanding shall keep thee; To deliver thee
from the way of the evil man, from the man that
speaketh freward things; Who leave the paths of
uprightness, to walk in the ways of darkness; Who
rejoice to do evil, and delight in the
frowardness of the wicked; Whose ways are
crooked, and they freward in their paths.
(2.6-8, 10-15)
These and other Biblical passages that emphasize the power of
knowledge can be used to show how Milton takes his heroine
down a literal path of wickedness with a character who meets
all of the characteristics of the evil man described in the
above passage.
drama to teach.

Milton once again uses music and song and now
Whatever the genre, he will accommodate it

to relay a work which is aesthetically and didactically
profitable.

The beauty of true knowledge is celebrated in
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Comus as the Second Brother in response to the elder
brother's assurances of the power of chastity states:
How charming is divine Philosophy!
Not harsh and crabbed as dull fools suppose.
But musical as is Apollo's
lute
And a perpetual feast of nectar'd sweets.
Where no crude surfeit reigns.
(476-480)
The comment that as delightful as divine philosophy is, there
will always be fools who see it as harsh and crabbed is a
notion that Milton will affirm again in Areopagitica.
the teacher has limitations when dealing with fools.

Even
The

victory of the virtuous mind, one that can focus on what is
true and good is celebrated.

The Lady's mind is not the

"unwrought and unchaste" mind of the instructors of the
university that Milton complains about; instead, hers is the
"the virtuous mind, that ever walks attended/ By a strong
siding champion Conscience"

(211-212).

As the Lady tells

Comus "Fool, do not boast,/ Thou can'st not touch the freedom
of my mind" (63-4).

In concentrating on the power of her

mind, she seems to have forgotten her fears of being lost and
alone.

Hers is the "well-govern'd and wise appetite" (705)

which is not so easily swayed by the gifts without
considering the character of the giver.
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The power of a mind

that can rise above circumstances and emotions is praised and
encouraged.
Milton's teachings take on a more serious tone in
Lycidas

where, in mourning for Edward King, he also

criticizes the church and its current condition. Lycidas

has

been criticized by some for its somber tones and for the way
it resorts to traditional elegies in form. Death can be a
triumphant experience for the Christian, but for Milton this
does not seem to be a topic that he is able to write about as
effectively as he does other subjects. He leaves "The
Passion" unfinished admitting that it is beyond his power.
Paradise

Lost

Paradise

Regained

only foreshadows the agony of the cross, and
focuses not on the cross or the death of

Christ but on an intellectual debate involving the
temptation. Many valid reasons exist for why Milton chose
that story to represent the victorious Christ, but the poet
seems to struggle in dealing with death in the victorious way
that poets like John Donne deal with it. However, all this is
another topic in itself. Actually Lycidas

is not just a poem

that is trying to come to terms with death but more
importantly with life--the life of the poet, the life of the
church and the life of the nation. John Shawcross believes
Lycidas

"represents the resolution of [Milton's] life in
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dedication to the Muse" (30). Zagorin, focusing on the attack
of the clergy in lines 117-121, suggests, although not as
Lycidas,

strongly as Shawcross, that "about the time he wrote
Milton may have conclusively decided against becoming a
minister"(11).

Regardless of whether this was the turning

point of Milton's career, it is evident from the poem that we
have a poet who is deeply concerned about what he sees as the
apostasy of the church and, connected to that, the apostasy
of the nation.

Milton's anger seems to reside in his

understanding that the church does not stray from the right
path on her own; she is led astray by those who are called to
serve and shepherd her faithfully.

With Milton's increased

awareness of the poor condition of the church comes his
increased awareness of the need for sincere teachers.

As

Langford writes, "It was Milton's high view of the teacher,
even more than his opposition to the state church, that
prompted his continual attacks on a 'hireling clergy.' ... "
("That One Talent" 4 ) . The false shepherds are not called
"hireling clergy" here but "blind mouths," but the idea is
the same.
In Ezekiel 34, God, denouncing the false shepherds,
assures Israel that He, Himself, will become her shepherd.
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The accusations of God against the appointed shepherds of the
chosen nation are severe:
Woe be to the shepherds of Israel that do feed
themselves! Should not the shepherd feed the
flocks? Ye eat the fat, and ye clothe you with
the wool, ye kill them that are fed: but ye feed
not the flock. (2-3)
Milton also mourns over the condition of England, which many
believed to be the modern Israel. "The hungry sheep look up
and are not fed,/ But swoln with wind, and the rank mist they
draw/ inwardly and foul contagion spread"(125-7).

The

complaints here are not so different from those he raises in
Reason

of

Church

Government

where he speaks of deprived

students who were fed, "nothing else but the scragged and
thorny lectures of monkish and miserable sophistry ..."
Milton's accusations against the shepherds are as severe as
God's against the shepherds of Israel:
Blind mouths! that scarce themselves know how to
hold
A Sheep-hook, or have learn'd aught else the
least
That to the faithful Herdman's art belongs!
What recks it them? What need they? They are
sped;
And when they list, their lean and flashy songs
Grate on their scrannel Pipes of wretched straw.
(119-124)
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As the passion and concern for his nation rises so does his
need to define his role as a teacher to this nation.
who is the good shepherd is also the good teacher.

Christ
In

agonizing over the loss of a shepherd, Milton also agonizes
over the loss of a good teacher, for how else is a nation to
be led but by the effective and inspiring teaching of truth.
Lycidas

does much more than mourn the loss of a friend; it

uses the traditional form to teach those who are willing to
listen about the danger the church and the nation are in.
Milton was not the first to look to the pastoral elegy as a
didactic tool; Christopher Hill in Milton
Revolution

and the

English

shows how Fulke Greville, Sidney and Spencer saw

the pastoral tradition as one through which they could
present discussions of vices, wrongdoings, and other similar
characterizations:
The advantage of the pastoral mode, then was that
sharp criticisms could be made, and the key
supplied to those in the know. The innocent
could miss the point. The essence of pastoral
was ambiguity, something perhaps forgotten by
those who continue to labour in the mysteries of
Lycidas.

(50)

Hill also compares the dilemma of Lycidas

with that of Comus:

In Comus the true church of the faithful, though
tempted in the wilderness, had the inner
resources which enabled it to survive. But in
Lycidas
there is no hope for the visible church
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in England. Individual souls, like Lycidas may
be saved when the ship founders; but the
institution is doomed. (52)
The institution is doomed because those in the inner circles
of the institution are not as concerned about guiding the
church to safety as they are about fulfilling their personal
goals.

The church dies for lack of true shepherds to lead

and guide.
Lycidas

is Milton's most serious treatment up to this

point of the social maladies of his day. Where Comus and the
Ode celebrate intellectual and moral victories,

Lycidas

prophecies the doom of a nation whose leaders have forgotten
their responsibilities to educate the public.
Lycidas

The lines in

raise questions and concerns about Milton's own life

and calling as a teacher as well as about the life of his
nation.
Langford writes that Milton's "preoccupations with the
corruption of the office of teacher pervades much of Milton's
work; it might be deemed a major passion of his life" ("That
One Talent" 4 ) . Yes, and Milton's overwhelming concern with
the corruption of this office comes from his high
expectations of the office.

Education was always an

important part of Milton's thoughts.
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And in his early days,

he insisted on merging the didactic and the aesthetic to
capture the minds of his students.

He, as an "advocate of

Pythagoras," was going to combine music and poetry to teach
effectively.

However, around 1640, Milton decides to put

aside his personal interests and turn to prose to educate the
masses.

His aesthetic concerns are overpowered, for a time,

by his calling to teach his people, to choose wisely, during
a critical period in the nation's history.

The aesthetic and

the didactic will be combined again, in Milton's later poems,
even more powerfully than in his earlier works, by an older
and more mature poet, but for now the advocate of Pythagoras
must become an advocate for his nation.
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CHAPTER III
ADVOCATE OF THE NATION

John Milton's Arrival on England's
Political Stage
By the middle of 1641, Thomas Wentworth, the Earl of
Strafford and the Lord Deputy General to Ireland was
executed; Archbishop Laud, one of King Charles' most
influential counselors was impeached; The Star Chamber, a
feared institution unchallenged for decades, was on its way
to being abolished. King Charles, whose weakness as a leader
was more evident than ever in his inability to save Wentworth
from execution, had put the future of the monarchy in
jeopardy, and the church, which Laud had tried so desperately
to save from individual interpretations of the Scripture by
enforcing conformity was also undergoing what at that time
would be considered radical changes.

In the middle of the

17th century in England, courts, institutions and positions
in government, steeped in tradition and deemed in many ways
sacred and almost untouchable, were shaken at their very
roots.

The future of the country was uncertain; however,

England was at no loss on varying opinions on how the country
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should be run.

As significant as the toppling of these

traditional institutions was the number of individuals,
groups and pamphlets which emerged with advice about the
running of the country and with evaluations of what these
events meant on a national, universal, and spiritual level.

Hill in Some Intellectual
Revolution,

Consequences

of the

English

suggests that the number of pamphlets went from

22 in 1640 to 1,966 in 1642 (49). In the context of these
events, it is not difficult to understand why there existed
in England, at this time, an excitement, a feeling that the
nation was undergoing something momentous.

Adding to the

enthusiasm was the widespread belief that England was the new
chosen Israel being prepared to lead the rest of the world
into the millennium and to the reign of King Jesus.
The still rather young and idealistic Milton, who had
cut short his journey on the Continent upon hearing rumors of
trouble, returned to England and was thrust into this
euphoric and yet apprehensive atmosphere. Milton, who up to
this point had not worked as a professional a single day in
his life, is described by Perez Zagorin as someone with "a
very academic and remote knowledge of life" and as one whose
perceptions of politics were largely based on "abstractions
and heavily influenced by his classical reading." He "was
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dominated by his sense of vocation" more than by any real
understanding of politics(23). Out of this sense of vocation
and for the sake of the nation, the poet decides to enter the
raging polemical war by writing his first pamphlet in 1641.
During his student life, Milton in his avid dedication
to his studies was a hero awaiting an adventure, a deliverer
seeking and preparing himself for a chance to deliver someone
or something using his vast amount of knowledge.

Between

1640 and 1660, England provided him with the opportunity to
play the role of teacher and deliverer.

In 1654, Milton,

explaining and defending the role or the "lot" assigned to
him by God during this revolutionary time, expresses his
gratitude: "Indeed I congratulate myself and once again offer
most feirvent thanks to the heavenly bestower of gifts that
such a lot has fallen me" (Yale IV.553).

The country was at

a crossroads, at a time when she seemed to be searching for
direction.

Milton believed that in doing his part

faithfully, he could be instrumental in moving the country in
the right path through his writings and in the process
possibly undoing some of the harm inflicted on her by corrupt
teachers.

The aesthetic freedom that was available to him in

poetry was not available in prose, but this does not mean the
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prose works are devoid of aesthetic concerns, especially the
first tracts.
Reuben Sanchez believes that the persona in all of the
poet's prose work is that of a teacher (146). In playing the
role of a teacher during these tumultuous times, Milton was
not simply fulfilling a personal dream.

There existed a real

need in England for instructors who could guide her to the
truth.

Sharon Achinstein estimates that over 22,000

pamphlets, sermons, newsbooks, and other material were
published during the English Revolution:
In this torrent of opinions, readers had to
grapple with conflicting perspectives. How were
these readers going to avoid being taken in by
propaganda, "deceived," as Cromwell put it? Many
of the pamphlets of the English Revolution show
that writers were deeply concerned that their
readers be taught to resist enemy opinions or
"deceptions." They felt a special pressure to
teach this, since the audience for political
choice was expanding to include new groups.
(176)
In tracing Milton's role as a polemicist during this
crucial time in England's history, we are able to track the
development of a pedagogical philosophy, one which is refined
and redefined at times by the events and the reaction of the
masses to these events. But even as we try to trace his
thoughts on teaching, it would be beneficial to keep in mind
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Arthur Barker's observation that "[Milton] was composing
polemical tracts, not philosophical treatises.

The habit of

the controversialist is to grasp at every argument which
comes to hand and to adopt every means to refute the
arguments of opponents" (xix).

Therefore, the

inconsistencies and contradictions that seem to appear in
trying to trace his thoughts on certain issues, while
frustrating, are understandable.
Till 1640,Milton, for the most part, had hidden behind
the walls of his intellectual tower, enhancing his mind and
believing that if individuals were given a chance to
experience true knowledge, they, like him, awed by the beauty
of truth would instinctively become pursuers of knowledge.
Whether it be the renowned tutors of his younger days, or his
peers in Cambridge, or the prominent men of Italy, up to the
beginning of the English Revolution Milton had generally
surrounded himself with people he chose to surround himself
with, and those he chose were usually individuals similar to
him in their interest in and appreciation for intellectual
matters.

However, beginning from 1640, in becoming a teacher

to the masses, as a polemicist, he was no longer dealing with
a select audience.

He soon learned that the majority was not

as appreciative and responsive to his talents and his words
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of wisdom as he had hoped.

He learned that human nature is

not as pliable as he had initially believed, and that the
success of teachers, regardless of how effective they might
be, is more dependent than he realized on the receptive
abilities of the student.

His early works reveal an

enthusiasm and a belief in the people, a belief that subsides
with time and events.

This is not to portray a man turned

bitter, but a man who becomes more mature and realistic.

In

the pamphlets we see that some of Milton's views on learning
from his younger days continue; some change because of his
encounters, but most importantly teaching continues to be a
topic of passion for the poet.

His belief in what can become

of a people or nation correctly instructed only grows.

The

return of the monarchy in 1660 and all the events which lead
up to the Restoration diminish Milton's belief in the
government and the people, but even in his final pamphlet,
Milton, risking his life, not only attacks the monarchy, but
he again calls for a renewal of education. His hope, even at
the bitter end of his dreams for his country, seems to lie in
the power of correct instruction.

Radzinowitz discusses

Milton's prose works and his "most profound political
convictions":
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He never changed his opinion on the crucial
issues of tolerance and disestablishment, and he
was always convinced that tolerance and
disestablishment both depended upon making "the
people fittest to chooseand the chosen fittest to
govern," and upon education, than which "nothing
can be more efficacious ... in moulding the minds
of men to virtue (whence arises true and internal
liberty), in governing the state effectively, and
preserving it for the longest possible space of
time."
{Toward 14 6)

This chapter will begin by looking at his first tracts
which deal primarily with Episcopal matters, writing that
reveal the enthusiasm of the Milton of the early 1640s.

It

will then proceed to analyze the two tracts that pertain
most directly to educational matters: Of Education
Areopagitica.

and

The chapter will conclude by examining the

later prose works of Milton which while more political in
nature continue to insist on the necessity of education;
these later tracts also show a change in some beliefs
regarding pedagogical matters.

The Episcopal Tracts: Of Reformation,
Of Prelatical Episcopacy, and The
Reason of Church Government
The still young and idealistic Milton believes that the
masses will not only appreciate and respond to his work but
that they will change their ways if they are presented with
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persuasive and truthful material.

For, as mentioned earlier,

Augustine and others had impressed on his mind the power of
effective presentation.

The poet struggles with the

polemical style, for he cannot use all of the aesthetic
techniques of poetry, and yet he cannot abandon his desire
and ability to use rich language.

His first works attempt to

assert and justify his role as a teacher to England, and
while they continue to attack the clergy which has led the
country astray, they also show a confidence in the people.
Milton will be among those who will provide the nation with
the necessary leadership.
reflected

The optimism of the early years is

in the way he teaches.

"All of Milton's earliest

vernacular prose, that is, his five anti-Prelatical tracts of
1641-2, and some of his pamphlets of 1643-5, including what
is currently his most popular, Areopagitica

(1644),"

according to Thomas Corns, "are characterized by a flamboyant
style, rich in imagery and lexically innovative to the point
of playfulness" (184).

These characteristics, effective in

certain parts of his prose, cause an awkwardness in others.
Don Wolfe and William Alfred in their preface to his first
tract Of Reformation

write:
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His prose is like a hard pinelog full of knots
and unexpected twirls, rarely straight and smooth
and easy to follow ... [H]is sentences are often
long and unwieldy... .[H]is sentences, with
exceptions of memorable beauty, are so bulky,
cumbersome and complex as to require often many
readings for full comprehension.
(Yale 1.109)
In these first tracts we see the poetic and youthful Milton
striving to do what he thought was an essential part of
instruction and that is persuade the reader/student through
the use of effective language.

The attempt to force poetic

language into political pamphlets is not always successful.
Zagorin accurately observes that while the ideas in Milton's
prose are not original, "his distinct personality is evident"
in each of his works(1).

Milton's use of language in a

continued effort to instruct through engaging methods is what
gives his tracts the "distinctive personality" that Zagorin
and others note.
Milton initially enters the political stage to attack
the prelates.

His first prose work. Of Reformation,

the

first in a series of five anti-prelatical tracts, expresses
Milton's idealism and his hatred of and anger towards those
who he believed were misleading the church and the nation.
After confidently asserting that God will defend this nation
against the attacks of her enemies, he proclaims:

80

Then amidst the Hymns and Halleluiahs
of
Saints
some one may perhaps bee heard offering at high
strains
in new and lofty Measures to sing and
celebrate thy divine Mercies, and marvelous
Judgements in this Land throughout all Ages;
whereby this great and Warlike Nation instructed
and inur'd to the fervent and continuall practice
of Truth and Righteousnesse, and casting farre
from her the rags of old vices may presse on hard
to that high and happy emulation to be found the
soberest, wisest, and most Christian People at
that day when thou the Eternall and shortlyexpected King shalt open the Clouds to judge the
severall Kingdomes of the World, and distributing
Nationall Honours and Rewards to Religious and
just Common-wealths, shalt put an end to all
Earthly Tyrannies. (Yale 1.615-616)
The idealism of a younger Milton still exists as he hopes to
be the one who will sing, through his works, the glories of
his nation. The close connection between the raising of these
beautiful strains and a nation "instructed and inur'd to the
fervent and continual practice of Truth and Righteousnesse"
is noteworthy.

Correct instruction, a renewed conscience or

in this case a renewed nation and the offering of
praiseworthy music are intrinsically and inseparably
connected.

Preparing the nation for the "shortly-expected

king" involves instructing her so that among other things,
she might be found the soberest and the wisest.

Complete

victory involves intellectual and spiritual victory. And
while preparing a nation spiritually might be seen as the
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task of clergymen, Milton's explication of 1 Corinthians
xii.28 in his theological treatise, The Christian

Doctrine

(the authorship of which is being challenged) shows that the
role of a teacher and pastor are the same: "Here, notice,
pastors are synonymous with teachers. The apostle does not
say, he gave some pastors, some teachers, but merely adds the
second word as an explanation of the first, which is a
figurative term"(Yale VI.570). In addition to the idealism of
this passage is the image creating language.

The reader is

provoked to see a vision of saints singing hymns and
hallelujahs.

The nation is not told to leave her old ways

but to cast far the rags of old vice to prepare for a king
who will shortly descend through the open clouds.

The

aesthetic is very much a part of the didactic in his early
prose, and this, I believe, is a conscious attempt of a
teacher attempting to draw in his readers and students.
In spite of the rising number of sects and pamphlets
Milton believes that true knowledge is powerful, yet simple:
The very essence of Truth is plainnesse, and
brightnes; the darknes and crookednesses is our
own. The Wisdome of God created
understanding,
fit and proportionable to Truth the object, and
end of it, as the eye to the thing visible. If
our understanding
have a film of ignorance
over
it, or be blear with gazing or other false
glisterings, what is that to Truth? If we will
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but purge with sovrain eyesalve that intellectual
ray which God hath planted in us, then we would
beleeve the Scriptures protesting their own
plainnes, and perspicuity, calling to them to be
instructed, not only the wise,
and learned,
but
the simple,
the poor,
the bahes,
foretelling an
extraordinary effusion of Gods Spirit upon every
age and sexe, attributing to all men, and
requiring from them the ability of searching,
trying, examining all things, and by the Spirit
discerning that which is good. (Yale 1.566)
Within these lines we also learn Milton's definition of the
student; he is one who searches, tries, and examines all
things to discern what is good.

For Milton, the true scholar

is not one who passively collects and stores information, but
one who aware of his God-given intellectual faculties uses
them wisely.

While Milton glorifies the simplicity of truth,

he is indirectly praising the wisdom and understanding that
he believes has been endowed in us by the Creator so that we
may grasp the truths of God and man.
Other educational reformers such as Francis Bacon would
agree with Milton that man's ability to evaluate and
comprehend stood in need of correction. The problem, as will
be discussed in further detail later, concerned correcting
the fallen reasoning process.

Where Bacon and others

suggested a detailed plan, Milton's solution was simple. The
film of ignorance needed to be removed by the anointing of
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"sovrain eyesalve."

The eyesalve, which could come in the

form of divine poetry, would lead to the release of that
"intellectual ray" and to an attraction to the truth and
right reason.

The idea of a God-infused ability within man

to desire and discern truth was a belief of Milton's even as
a University student.

He writes in the Seventh

Prolusion:

God would indeed seem to have endowed us to no
purpose, or even to our distres, with this soul
which is capable and indeed insatiable desirous
of the highest wisdom, if he had not intended us
to strive with all our might toward the lofty
understanding of those things, for which he had
at our creation instilled so great a longing into
the human mind. (Yale I. 291)
Milton's primary efforts as teacher now and later will be to
release what he considers to be that insatiable desire for
truth placed within the individual. A true student is, like
himself, a self-motivated student, so if he is able to
liberate this desire or intellectual ray from the film of
ignorance, then he can set his student in the right direction
from which point the individual is equipped to make the
necessary choices for life. The hopeful Milton of Of
Reformation

believes that all can learn, the wise and

learned, the simple, the poor and the babes; God has planted
in all individuals the desire for knowledge. This positive
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view of the masses will change towards the end of his career
as a polemicist.
As eagerly and optimistically as he looks towards the
future, his anger, that was initially displayed most
forcefully in Lycidas,

towards those who he believed

misdirected the nation through false teachings, has not
subsided. He pleads with his nation here to:
not be so overcredulous, unless God hath blinded
us, as to trust our deer Soules into the hands of
men that beg so devoutly for the pride, and
gluttony of their owne backs, and bellies, that
sue and solicite so eagerlly, not for the saving
of Soules, the consideration of which can have
heer no place at all, but for their Bishop-ricks,
Deaneries, Prebends, and Chanonies. (Yale 1.610)
As Wolf and Alfred point out, the phrases he uses to describe
these bishops are rather severe: "Tyrannical Crew,"
"illiterate and blind guides," "importunate wolves,"
"Egyptian task-master of ceremonies," "halting and timeserving prelates"(Yale 1.113). These epithets are evidence of
Milton's disdain for a group which took advantage of a people
seeking to be led.
Milton will try to undo the harm and restore to England
the title of "Restorer of Buried Truth," and her role as "the
first [to] set up a standard for the recovery of lost truth"
(Yale 1.525).

Before England can lead the rest of the world
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in truth, she must first be instructed to understand and
recognize truth.

The poet recalls the reformation as a time

when among other things: "the Sacred BIBLE [was] sought out
of the dusty corners where prophane Falshood and Neglect had
throwne it, the Schooles
rak't out of the embers

opened. Divine

and Humane

of forgotten Tongues"

Learning

(Yale 1.524-5).

Again, notice the descriptive language; Falsehood and Neglect
have thrown the Bible into a dusty corner; Divine and Humane
Learning have to be raked out of the embers. The reformation
of the past included a revival of divine and humane learning
and this present reformation, which was a second chance
granted by God to complete what had not been completed
earlier, must also include a revival of learning. The
"blazing hopes and expectations" of the anti-prelatical
tracts which Zagorin(3)refers to come from the belief that
Milton is in the midst of another great reformation, a
reformation which will lead to the coming of the "shortlyexpected king."
Milton's second pamphlet. Of Prelatical

Episcopacy

(1641), written specifically in response to a pamphlet by
James Usher, archbishop of Armagh, continues to attack the
prelates, but it also establishes more distinctly Milton's
role and responsibility to England:
86

Seeing therefore some men, deeply conversant in
Bookes, have had solittle care of late to give
the world a better account of their reading, then
by divulging needlesse tracts stuff't with
specious names of Ignatius, and Polycarpus, with
fragments of old Martyrologies, and legends, to
distract, and stagger the multitude of credulous
readers, & mislead them from their strong guards,
and places of safety under the tuition of holy
writ, it came into my thought to perswade my
selfe, setting all distances, and nice respects
aside, that I could do Religion, and my Country
no better service for the time then doing my
utmost endeavour to recalle the people of GOD
from this vaine forraging after straw, and to
reduce them to their firme stations under the
standard of the Gospell. (Yale 1.627)
John Shawcross, commenting on this passage, argues that
Milton "[shows] positively that the aim of [the] present
writing was educative"(97).

Milton sets himself apart from

other teachers by challenging their motives as he charges
them of trying to mislead the public by cramming their tracts
with "specious" names.

Our teacher, on the other hand, is

one who is solely concerned with fulfilling his duty to his
country and to his religion as he strives to save his nation
from the "vain forraging after straw."

At a time when the

country is being bombarded by individuals and groups who all
claim to be telling the truth, Milton, before he can set out
to teach, must establish his credibility.
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This explains

partially the biographical statements that we receive in some
prose works such as The Reason
The Reason

of Church

of

Church

Government

Government.

(RCG), written in

February 1642, is his fourth in a series of five antiprelatical tracts and the first one with his signature.

A

significant portion of the tract is a discussion of himself.
John F. Huntley, along with Joseph Wittreich and others, see
Milton's autobiographic digression as a rhetorical device.
The "phrases and the very personal tone of the digression,"
according to Huntley, "suggest that it serves as an 'ethical
proof' for the main argument: because the author is
trustworthy in other respects (being cultivated, poetical,
and above petty vanity), his comments on ecclesiastical
administration must also be significant" (85). Wittreich
explains that:
the various divisions of an oration--exordium,
narration, confirmation, refutation, and
peroration-are variously suited to ethical,
logical, and pathetic proof... .Epic poets and
orators who allow their audience to generate the
values they celebrate may depend almost
exclusively upon logical and pathetic proof; but
the orator-poet who presumes to generate new
values for his culture must rely heavily upon
ethical proof. If he expects to inspire his
audience to burst the fetters of tradition he
must first establish his own moral authority.
(21-22)
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According to Wittreich, Milton was establishing moral
authority.

The appeal to the audience is certainly there,

but some of Milton's comments suggest that not only must
Milton convince the audience of what he is doing and why he
is doing it, but he must also convince himself of the
necessity of his actions.

Considering how strongly he felt

about the right mix of voice and verse, and about the use of
effective language to teach, it is understandable to see why
he struggled with releasing less than perfect works, works
which he called those of his "left hand."

In RCG he explains

the urgency of the situation which forces him to write, but
he also assures his audience that a greater and better work
is following. They, and he, must tolerate this less than
perfect work for now, at least till he helps his nation cross
over to the path of righteousness. Once that is achieved he
will be able to return to his original hopes of writing a
great and memorable piece. He must act immediately, for the
poet, again using descriptive language, describes grace as a
door which:
turnes upon smooth hinges wide opening to send
out, but soon shutting to recall the precious
offers of mercy to a nation: which unlesse
Watchfulnesse and Zeale two quick-sighted and
ready-handed Virgins be there in our behalfe to
receave, we loose: and still the ofter we
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loose,the straiter the doore opens, and the less
is offer'd.
(Yale 1.797)
England had once before lost her chance to take the lead in
being the "restorer of truth."

Milton was not going to allow

the loss of another chance. The biographical statements
reveal the seriousness with which he perceived his role as a
calling from God. And his decision to digress from his
argument to make these statements expresses his awareness of
the need to gain the approval of his audience.
He wrote for a populace which, for the most part, was
unaware of him.

In sharing with his audience his childhood,

his studies and his travels, and in comparing himself to the
prophet Jeremiah who is compelled to speak against personal
desires, Milton seeks to establish a role for himself in the
minds of the English people, a group in whom he had great
confidence, as is evident in the manner in which he ends the
tract calling them "the elect people of God."

Milton in

working out his fears of not writing well, also expresses his
fear of not responding to the divine call:
Timorous and ingratefull, the Church of God is
now again at the foot of her insulting enemies:
and thou bewailst, what matters it for thee or
thy bewailing? When time was, thou couldst not
find a syllable of all that thou hadst read, or
studies,to utter in her behalfe. Yet ease and
leasure was given thee for thy retired thoughts
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out of the sweat of other men. Thou hadst the
diligence, the parts, the language of a man, if a
vain subject were to be adorn'd or beautif'd, but
when the cause of God and his Church was to be
pleaded, for which purpose that tongue was given
thee which thou hast, God listen'd if he could
heare thy voice among his zealous servants, but
thou wert dumb as a beast; from hence forward be
that which thine own brutish silence hath made
thee.
(Yale 1.804-805)
Earlier in his "Letter to a Friend" he had justified his
scholarly isolation as ordained by God to prepare him for a
future calling; the calling was here, and he no longer has a
valid reason to remain still.

Not to act because of feelings

of inadequacy would reveal a love for the self and a concern
for the reputation of the self more than a love and concern
for the cause of God.

Having been granted "ease and leasure"

to learn, he must now share what he has learned.
A role model Milton looks to is the great teacher and
deliverer of Israel, Moses (someone he will refer to in his
later works also).

In the preface, Milton describes the

teachings of Moses who:
knowing how vaine it was to write lawes to men
whose hearts were not first season'd with the
knowledge of God and of his workes, began from
the book of Genesis, as a prologue to his lawes;
which Josephus right well hath noted. That the
nation of the Jewes, reading therein the
universall goodnesse of God to all creatures in
the Creation, and his peculiar favour to them in
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his election of Abraham their ancestor, from whom
they could derive so many blessings upon
themselves, might be mov'd to obey sincerely by
knowing so good a reason of their obedience.
(Yale 1.747)
Moses, according to Milton, did not force the laws of God
upon the Israelites demanding instant obedience. Instead, he
taught them through stories, so that they in understanding
the person of God and the reasons for his laws might
willingly submit.

Real submission comes from persuasion,

understanding and choice and not from required conformity.
Milton will remain true to this idea till the very end;
forced obedience is not sincere obedience. Sincere obedience
is willing and joyful, and this is the kind Milton seeks from
his nation.

Milton's praise of Moses' teaching techniques

help us to understand why Milton in many of the pamphlets
takes readers through so many routes of the past to prove a
point. He, like Moses, wants his people to understand the
concepts and the reasons behind his argument. In Of
Reformation,

he presents to readers the reigns of various

kings since the Reformation and offers reasons for why the
Reformation failed. Instead of just telling England how she
must act in this present situation, he strives to make them
understand how those before them acted and the consequences

92

of their actions. In understanding the past, he hopes the
people will willingly choose a better and wiser route for
themselves and the nation. The acceptance of an idea by
anyone must come because the individual has been convinced
and persuaded by the logic and the truth of the matter and
not because of loyalty to any group or teacher.
This insistence, on Milton's part, for sincerity rather
than blind conformity is what encourages him to preach
tolerance for the sects.

Milton views sects and schisms as

"but winds and flaws to try the floting vessell of our faith
whether it be stanch and sayl well...

. By this is seene who

lives by faith and certain knowledge, and who by credulity
and the prevailing opinion of the age"(Yale 1.794).

How can

faith be made certain and knowledge secure if it cannot stand
firmly against doubts and questions? The reason Milton can
see sects as possibly sent by God "to trie our constancy" is
because of his confidence in truth. True knowledge, if
persuasively and pleasantly presented, will stand the attack
of any group or its ideas. The presence of sects cannot be
used as an excuse for preventing a reformation from taking
place, for as Milton argues in RCG:
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[sleets and errors it seems God suffers to be for
the glory of good men, that the world may know
and reverence their true fortitude and undaunted
constancy in the truth. Let us not therefore
make these things an incunibrance, or an excuse of
our delay in reforming, which God sends us as an
incitement to proceed with more honour and
alacrity.
(Yale 1.795)
The presence of sects and errors is all the more reason for
the public to be educated.

Error can be detected only if the

truth is known and understood.
Radzinowitz, as mentioned earlier, speaks of how Milton
"to make poetry that actually can teach ... constitutes
himself into a persona writing poetry, who experiences the
process of writing as a process of self-education" ("To Make
the People" 4 ) . The persona in the prose works does not
experience self-education as prominently as the persona in
the poetry; however, the belief that constant self-education
is the responsibility of an educator is evident from comments
he makes in the pamphlets. Reuben Sanchez referring to RCG
writes:
[M]iiton refers to Isaiah's description of his
calling (6:6-7), but adds a qualification. The
'eternall Spirit' to whom one must pray 'sends
out his Seraphim with the hallow'd fire of his
Altar, to touch and purify the lips of whom he
pleases: to this must be added industrious and
select reading, steddy observation, insight into
all seemly and generous arts and affairs' (1.821) .
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Although the prophet has been called, he must
further educate himself to fulfill the vocation
more effectively. (65)
Being touched and purified by the Seraphim might have been
sufficient for the prophet Isaiah, but for this prophet, as
Sanchez points out, along with the divine touch also comes
the need for "industrious and select reading, steddy
observation, [and] insight into all seemly and generous arts
and affaires"(Yale 1.821). It is the responsibility of one
called by God to serve as a teacher to constantly seek out
truth and wisdom in all things.

As important as humble

reliance on the Divine Spirit is also the diligent use of the
faculties and opportunities given by God.
Milton's aspirations of one day becoming a poet for his
nation are present throughout his prose works. Even as he
looks forward to that day when he will be able to fulfill his
true calling, his description of the poet shows that that
role, like the one of a polemicist, is intrinsically tied to
the role of teacher, for the abilities of a poet
are the inspired guift of God rarely bestow'd,
but yet to some (though most abuse) in every
nation: and are of power beside the office of a
pulpit, to imbreed and cherish in a great people
the seeds of vertu, and publick civility, to
allay the perturbations of the mind, and set the
affections in right tune, to celebrate in
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glorious and lofty Hymns the throne and equipage
of Gods Almightinesse. (Yale 1.814-817)
His role here is significantly more than that of a teacher
who might rest content after imparting the necessary
information. His role is to "allay the perturbations of the
mind, to set the affections in right tune" and so on. Again,
the priority of the teacher is not so much the conveying of
material as it is the quickening of intellectual abilities.
The idealism of the early Milton is present in his belief
that in "imbreeding the seeds of vertu," he will be able to
set the affections in right tune.

His words represent his

belief in people as much as his belief in the pursuit of
knowledge.
The theory that learning should not be unpleasant also
continues in RCG with Milton calling for "wise and artfull
recitations" in theaters and assemblies to "win ... the
people to receive at once both recreation & instruction"
(Yale 1.819-20).

These first tracts reveal a passionate and

optimistic Milton, still angry at the church leaders, but
confident that he can undo the harm done by the clergy and
lead his nation to a righteous path by offering them correct
instruction.
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Tracts That Deal Most Directly With
Education: Of Education
and
Areopaqri tica
An examination of Of Education

and Areopagitica

reveals

more clearly where Milton's educational theories stood in
comparison to other reformers of his day.

In the earlier

pieces he speaks of education in lofty and idealistic terms;
here, he discusses the more practical matters of the subject.
In Of Education

and especially in Areopagitica

his belief in

the ability of individuals to choose wisely if taught
correctly is strongly upheld.
While Milton's pedagogical philosophy is scattered
throughout his prose works, the work completely dedicated to
this subject is of course Of Education

(1644), a piece that

lacks the passion and the Miltonic persona evident in earlier
works.

Thomas Corns considers Of Education

the leanest in

terms of Milton's use of imagery and posits that it may be "a
consequence of its epistolary format"(84).

Where

Areopagitica

and Of Reformation

Of Education

is "indeed almost a mere list, of his proposals

are "charged with imagery,"

... stripped to the bone" {Development

of Milton's

Prose

85) .

Although this piece might not equal other prose works in
stylistics, the topic was one that concerned him as much as
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any other topic he wrote about or fought for.

The tract is

addressed to Samuel Hartlib a prominent educational reformer
of the time who took charge in organizing the people and
material necessary to bring about change in the educational
system.

The opening lines of the tractate call the reforming

of education "one of the greatest and noblest designes, that
can be thought on, and for the want whereof this nation
perishes"(Yale VII.362-363).

Although Milton did not agree

with many of the ideas of Hartlib and other reformers, he did
agree with them that a complete reformation of England could
not take place without a reformation of the educational
system.

And as Charles Webster explains, educational

theorists were not the only ones concerned about teaching and
learning:
[P]roposals for ecclesiastical reform, which were
parliament's primary concern, had inevitable
consequences for education, since church,
universities and schools were intimately
connected in finance and personnel. The Root and
Branch Petition of 11 December 1640 attacked the
episcopacy for undermining attempts "by certain
saints" to establish lectureships and free
schools. (27)
Besides Samuel Hartlib, the two prominent members of the
Hartlib circle were Moravian Scholar J.A. Comenius and John
Dury; it also consisted of individuals such as William Petty,
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Benjamin Worsley, Robert Boyle, Theodore Haak, John Pell,
John Sandler, Sir Cheney Culpepper. The group, based on the
favorable reception they were receiving from distinguished
members of society, had every reason to believe that their
ideals would soon become a reality.

H.R. Trevor Roper

describes the arrival of Comenius to England:
It was an appropriate moment. All England was
rejoicing in the Scottish peace; with Parliament
in recess and the king in Scotland, the acrimony
of public argument was stilled; and there, in
London, were Hartlib and Dury, who, with other
admirers, English and foreign, had come to meet
him.Thus, in London, in an atmosphere of
universal euphoria, all the three philosophers
met together, for the first time, to launch the
new reformation. (267)
Not only did he receive a warm welcome but in 1641 Comenius
was assured by influential members of Parliament that once
they had obtained victory, action would be taken on his
behalf. Parliament, furtherTnore, had hopes of appointing a
commission to study the plans of Hartlib, Dury and Comenius
(Webster 36). Plans of reforming the educational system had
to be put aside when King Charles raised the standard on
August 22, 1642, declaring civil war, but even then, there
was the hope that once the country regained order, the
reigning and victorious government would help bring about the
desired change in universities and schools.
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A clearer understanding of Milton's pamphlet emerges by
comparing and contrasting its ideas with those of the Hartlib
Circle or more specifically those of Johannas Comenius who
was invited specially by Hartlib to foster and implement his
educational theories.

Comenius' ideas have been traced and

connected to those of Francis Bacon.

"Bacon's vision" as

described by Austin Woolrych was for "the vast improvement
[of] man's lot" which was to be accomplished through "the
systematic and scientific pursuit of knowledge" as outlined
in his Instauratio

Magna (162 0-23) (34). Comenius aided in

making many of Bacon's ideals more of a plausible reality by
breaking them down and packaging them in very tangible and
practical methods, but as Webster states:
[I In spite of [Comenius'] expression of
admiration of the Jnsturatio Magna and support
for its ideas on the collegiate patronage of
scholars, he maintained a persistently querulous
attitude to Bacon ... [for]Bacon's approach was
too secular and cautious for Comenius. (23)
Bacon's call for a renewing and restoring of man's senses to
what they originally were before the fall was an acceptable
notion, one that Milton would also call for;

however.

Bacon's ideas became problematic when he insisted on a
separation between the scientific and the divine.
Instauratio

Magna,

Bacon wrote:
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In

This likewise I humbly pray, that things human
may not interfere with things divine, and that
from the opening of the ways of sense and the
increase of natural light there may arise in our
minds no incredulity or darkness with regard to
the divine mysteries; but rather that the
understanding being thereby purified and purged
of fancies and vanity, and yet no the less
subject and entirely submissive to the divine
oracles, may give to faith that which is faith's.
(12)
Bacon also admonished that "men confine the sense within the
limits of duty in respect of things divine; for the sense is
like the sun, which reveals the face of earth, but seals and
shuts up the face of heaven"(12).

He proceeded to speak

about the lust for knowledge that led to the fall.
Paradise

Lost

Milton in

will also address the issue of the danger of

striving for knowledge which is beyond human reach, and he,
in attempting to justify the ways of God to men in the poem,
is aware that he also might be in danger of attempting to
explain that which is beyond his grasp.

Although both men

seem to address this as something to be avoided for spiritual
reasons. Bacon's desire to keep the two separate, as Basil
Willey suggests, seems to be more for the sake of science
than for the sake of religion.
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He wished to keep

science

pure

from religion;

the

opposite part of the process--keeping religion
pure from science--did not interest him nearly so
much. What he harps on is always how science has
been hampered at every stage by the prejudice and
conservatism of theologians. (29)
Comenius was not only a teacher, but a theologian and more
specifically, a bishop of the Church of the Bohemian
Brethren; it is obvious why individuals such as Comenius and
Milton could not adhere completely to the ideas of Bacon.
According to Comenius the education of a child, which
begins in the cradle, would be followed by vernacular
schooling for all children, boys and girls of all social
classes, from ages 6-12, followed by Latin schooling for
students from 12-18.

The university was specifically for

those being trained to be leaders in the church and state.
Comenius' ultimate vision, Pansophia, which included the
bringing together of all pertinent and relevant knowledge in
the world by respected scholars into a great encyclopedia to
be published in all languages, while hailed by the Hartlib
Circle and other distinguished members of society, was not so
readily accepted by Milton.

The concept of viewing men as

such delicate creatures who had to be protected from danger
by carefully choosing and selecting for them what they should
and should not learn was contrary to the thinking of the
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poet.

For the one who could not "praise a fugitive and

cloister'd vertue, unexercis'd & unbreath'd, that never
sallies out and sees her adversary, but slinks out of the
race, where that immortal1 garland is to be run for, not
without dust and heat" (Yale 11.515), Comenius' rejection of
certain material, such as pagan literature, because of the
danger it posed to the minds of students would be for Milton
a "slinking" out of the race, and the mind which developed as
a result of Comenius' method would be an "unexercis'd &
unbreath'd" one because "that which purifies us is triall,
and triall is by what is contrary" (Yale 11.515).

Everything

a student might be exposed to might not be beneficial or
agreeable, but his ability to decipher between the worthwhile
and the worthless is what strengthens his ability to truly
understand and appreciate knowledge.
Many of Comenius' ideas of creating a detailed and
prescribed method of teaching were founded and based on those
of Bacon. Bacon in Novum Organum writes that the study of
logic has not corrected but added to the errors within human
reason; therefore,
there remains but one course for the recovery of
a sound and healthy condition,--namely, that the
entire works of the understanding be commenced
afresh, and the mind itself be from the very
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outset not left to take its own course, but
guided at every step; and the business be done as
if by machinery.
(2 5)
Comenius' plans, as expressed in the Great Didactic,

to

create "a method of teaching and of learning with such
certainty that the desired result must of necessity follow"
(111) and his desire to "place the art of intellectual
discipline on such a firm basis that sure and certain
progress may be made" (112) reveal the affinity between the
two educational theorists.

The faith of both of these men is

in methods more than in the capabilities of individuals. They
see humans as machinery which if programmed correctly will
react properly.

The Great Didactic

continues to speak of a

system which would be "equally efficacious with stupid and
backward boys" (2 88).

The system as prescribed by Comenius

would not even be limited by incapable instructors, for
even masters who have no natural aptitude for
teaching will be able to use it with advantage
... [They] will only have to take knowledge that
has already been suitably arranged and for the
teaching of which suitable appliances have been
provided, and ... pour it into their pupils.
(288)
As we look more closely at the details of Comenius' plans
that were readily adopted by most of the Hartlib Circle, we
see more clearly why Milton could not agree with them.
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The sincerity and concern with which the Moravian
scholar approached his project cannot be disputed.

His

detailed methods come from his rather lofty views of
children, referring to them as "masters," "models," and
"examples" of the elders.

After mentioning various passages

in the Scriptures which speak of the need to instruct
children and of God's high esteem of them, Comenius writes,
"but in order to educate the young carefully it is necessary
to take timely precautions that their characters be guarded
from the corruptions of the world" (15). Milton does not see
his students as such fragile beings who need to be protected
from the corruptions of the world; the mind, if given the
light of God, is powerful enough to distinguish good from
bad.

Diane McColley argues that Milton does not create an

inferior Eve as some have suggested; in creating her as
anything less than noble, the poet would be insulting the
Creator more than the creation herself (3). For Milton, to
see humans as beings incapable of choosing wisely would have
been an insult to their Creator who fortified them with the
necessary abilities.
Milton could not agree with Comenius' view of students
or teachers.

While Comenius worked on creating a system

which even a teacher with "no natural aptitude" could use,
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Milton made clear that the course he recommended "is not a
Bow for every man to shoot [with] that counts himself a
Teacher: but will require sinews almost equal to those which
Homer gave Ulysses" (Yale 11.415).

As Lieb explains, "The

allusion, of course, is to The Odyssey

(XXI. 399-405), in

which the supreme strength of Ulysses is made evident in his
ability to bend the bow that Penelope's suitors were unable
to bend"("The Sinews of Ulysses" 245). The strength and
character of the teacher were integral parts of the success
of the poet's program.

Where Comenius' faith lies in

creating a system independent of human flaws, Milton's faith
lies in individuals with the character and stamina to lead.
For a man who once scorned teachers who taught without their
own minds being challenged and invigorated by knowledge, for
one whose ideal goal was to present truths so powerfully as
to motivate students to hunger and search for more of their
own initiative, the concept of a prescribed educational
system designed to produce good students must have been
completely unacceptable. Milton's expectations of the teacher
continues:
[T]he main skill and groundwork will be, to
temper them such lectures and explanations upon
every opportunity, as may lead and draw them
inwilling obedience, enflam'd with the study of
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learning, and the admiration of vertue; stirr'd
up with high hopes of living to be brave men, and
worthy patriots, dear to God, and famous to all
ages. That they may despise and scorn all their
childish, and ill-taught qualities, to delight in
manly, and liberal! exercises: which he who hath
the Art, and proper eloquence to catch them with,
whatwith mild and effectual! perswasions, and
what withthe intimation of some fear, if need be,
but chiefly by his own example, might in a short
space gain them to an incredible diligence and
courage: infusing into their young brests such an
ingenuous and noble ardor, as would not fail to
make many of them renowned and matchlesse men.
(Yale VI.384-5)
This educational reformer is still seeking, as he did in his
earlier years, to create students who are "inflamed" by
learning, students who "delight" in liberal exercises,
students into whom an "ingenous and noble ardor" can be
infused.

And to produce such students, we need teachers with

the "art and proper eloquence to catch them," teachers who
can "draw and lead them in willing obedience."

No method or

system can create what Milton wants to create.

Lewalski

writes, "Milton's deepest conviction ... is that genuine
education (and especially higher education) must be largely
self-motivated and self-directed.

He has no faith in perfect

methods or systems, nor in epitomes and encyclopedias"
("Milton and the Hartlib Circle" 208). The poet hopes.
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through his teachings, to set the spark that will incite
students to motivate and direct themselves towards knowledge.
Milton did not agree with many of the ideas of the
Hartlib Circle, for although he had become a polemicist
because of his country's need, he was still the poet-teacher.
In Of Education,

great emphasis is placed on the role of

poetry:
Logic therefore so much as is useful!, is to be
referr'd to this due place withal! her wellcoucht
heads and topics, until! it be time to open her
contracted palm into a graceful and ornate
Rhetorick taught out of the rule of
Plato,

Aristotle,.

Phalereus,

Cicero,

Hermogenes,

Longinus.
To which Poetry would be made
subsequent, or indeed rather precedent, as being
less subtle and fine, but more simple, sensuous
and passionate. (Yale 11.403)
Christopher Grose, speaking about the "double burden" that
tract places on poetry, argues that we could easily miss the
fact that for Milton poetry "is the prime vehicle in the
sage's 'perfection,' the articulation of his wisdom" and also
that "precisely because poetry is simple, sensuous and
passionate, it is a radical instrument in perfecting a
collective

understanding, which 'cannot in this body found

itself but on sensible things'"(31). Grose adds that Poetry
also "embodies the 'delight' Milton proposes to add
everywhere in the learning process"(33).
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Milton's faith, as

in earlier years, is still on a form of seductive teaching in
which students are almost unconsciously drawn into a
fascinating world of knowledge presented to them by an
effective instructor.
is an

Simple, sensuous and passionate poetry

effective teaching method because it is able to affect

all the faculties of man--the intellectual, emotional and
spiritual are all stirred and challenged when knowledge is
presented through poetry.

For a while our poet is forced to

teach through prose, but his ultimate faith is still in
poetry, and in his role as a poet.

Lewalski suggests that

"still more important to Milton's concept of education is his
sense of himself as prophet-poet, and of poetry as a powerful
educative force"(215).

(The emphasis on poetry should not

de-emphasize Milton's concern for other topics, as is evident
in his writing of Art

of Logic,

which is a textbook on logic.

It was published in 1672, but is believed to have been
written earlier.
of Dialectic

The textbook is composed mainly of the text

by the French philosopher and educational

reformer Petrus Ramus and the works of commentators on Ramus,
particularly George Downame, along with Milton's own ideas.)
Areopagitica

(1644)is a further and more eloquent

discussion of certain issues raised in Of Education.
Of Education

gives us the precepts, Areopagitica
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Where

seems to

give us the principles behind those precepts.

Milton's

impassioned defense of toleration better explains his
inability to join ventures such as those of the Hartlib
Circle that supported a "licensed" form of teaching.

Nigel

Smith, in fact, sees this piece as "entirely consistent with
the educational program which [Milton] had been pursuing
since 1640" and believes that Areopagitica

"is best

understood in the context of the learned exchange of ideas."
He continues by arguing that:
The primary argument of Areopagitica
is concerned
not with toleration at all, but with the
necessity of freedom for the press for the better
circulation of knowledge, so that the reformed
'truth' may be reconstituted ... God's 'beam,'
enlightening His church of the further discovery
of truth (11.566), is suggestive more of
education than of ecclesiology ... Milton
explores a pattern of education which would aid
the collective recovery of lost and scattered
divine truth. (Smith 105-106)
While Milton's defense might not be as solely based on
education as Smith suggests, what the poet has to say here is
certainly consistent with his views on education.

Milton

cannot enforce on any of his students what even God does not
enforce on his creation. If God grants man as individual the
right to choose from all that is available to him, then the
instructor should do the same for his students:
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[W]hen God did enlarge the universall diet of
mans body, saving ever the rules of temperance,
he then also, as before, left arbitrary the
dyeting and repasting of our minds; as wherein
every mature man might have to exercise his owne
leading capacity. How great a vertue is
temperance, how much of moment through the whole
life of man? yet God committs the managing so
great a trust, without particular Law or
prescription, wholly to the demeanour of every
grown man. (Yale 11.513)
To subject humans to a prescribed method in order to bring
about certain desired results would be a degrading of human
dignity, an insult towards the Creator who had endowed each
soul with the ability to reason and choose.

Milton could not

support an educational system which existed primarily to
prescribe for men certain occupations, however beneficial for
the individual and society, for it was more than a
pedagogical issue; it was also, I believe, a theological
issue. The true scholars are "the free and ingenuous sort of
such as evidently were born to study and love lerning for it
self, not for lucre, or any other end, but the service of God
and of truth" (Yale 11.531).
Christopher Hill in The World

Turned

referring to certain passages in Areopagitica
Education,

Upside

Down,

and Of

compares Milton's ideas to those of the sects of

his time arguing that he was a "precursor of the Ranters" and
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that his views were "related to the Familist tradition"
(320).

Hill points to Milton's denunciation of censorship

and to "his hatred of priests, an established church, forms,
ceremonies and tithes" which was "as fierce as that of any of
the radicals" to show the similarity of his ideas with the
beliefs of some sects(321). Hill, as various scholars
suggest, has certainly made a valuable contribution to this
field in forcing us to look beyond the traditionally accepted
influences in Milton's life. Milton must have been influenced
more heavily than we have yet realized by his contemporaries
and, even with all that Hill has explored and opened up for
discussion, I believe, that remains an area with many
possible discoveries. However, the problem here is that the
criteria Hill uses to suggest that Milton's ideas were part
of the radicals' current of thinking are not convincing
enough. If the factors used to determine if a person was a
radical or not were his hatred of the clergy, or the
established church and its ceremonies, then in 164 0 many in
the nation could be categorized as such. The Root and Branch
Petition presented to the House of Commons in December 1640
had the signatures of 15,000 Londoners. The execution of
Archbishop Laud and the trial and execution of the king took
place with much public support. Several of Milton's ideas
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might coincide with those from the more radical sects, but
that does not immediately suggest that he was connected to
them.

Milton's toleration of sects does not come from his

agreement with their views but from his faith in truth to be
powerful enough to rise above erroneous views. He believes
that his countrymen, if instructed and guided wisely, will
have the wisdom to discern right from wrong. They will be the
better for having seen error and chosen the truth rather than
having chosen it simply because it was the only thing
presented to them, for "a man may be a heretick in the truth;
and if he beleeve things only because his Pastor sayes so, or
the Assembly so determins, without knowing other reason,
though his belief be true, yet the very truth he holds,
becomes his heresie" (Yale II. 543).
He remains faithful to this view as late as 1673, as
indicated by his comments in Of True Religion,

even after

having seen that people when given a choice do not choose
wisely, which was evident in their call for the return of the
monarchy.

Nevertheless, he remains true to his pedagogical

belief that true learning cannot take place without the
toleration of all views. Before we make Milton an unqualified
spokesman for toleration, it is wise to observe that here {Of
True

Religion),

as in Areopagitica
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and elsewhere, the call

for toleration does not apply to the Papists.

Their faith is

heretical for it comes from a blind following of an
individual rather than from a genuine understanding of the
Scriptures.

But the papists are not the only ones in danger

of this heresy for "sects may be in a true Church as well as
in a false, when men follow the Doctrine too much for the
teachers sake, whom they think almost infallible; and this
becomes, through Infirmity, implicit Faith" (Yale VII. 422).
Although the papists were not to be tolerated like the other
sects, no force was to be used against them; instead their
blasphemies were to be made clear to them:
by instant and powerful demonstration to the
contrarie; by opposing truth to error, no unequal
match; truth the strong to error the weak though
slie and shifting. Force is no honest
confutation; but ineffectual, and for the most
part unsuccessful, oft times fatal to them who
use it: sound doctrine diligently and duely
taught, is of herself ... sufficient. (Yale
VII.261-262)
Milton's emphasis on teaching lies in his faith in the power
of education.

In Areopagitica,

he speaks of "those unwritt'n

or at least unconstraining laws of vertuous education,
religious and civill nurture, which Plato there mentions, as
the bonds and ligaments of the Commonwealth, the pillars and
the sustainers of every writt'n statute" (Yale 11.526).
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A

nation whose laws are created by individuals empowered by
virtuous education is a powerful nation.

Balchandran Rajan,

referring to the above passage, recalls one with a similar
theme in Prolusion 7:
He will indeed seem to be one whose rule and
dominion the stars obey, to whose command earth
and sea hearken, and whom winds and tempests
serve; to whom, lastly. Mother Nature herself has
surrendered, as if indeed som good had abdicated
the throne of the world and entrusted its rights,
laws, and administration to him as governor.
(Yale 11.296)
Rajan further comments on the "almost supernatural powers
with which Milton endows the man of learning"(4). During
Milton's days as a student, the educated man was described as
being powerful enough to control the forces of the universe;
now as a politician he describes the same individual as one
powerful enough to hold together a nation.

The Final Political Tracts:
Eikonoklastes , Tenure of Kings and
Magistrates. L.ikeliest Means. Second
Defense. Readie and Easie Way
Milton's final tracts, primarily political in nature,
show a more mature and realistic teacher who realizes that
the ideals of his younger days may just have been ideals.
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He

sees a nation that has abandoned what he perceives to be
intellectual and spiritual freedom for external security.

He

still believes in the potential of the individual, for not to
do so would be a lack of faith in the creator and not the
creation.

However, he recognizes that only few have the

courage and desire to correctly make use of their God-given
faculties.

If in the first tracts he attempted to establish

himself in the minds of the English people, in these last
tracts he attempts to justify himself to the same.

He is no

longer someone seeking to be accepted by the masses as much
as one defending his role and convincing himself, his nation
and his God, that he has done faithfully what he was called
to do.

The disciples were instructed by Christ to shake the

dust off their feet at places which rejected them as a sign
that they were not guilty of the condemnation that would fall
on that place (Luke 10.10-11). Milton, in some ways, shakes
the dust off his feet also.

The final tracts do not contain

the flamboyant language of the first tracts.

The first

tracts were filled with promises of a bright future; the
final tracts, while still hopeful of a nation which can be
corrected if she heeds wise counsel, contain warnings of what
can happen if she rejects the truth.
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Where Areopagitica

connects virtuous education and a

strong nation, later works speak more of souls lacking in
knowledge and the danger they present to the nation.
Beginning with Eikonoklastes

(164 9), which is written

primarily as a response to the sympathy aroused by the
publication of Eikon

Basilike

(a tract supposedly written by

King Charles and distributed a few days after his execution),
Milton realizes how quickly the support of the masses can
shift. Those who had once supported the overthrow of the
monarchy now seemed shocked and dismayed by the actual
execution of the king.
description in Tenure

Their actions would fit an earlier
of Kings

and Magistrates

(1649) of a

people who had given their understanding "to a double
tyrannie, of Custom from without, and blind affections
within"(Yale III.190). The concept that there were not many
who heeded his words begins to become more of a reality for
the poet as he in, in Eikonoklastes,

sets out "in the world

... to finde out her own readers; few perhaps, but those few,
such of value and substantial worth, as truth and wisdom, not
respecting numbers and bigg names, have bin ever wont in ail
ages to be contented with" (Yale III.340).

The notable word

here is "few," a word that will get repeated in his later
works also in relation to the number of his readers.
117

The

Secretary of Foreign Letters is not despondent however, for
wisdom and virtue are not dependent on numbers.

Even a few

who are willing to be diligent pursuers of wisdom are enough
to bring about the desired change.

Unfortunately, "except

some few ... the rest, imbastardiz'd from the ancient
nobleness of thir Ancestors, are ready to fall flat and give
adoration to the Image and Memory of this Man [King Charles
I]" but this "low dejection and debasement of mind in the
people, I must confess I cannot willingly ascribe to the
natural disposition of an Englishman, but rather to ... other
causes." Among the causes is:
First the Prelats and thir fellow-teachers,
though of another Name and Sect, whose Pulpit
stuff, both first and last, hath bin the Doctrin
and perpetual infusion of servility and
wretchedness of all thir hearers; whose lives the
type of worldiness and hypocrisie, without the
last true pattern of vertue, righteousness, or
self-denial in thir whole practice. (Yale
III.344)
He does not blame the nation for their wretched condition;
rather, the blame once again falls on the prelates and their
fellow teachers.

Their teachings have only infused in the

people a sense of servility.

If these teachers, whether it

be from the pulpit or elsewhere, had taught as they should
have, the country would be empowered to make wise decisions
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and not be the slave of any person or image.

A person in

power in the church should be first and foremost a teacher.
Milton explains this in the Likeliest

Means

(1659) :

heretofore in the first evangelic time (and it
were happy for Christendom if it were so again)
ministers of the gospel were by nothing els
distinguished from other Christians but by thir
spiritual knowledge and sanctities of life, for
which the church elected them to be her teachers
and overseers... .When once they affected to be
called a clergie, and became as it were a
peculiar tribe of levites, a partie, a distinct
order in the Commonwealth ... they soon grew
idle; that idleness with fulness of bread begat
pride and perpetual contention ... to the
perverting of religion, and the disturbance of
all Christendom.
(Yale VII.320)
The corruption of the office of teacher is the reason
for "the disturbance of all Christendom."

These attacks on

the clergy and teachers are harsh, but as Thomas Kranidas
suggests, the "harshest criticisms of the profession" also
reveal "growing descriptions of teaching as an honorable
activity parallel, if not quite equal, to preaching and
poesy" (26). It is plausible that stronger than his hatred
for the corrupt clergy was his respect for profession of
teaching.
The focus in Eikonoklastes

shifts from celebrating the

victory of a nation to more of a celebration of those who are
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able to gain internal victory.

Even as Milton fights for his

nation, the focus of the older and more mature poet
increasingly centers on the inner kingdom:
the happiness of a Nation consists in true
Religion, Piety, Justice, Prudence, Temperance,
Fortitude, and the contempt of Avarice and
Ambition. They in whomsoever these vertues dwell
eminently, need not Kings to make them happy, but
are the architects of thir own happiness; and
whether to themselves or others are not less then
Kings.
(Yale III.542)
And a control of the self can only come from a correct
knowledge of God and the self.

In spite of all the

weaknesses he sees in his nation, he still sees hope in these
pages as he speaks of the nation as one that has received
God's "special mark of... favor"

(Yale III.348).

In 1654 Milton was favored by Cromwell and his party to
defend the nation against the attacks of Salmasius in
Defensio

Regia

which expressed the shock of the European

community at the execution of a king; the First

Defense

is

the result. Salmasius believes that the death of the king was
brought about by the will of a minority and not the majority.
Milton's response, evidence of his growing belief in a
minority, unapologetically exclaims "why should I not say
that the act of the better, the sounder part of the people,
was the act of the people?" (457).

120

In the Second

Defense

(1654), a piece which E.M.W.

Tillyard calls "the greatest of Milton's prose works and one
of the greatest of the world's rhetorical writings" (192-3),
we get a passionate and detailed defense of not only the
English people but of this English poet.
was a direct response to The Regii
Adversus

Parricidas

Anglicanos

The Second

Sanguinis

Clamor

Defense
ad

Coelum

(The Cry of the Royal Blood to

Heaven Against the English Parricides), which Milton believed
was written by Alexander More, but is now accepted as having
been written by the Anglican priest, Peter Du Moulin.

In

this piece, he moves from defending himself and his nation to
advising the nation: "You, therefore, who wish to remain free
... learn to obey right reason, to master yourselves" (Yale
IV.684).

The ability to reason correctly is the only source

of salvation for the people and the nation.

The knowledge of

the self is as important as any other form of education. In
fact, general knowledge is useless to one who lacks selfknowledge.

Cromwell is praised here for being a:

soldier well-versed in self-knowledge, and
whatever lay within--vain hopes, fears, desires-he had either previously destroyed within himself
or had long since reduced to subjection.
Commander first over himself, victor over
himself, he had learned to achieve over himself
the most effective triumph. (Yale IV.688)
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While he exalts Cromwell, Milton also offers him advice on
various issues, including education.

Lewalski believes that

Milton was directing Cromwell away from the schemes of the
Hartlib Circle (212-213) in stating that he should not "feel
it right for the teachable and the unteachable, the diligent
and the slothful to be instructed side by side at public
expense.

Rather should you keep the rewards of the learned

for those who have already acquired learning, those who
already deserve the reward"(Yale IV.679). The Second

Defense

does not contain the eager tones of Milton seeing his nation
take its claim as the rightful leader of liberty.
Areopagitica,

In 1644 in

Milton had sought for freedom of ideas,

confident that truth was powerful enough to destroy error and
confident that his countrymen, in the midst of all the
errors, would wisely choose truth and live freely.

In 1659,

he realizes that unfortunately he is dealing with a nation
which does not hunger after truth as he does; he realizes
that the nation is not as concerned as he is about spiritual
freedom.

In this tract he defines freedom and warns the

nation about the dangers of forfeiting it:
just as to be free is precisely the same as to be
pious, wise, just, and temperate, careful of
one's property, aloof from another's, and thus
finallyto be magnanimous, and brave, so to be the
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opposite to these qualities is the same as to be
a slave ... . i t happens that a nation which
cannot rule and govern itself, but has delivered
itself into slavery to its own lust is enslaved
also to other masters whom it does not choose,
and serves not only voluntarily but also against
its will. Such is the decree of law and of
nature herself, that he who cannot control
himself, who through poverty of intellect or
madness cannot properly administer his own
affairs should not be his own master, but like a
ward be given over to the power of another.
(Yale IV.684)
Gaining control over the self requires maturity, discipline
and most of all knowledge of the self.

These characteristics

do not develop easily. The nation lacking the willpower and
the desire to gain mastery over herself becomes a slave to
the monarchy.
Regardless of how the nation may act, Milton's calling
does not change.

His responsibility to God is to be true to

this calling; the results are God's responsibility. The poetteacher is confident of his role and of his faithfulness to
that assigned role:
Now surrounded by such great throngs, from the
Pillars of Hercules all the way to the farthest
boundaries of Father Liberty, I seem to be
leading home again everywhere in the world, after
a vast space of time. Liberty herself, so long
expelled and exiled. And, like Triptolemus of
old, I seem to introduce to the nations of the
earth a product from my own country, but one far
more excellent than that of Ceres. In short, it
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is the renewed cultivation of freedom and civic
life that I disseminate throughout cities,
kingdoms and nations. (Yale IV.555-56)
Sanchez explains that
The servant to Ceres, Triptoleus was a world
teacher who taught agriculture. Of course, Milton
would identify himself with the role of teacher,
though a teacher who teaches something 'far more
excellent' than agriculture. It is
'cultivation,' though a cultivation of the mind
and spirit. (132)
Milton ends the Second

Defense

warning the nation that

"posterity will speak out and pass judgment" (685) on them
for not taking advantage of a great opportunity.

But as he

warns the nation, he frees himself from any responsibility.
The nation will not perish for the lack of genius for
"[T]here was not wanting one who could rightly counsel,
encourage, and inspire, who could honor both the noble deeds
and those who had done them, and make both deed and doers
illustrious with praises that will never die" (Yale IV.685686) . Like Paul who assures the elders at Ephesus that his
conscience is clear for he has faithfully relayed the
complete "counsel of God" (Acts 20.26-27), Milton also
declares himself free of any guilt. He has done his part
faithfully, and if other teachers, particularly clergymen.
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had done their jobs faithfully, the country would not be in
her present dilemma.
The Readie

and Easie

Way, Milton's final tract before

the restoration of the monarchy, expresses Milton's desperate
and dangerous attempt to prevent the return of a government
which he believed would be destructive to the nation (and to
himself, considering what he had to say about the returning
King's father). Even at this point the hope of protecting the
country lies in educating the people to choose wisely:
To make the people fittest to chuse, and the
chosen fittest to govern, will be to mend our
corrupt and faulty education, to teach the people
faith not without vertue, temperance, modestie,
sobrietie, parsimonie, justice; not to admire
wealth or honor; to hate turbulence and ambition;
to place every one his privat welfare and
happiness in the public peace, libertie,
andsafetie. (Yale VII.443)
As in the tractate on the subject, the primary goal of
education remains the inculcation of virtue.

Education that

is not rooted in wisdom and virtue is meaningless, for it
does not lead to the development of character, and an
educational system which does not produce character in its
students has not done its job.
In The Readie

and Easie

Way Milton comes up with various

methods on how the nation can run effectively without the
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monarchy.

Among his suggestions is the plan to make every

county in the land "a little commonwealth" and "thir chief
town a city." What is particularly of significance to this
study is his advice on the manner in which schools should be
set up in these counties:
They should have heer also schools and academies
at thir own choice, wherin their children may be
bred up in thir own sight to all learning and
noble education, not in grammar only, but in all
liberal arts and exercises. This would soon
spread much more knowledge and civilization, yea
religion, through all parts of the land; this
would soon make the whole nation more
industrious,more ingenuous at home, more potent,
more honourable abroad. (Yale VII.384)
A more industrious, ingenuous, potent, and honorable nation
is an educated nation. Milton who thus far had not been a
strong advocate of a democratic educational system calls for
one here.

A country's welfare is dependent upon the level of

education of its citizens.
The didactic tone of the tract changes to that of the
lone prophet:
Thus much I should perhaps have said though I
were sure I should have spoken only to trees and
stones; and had none to cry to, but with the
Prophet, O earth, earth,
earthl
to tell the very
soil it self, what her perverse inhabitants are
deaf to. Nay though what I have spoke, should
happ'n (which Thou suffer not, who didst create
mankind free; no Thou next, who didst redeem us
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from being servants of men!) to be the last works
of our expiring libertie. But I trust I shall
have spoken perswasion to abundance of sensible
and ingenous men: to som perhaps whom God may
raise of these stones to become children of
reviving libertie. (Yale VII. 462-63)
In The Christian

Doctrine

Milton suggests that all believers

can be "ordinary minister[s] , " but "EXTRAORDINARY MINISTERS
are sent and inspired by God to set up or to reform the
church both by preaching and writing"(Yale VI.570).

Milton

certainly must have considered himself an "extraordinary
minister" sent by God to reform the nation. Unfortunately,
most of the nation chose to ignore the counsel of this
minister.

But then Milton can take comfort, for other

extraordinary individuals, such as Isaiah and Jeremiah, were
also rejected in their times by the majority.
The optimism of Areopagitica

and earlier works is gone

as Milton realizes that only a minority is truly concerned or
attracted to intellectual and spiritual matters. Milton's
change in his belief in the people is evident from the
stylistic changes which take place in his writings.

Thomas

Corns notes the change that occurs in Milton's writings after
1642:
[I]n the next two or three years ... while
retaining this style for the elevated oratory of
Areopagitica
and the heated vituperation of
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Colasterion
(1645) Milton develops another voice,
one that uses imagery much more sparingly, for
other kinds of writings, such as
Tetrachordon
(1645) ... or Of Education
(1644), which is
scarcely more than a list of proposals about how
education ought to be organized. Then, after
being silent in print from 1646 through to 1648,
Milton in 1649 produces three pamphlets in
defence of revolutionary independency ... and
these works are yet further subdued in their
imagery, though they retain some of Milton's
earlier lexical vigour. {Milton's
Prose 190)
A possible explanation for this is as Corns also suggests,
"Milton's early prose seems to presuppose the power of
creative writing to fashion opinion and precipitate reform;"
whereas, "the sober discourses of 1649 and later seem by
contrast to recognize the irrelevance of fine writing to the
shaping of political events" {Milton's

Prose

195). The

ideals of his younger days when he believed that knowledge
correctly and attractively presented would automatically
inspire a search for true knowledge are gone.
Milton is not a man who has accepted defeat, but a man
who has redefined the meaning of the word victory.

A victor

is no longer one who gains control over a country but a
person who gains control over the self.

And as John Knott

states, Milton learned that the "the true church was indeed a
suffering church"(168).

His confidence in truth remains; his
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confidence in people remains also, not on a national level
but in a remnant, and it will be this remnant that he will
continue to strive to teach through some of his greatest
works.
Milton entered the polemical war in an attempt to direct
the nation through an important period in her history.

His

initial tracts show his desire to apply the ideals of an
earlier pedagogical philosophy which emphasized the use of
rich language and effective teaching.

He had believed that a

good and sincere teacher could set the nation right.
tracts of 1644, Of Education

and Areopagitica,

The

focus more

specifically on practical matters of education and also on
the potential of the individual.

The final tracts reveal a

Milton who, disheartened by the reaction of the masses,
realizes that the majority is not as eager as he is to pursue
knowledge. A true scholar, for Milton, will always be the
self-motivated student.

As a teacher Milton seeks to inspire

individuals, however few they might be, to diligently seek
after truth and wisdom.

The job of the teacher is primarily

to make the student aware of his or her God-given abilities
and to motivate the individual to use them for the
enhancement of the self and the glory of God.
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CHAPTER IV
ADVOCATE OF GOD

The Didactic Purpose of Paradise

Lost

For nearly twenty years (164 0-1660) Milton through his
writings sought to teach the English people how to govern a
nation.

He realized that before people can rule a nation,

they must first learn to rule themselves.

The initial

enthusiasm of the English in the early 1640s gave Milton
reason to believe that with leaders such as himself in the
forefront, it would be possible to create a nation worthy of
the return of Christ.

That hope turned to despair when he

saw the inconsistency of the masses. Those who had fought for
the removal of the monarchy during the Civil War, in 1660
called for the return of the same form of government. The
majority were not as concerned with spiritual and
intellectual development and freedom as they were with
physical and financial stability.

Although Milton lost hope

in the masses, he did not lose sight of his calling from God.
The lack of response from the people did not grant him the
freedom to walk away from his vocation.

130

And he also knew

that his efforts to teach and inspire change would not be
futile, for often change on a large scale came as a result of
the efforts of the few; he would focus his attention on
teaching a "fit audience, though few."

The political years

served to develop Milton as an individual and more
specifically as a poet and a teacher.
England's refusal to learn did not diminish Milton's
belief in the necessity or the benefits of good education;
however, he realized the need for a more appropriate form of
teaching than those which had been already tried, one which
would make it necessary for the student to interact with the
teacher and the work. In his earlier years, Milton had spoken
much of the duties of the teacher, but in watching the
reaction of the people to his own material he recognized that
the task of learning does not rest solely on the teacher.
The presentation of material, however persuasive it might be,
is useless if it is presented to individuals who lack the
capacity to comprehend and appreciate it.

Milton, still a

strong believer in the teacher's obligation to demonstrate
material in a powerful manner, does so in Paradise

Lost,

but

he also presents it in a way in which the reader is forced to
interact with the teacher and participate in the work on an
intellectual level. The student is not allowed to be a
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passive recipient of knowledge; he must create knowledge for
himself by putting together the parts and pieces of truth
which are distributed throughout the poem. This is not to say
that the poet is not concerned with truth or that whatever
answer the reader arrives at is truth. Michael Allen explains
"[Milton] understood that a good teacher must strive
simultaneously to stimulate inquiry and to impart
information, to allow spontaneity and to retain control, to
foster academic excellence and to encourage moral
development" (14). Truth, as Milton understood it, is
presented in Paradise

Lost

through various characters and

situations, but it is for the reader to put together the
whole picture.
The purpose of this chapter is to examine how
Lost

works as a didactic tool.

Paradise

As Langford suggests " [A]n

important factor in the understanding of Milton's poetry is
lost when we fail to remember [the] role of teacher that the
poet purposefully took"("That One Talent" 9-10).

John Hill

shows the relation between the roles of teacher and poet:
The true poet is an inspired creature; his 'deep
transported mind' soars aloft beyond the
'wheeling poles' of the Ptolemaic universe to the
courts of celestial Apollo... .[T]he true poet is
more ... than an exalted visionary; he is also a
persuasive teacher whose words, like the
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'melodious harmony' of the Phaeacian bard, hold
his auditors rapt in 'willing chains and sweet
captivity.'
(54-55)
Poetry gave Milton the freedom to explore theological issues
in a way which in prose might have been considered
blasphemous, to display his artistic abilities and at the
same time fulfill his pedagogical goals.

He is able to

discuss the greatest mysteries of the universe without
preaching to his students and without making the learning
boring or burdensome.

William Kerrigan places this poem

among others: "Other poems take place against the backdrop of
a universe.

Milton's makes one, producing rather than

presupposing its structuring principles: his is an
intellectual universe composed of theories, causes,
explanations, arguments" (263).

Although the work is a

highly intellectual one, the constant shifts of scenery,
situations and characters prevent the poem from becoming
solely a philosophical treatise.

Joseph Summers, referring

specifically to F.T. Princes' The Italian
Verse

Element

in

Milton's

and the heroic style, explains the task placed on the

reader by the poet:
Milton fulfilled that ideal [of the heroic style]
more successfully than did the 16th century
Italian poets themselves... .The reader was not
to be allowed to read rapidly or familiarly. He
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was to be kept constantly alert by the
unpredictable movement of sense and sound and
rhythm. (24)
Poetry gave Milton the freedom to express his aesthetic
interests in a way that prose did not, but aesthetics was not
his only concern.

In RCG he asserts that poetry is "not to

make verbal curiosities the end, that were a toylsome vanity,
but to be an interpreter & relater of the best and sagest
things among mine own Citizens throughout this H a n d in the
mother dialect"(Yale 1.811-12). Paradise
a poet and a teacher.

Lost

is the work of

Ann Coiro observes:

A central theme of Paradise
Lost and indeed, it
may be argued, the central action of
Paradise
Lost is education, the pursuit of knowledge.
Education was Milton's conscious concern
throughout his life; from his own extended selfeducation, from years as a teacher, from the
publication of the tractate in 1644 for 'the
reforming of education ... for want whereof this
nation perishes,' to Milton's republication of Of
Education
with the Poems of 1673. (145)
Considering Milton's lifelong concern with teaching, it is
important that we examine his most famous work as the work of
a teacher.

Through the use of his vast intellectual and

artistic abilities Milton writes about the "best and sagest
things" with the hope that this work will bring about a
virtuous change in the reader.
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The argument here is that on a didactic level this poem
is just as concerned with encouraging the process of learning
as it is with the actual dissemination of facts and
doctrines. The ultimate goal of the work is to have students
or readers use their faculties to become aware of their
potential to reason and hence walk away from the poem as true
scholars.

Milton's experience as a polemicist had convinced

him of the futility of trying to force education on people;
he was more convinced than ever that self-motivation and
self-inquiry were the most integral parts of a right
education; his own learning had primarily been based on these
concepts.
Before we examine Paradise
briefly look at Plato's Meno,

Lost,

it will benefit us to

a dialogue between Socrates and

the young Meno, and more specifically at Joe Green's
interpretation of the piece. The methods Socrates uses to
teach Meno are, I believe, similar to those methods Milton
uses with us.

Green in his analysis states:

The mind he [Socrates] thought, is capable of
inquiry; but inquiry is complex and difficult,
requiring an effort of a special sort. Nothing
required for 'self-knowledge' is missing, but the
motivation to grasp knowledge of this sort,
rather than facts or information, is exclusively
a function of individual inquiry. Mechanist
approaches simply will not suffice such inquiry.
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nor will the naive acceptance of the rules,
platitudes and beliefs of good and wise people.
The individual, the essence of which Socrates
describes subjectively as an 'inner self must
actively pursue such knowledge internally; Hence
the idea of self-knowledge. (157)
Much of what Milton believes and seeks to do through
Lost

is echoed in these lines.

Paradise

He, however, takes Plato's

approach one step further by connecting self-knowledge to the
knowledge of God; knowledge of the self cannot exist apart
from knowledge of its Creator.

The poet, with Plato,

believed that motivation to grasp is something that had to be
evoked from within the individual.

Even as a student Milton

claimed that "the great Creator of the World," had "infused
into man, besides what was mortal, a certain divine spirit, a
part of Himself, as it were, which is immortal, imperishable,
and exempt from death and extinction" (Yale 1.291). He
continues in that same

Prolusion:

[E]ternal life, as almost everyone admits, is to
be found in contemplation alone, by which the
mind is uplifted, without the aide of the body,
and gathered within itself so that it attains, to
its inexpressible joy, a life akin to that of the
immortal gods... For who can worthily gaze upon
and contemplate the Ideas of things human or
divine, unless he possesses a mind trained and
ennobled by Learning and study, without which he
can know practically nothing of them: for indeed
every approach to the happy life seems barred to
the man who has no part in Learning. (Yale 1.2 91)
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Learning is not a beneficial but optional aspect of
life; it is an essential part of living a fulfilling and
meaningful existence.

In understanding this, we are able to

realize more clearly the seriousness with which Milton took
his calling as a teacher.
spirit" in the Prolusion,

What he calls a "certain divine
he calls the "intellectual ray

which God hath planted in us" in RCG.

Regardless of the

term, the idea remains the same; within man lies the
potential to rise to a "life akin to that of the immortal
gods."

That potential must be released for an individual to

live life to the fullest.

Paradise

Lost

attempts to make the

reader aware of the spirit, to release it and train it so
that it may contemplate the "Ideas of things human or
divine."
In RCG Milton spoke of the Scriptures requiring from
"all men," the "ability of searching, trying, examining all
things, and by the Spirit discerning that which is good"
(Yale 1.566) . A similar view appears in the
Doctrine

Christian

where he writes "Wisdom is the virtue by which we

earnestly search out God's will, cling to it with all
diligence once we have understood it, and govern all our
actions by its rule" (Yale VI.647).

Both works emphasize the

concepts of searching and learning by trying and examining.
137

A student who has invested his life in earnestly seeking
after wisdom is more prone to transfer it over to his actions
than one who has been a passive recipient of that knowledge.
Milton's first and foremost concern is with that initial step
of provoking and inspiring the student to search for wisdom.
By searching

for answers within the poem, the student is

forced to use his God-given abilities on an almost
unconscious level. In attempting to bring this about Milton
is fulfilling what he believes to be the role of the teacher.
The role of the teacher as described in Of Education

is

to "lead and draw" the student to "willing obedience inflamed
with the study of learning and the admiration of virtue"
(633). Willing obedience is an important term. The absorption
of material by a student is insufficient; true learning does
not take place till the student acquires a personal passion
for and devotion to the process.

The primary role of the

teacher is to inspire learning. This may sound like a
sentimental approach towards education; however, I believe
any teacher will vouch for the fact that the best students
are the ones who are self-motivated, students upon whom the
instructor is not forcing material.

A teacher who is able to

instill a love for learning is in Milton's eyes a truly
successful teacher. And he strives to be such a teacher in
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Paradise

Lost.

The descriptions, the challenging dilemmas,

and the need for readers to constantly stay alert and resolve
the issues being argued by various characters--all work
towards engaging the students/readers on an intellectual
level.

We, as students of the work, are almost unconsciously

drawn in or seduced into using our intellectual faculties.
The poet hopes to make his students conscious of the skills
they have employed in attempting to grasp the message of the
poem; and he hopes that this realization will inspire them to
continue the search to understand truth in all matters of
life using the same tools required to understand the poem.
Part of the task of captivating a student involves
convincing him of the credibility of the teacher. A guide who
is going to transport someone into the heavens as well as the
depths of hell must be a trustworthy guide.

In RCG and other

places (as mentioned in the previous chapters) Milton speaks
harshly of teachers who teach without passion for the
material and concern for the student. In Paradise

Lost,

Milton's passion for the subject at hand is obvious; his
concern for the effective presentation of the material is
evident in the way he constantly prays for Divine aid.

Roy

Flannagan describes it as "profoundly humble when Milton puts
himself in the hands of the Christian Muse" (306).
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Milton's

reliance on the Divine spirit works not only as a poetic
device but also in setting an example of the learning process
to his students.

Although a teacher, he is reliant on the

Source of all wisdom to understand and relay the message at
hand.
What in me is dark
Illumine, what is low raise and support;
That to the highth of this great Argument
I may assert Eternal Providence,
And justify the ways of God to men.
(1.22-26)
Mary Radzinowicz explains how the attitude of this teacher
aids in the learning process, "The interposition of a
mediator, himself the subject of education, takes the hateful
teacher's fist away. The poet, a fallible and learning human
being, becomes a friendly guide" (5). We listen to him
because he does not choose to pontificate so much as he seeks
to guide.

He not only shares with us his wisdom but his

weaknesses and struggles to assure us that this work belongs
to one who has questions and struggles of his own.
opens with the poet addressing the
Heav'n first-born M

Book 3

"Holy Light, offspring of

.

Thee I revisit Safe,
And feel thy sovran vital Lamp; but thou
Revisit'St not these eyes, that roil in vain
To find thy piercing ray, and find no dawn;
(III.21-24)
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Poignant lines such as these serve to reveal the humanity of
the teacher and create a closer relationship between him and
his students. And a close relationship between the teacher
and student is necessary in a situation in which the universe
is the classroom.

As readers, we travel from hell to heaven

to earth; we are the silent spectators of meetings of
spiritual beings both evil and good.

We watch as Moloch,

Beelzebub and Satan argue on how best to get revenge on God.
We are part of the loud silence that takes place in heaven
when God calls for a volunteer to suffer on man's behalf. And
although Milton's audience and most of us have heard the
story of creation many times over and know exactly what the
final results are, we still wait in eager anticipation to see
what happens next.

We are moved on an emotional, spiritual

and intellectual level.

As students, we find ourselves

engaged in working out in our own minds the many issues the
poem raises, whether about free will, Satan's ability to
repent. Eve's role in the world or other equally interesting
issues. Milton the teacher has deliberately created a work
that will force the exercise of our intellectual faculties.
But in challenging us intellectually, he simultaneously
strives to please us aesthetically. Don Wolfe writes:
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As a poet Milton was constantly aware of the need
of images, of dependence upon the magic of color
and sound and touch, of the efficacy of pageantry
and music to release the inmost springs of his
reader's mind. Master of the classicist art, he
understood how to transport his readers intothe
realm of fantasy through the medium of sensory
language. (Yale 1.109)
Milton's powerful use of language adds to the effectiveness
of Paradise

Lost

as a didactic tool.

Teaching by Transporting
Descriptive language is an important aspect of the
teaching process.

As mentioned earlier, in Elegy

IV Milton

praises his tutor Thomas Young specifically for inspiring the
love of learning in him by transporting him from the confines
of the classroom to the "sacred lawns of the twin-peaked
mountains."

Milton by practicing methods comparable to

Young's, hopes to impress upon his students a similar love
for the pursuit of knowledge.

His language transports us

from the glories of heaven to the horrors of hell and all the
places in between.

In Prolusion

3 Milton writes:

[S]urely divine poetry, by that power which it is
by heavenly grace indued, raises aloft the soul
smothered by the dust of earth and sets it among
the mansions of heaven, and breathing over it the
scent of nectar and bedewing it with ambrosia
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instils into it heavenly felicity and whispers to
it everlasting joy. (Yale 1.243-4)
His belief in the power of descriptive language as part of
learning remains in his later years as he "raises aloft the
soul ... and sets it among the mansions of heaven."

The

language Milton uses is such that he awakens all of our
senses as we partake in this universal drama.

The first book

of the poem takes us into the depths of hell which is
described as:
A Dungeon horrible, on all sides round
As one great Furnace flam'd, yet from those
flames
No light, but rather darkness visible
Serv'd only to discover sights of woe.
Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, where peace
And rest can never dwell, hope never comes
That comes to all.
(Yale 1.61-67)
Phrases such as "darkness visible" relate to us the physical
as well as the mental agony of hell's inhabitants.

Even more

astounding than the description of hell is the description of
evil.

Trying to relay the horror of evil on a philosophical

and abstract level is difficult enough, but here the poet
provides us with a visual image of sin:
The one seem'd Woman to the waist, and fair.
But ended foul in many a scaly fold
Voluminous and vast, a Serpent arm'd
With mortal sting: about her middle round
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A cry of Hell Hounds never ceasing bark'd
With wide Cerberean
mouths full loud, and rung
A hideous Peal: yet, when they list, would creep.
If aught disturb'd thir noise, into her womb.
(Yale 11.650-757)
He knows the power of creating images in the mind, and he
creates a disturbing picture, vivid in its descriptions.

Not

only can we see the "scaly fold voluminous and vast" but we
hear the cry of the hell hounds, all wrapped around one who
appears to be a woman.

Milton wants us, as readers, to

experience all that he sees and hears.
constantly remain alert.

Our senses are to

This is part of effective teaching,

making the material so alive that the student is not given
the chance to stray from the subject.

We are encouraged to

not only visualize heaven and hell but also to hear and
compare the sounds which echo from these regions.

The

opening of hells gates is:
With Impetuous recoil and jarring sound
Th' infernal doors, and on their hinges grate
Harsh Thunder, that the lowest bottom shook
Of
Erebus.
(11.880-883)
But the gates of Heaven, "op'n'd wide/Her ever-during Gates,
Harmonious sound/On golden Hinges moving"(VII.205-207). The
repetition of harsh letters and sounds in the description of
the opening of hell's gates allows the reader to experience

144

more clearly the irritation of a jarring, grating sound.

In

comparison the use of softer sounds to describe the working
of the gates of heaven emphasizes the difference between the
two places.
David Mikics calls wonder "the most important of
Paradise

Lost's

moods"(147). While it might not be the most

important mood, it is certainly a significant one. The world
was created for the enjoyment of Adam and Eve.

In their

innocence there is a deep appreciation and sense of inquiry
about the marvels of the world.

Eve wonders about the stars:

"But wherefore all night long shine these, for whom / This
glorious sight, when sleep hath shut all eyes?" (IV.657-8).
Milton, by presenting the world anew to us again, seeks to
revive that sense of wonder about God, the world and
humanity.
The desire to evoke within his readers an awe for the
world must have been one reason that Milton decided to
abandon his original idea of writing a great epic about the
Arthurian legend.

There is no reason for the poet to write

about a legendary king when he has access to the King of
Kings.

The story as Milton portrays it has all the themes

necessary to create a great epic--adventure, chivalry,
betrayal, war, and romance, all at the highest level.
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Where

Arthur's battles were for a nation, the battle in
Lost

Paradise

is for something much greater than any nation; it is for

the eternal soul of humanity.

History and time have allowed

us to forget the high purposes for which we were created; so
Milton takes us back to the beginning to help us remember our
original status so that by remembering it, we might once
again aspire towards our intended potential.
We cannot aspire towards greatness as isolated
individuals; to understand who we are, we must also
understand our relationship with God and each other.

With

this in mind, Milton examines the most intimate of human
relationships, marriage.

Without directly preaching on the

union between man and woman, he displays to the reader in
several beautiful passages, marriage as it was intended to
be.

The newly formed couple pass "On to thir blissful

Bower," "talking hand in hand."

And once they at "thir shady

Lodge arriv'd," they:
both stood
Both turn'd, and under op'n Sky ador'd
The God that made both Sky, Air, Earth and Heav'n
Which they beheld, the Moon's resplendent Globe
And starry Pole: Thou also mad'st the Night,
Maker Omnipotent, and thou the Day,
Which we in our appointed work imploy'd
Have finisht happy in our mutual help
And mutual love, the Crown of all our bliss
Ordain'd by thee.
(IV.720-729)
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From the prayer of praise and thanksgiving that Adam and Eve
offer to God at the end of the day, we witness their ability
(apparently on an equal intellectual level) to fully grasp
and appreciate the world around them and the God above them.
In their prelapsarian stage the couple is perfectly united
with each other, with God and with creation. They are not
only content with their present situation, but they eagerly
anticipate their future also as they remind God of His
promise:
thou hast promis'd from us two a Race
To fill the Earth, who shall with us extol
Thy goodness infinite, both when we wake.
And when we seek, as now, thy gift of sleep.
(IV.732-5)
They look forward to children not from a selfish desire to
have extensions of themselves but from a sincere desire to
have others join them in extolling God's "goodness infinite."
Gratitude, contentment and eager expectations for the
future--the components of an ideal marriage are not presented
to the reader through a sermon but through images and prayers
of the participants.
However, the couple does not remain in this stage
forever, and they should not be expected to remain on one
level of existence.

As MacCallum writes, "Milton shows ...
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there is a progressive evolution of the unfallen couple which
involves a testing of their relations with each other, with
their world, and with God... .[He] emphasizes how they grow
through time towards wisdom"(132).

Growth cannot occur

without change. And part of that change includes Adam and Eve
becoming aware of their individual identities.

The couple

who were initially content in mutual help suddenly become
engaged in a discussion with Eve insisting that it would be
more profitable to work separately.

The positive aspect of

this argument is that even though God has united them, they
have neither lost nor are expected to surrender their
individual identities. The fact that they had conflicting
views is not the problem, for both make valid arguments to an
extent; however, the problem is that they were not able to
use their God given resources to resolve these views.

The Distribution of Truth
Part of the complexity of Paradise

Lost

is the existence

of various and often contradicting theories and ideas.

The

reader is continuously working to discern right from wrong.
Considering Milton's earlier comments on teaching, I believe
the complexity is the intentional act of a teacher who wanted
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to make sure that his students would have to work to
understand the piece.

He exposes his students to what can be

considered heretical and dangerous views, confident that
truth is powerful enough to emerge from the midst of such
ideas.

Hugh MacCallum writes:

Trial is necessary to full understanding. In
both epics Milton's presentation of the process
of learning is remarkably subtle and revealing.
It is characterized by an emphasis on learning as
the free response of the individual within a
context that is both challenging and full of
promise. A failure of response leads to bondage
to the ego, "Thy self not free, but thy self
enthrall'd" {PL 6.181). Learning draws upon
memory and imagination, as well as reason and
choice. Partial understandings, even
misunderstanding lead through trial to more
adequate comprehension. (6)
In RCG Milton refers to Moses as a role model for a
teacher.

Moses is again referred to in Paradise

Lost

as our

poet calls on the Muse who instructed Moses:
Sing Heav'nly Muse, that on the secret top
Of Oreb, or of Sinai,
didst inspire
That Shepherd, who first taught the chosen Seed,
In the Beginning how the Heav'ns and Earth
Rose out of Chaos.
(1.6-10)
Milton seeks the same inspiration:
And chiefly Thou 0 Spirit, that dost prefer
Before all Temples th' upright heart and pure.
Instruct me.
(1.17-19)
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If we accept the belief in Moses as the author of the first
five books of the Old Testament, then the "heavenly Muse"
inspired that Shepherd to write stories of murder, betrayal,
seduction, and adultery, among other things.
be hid from the view of the reader.

Nothing was to

Whether it be Abraham

cowardly presenting his wife as his sister to protect himself
from the king (Genesis 12.10-20) or the decision of Lot's
daughters to produce offspring by sleeping with their drunken
father (Genesis 19.30-38) or Joseph forgiving his
dysfunctional family for casting him into a pit and then
selling him to the Egyptians (Genesis 45), the holy and the
unholy, the glorious and the ignoble are presented side by
side in the books attributed to Moses.
Milton's reference to Moses in both prose and poetry
give us the indication that Milton will adopt Moses' style of
teaching.

Moses' presentation style is consistent with

Milton's pedagogical philosophy, one that he insisted on even
as a student and later as a polemicist, which is that a
student can only learn the value and beauty of true knowledge
and wisdom when he sees it presented alongside error.

If God

through Moses chose to teach by presenting right and wrong
together then why should Milton not follow a similar teaching
method?

The angel instructs Adam:
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Knowledge is as food, and needs no less
Her Temperance over Appetite, to know
In Measure what the mind may well contain.
Oppresses else with Surfeit, and soon turns
Wisdom to Folly, as Nourishment to Wind.
(VII. 125-130)
Irene Samuel explains:
The analogy with food inevitably reminds us of
Areopagitica,
where a corollary of the principle
here expounded is made central to the theory of
free inquiry: 'Wholesome meats to a vitiated
stomach differ little or nothing from
unwholesome, and best books to a naughty mind are
not unappliable to occasions of evil' (IV.309).
Not the book, not the study, but the method of
its assimilation makes the difference between
nourishment and wind. And Raphael, no licenser
but a teacher, has given Adam no easy formula for
avoiding dangerous subjects, but a principle of
education. (712)
The presence of so many topics, theological,
educational, political and others, which seem irreconcilable
at times are all further evidence that the purpose of the
poem is not so much about the absorption of knowledge as it
is about the development of the process of learning.
Crosman accurately observes:
[T]he tendency of much criticism is to 'decode'
the poem into some ... philosophic proposition,
leaving one to wonder why the poet bothered to
encode it in the first place. The point, at
least for poetry, is not the bare message, but
the process of arriving at it... .Out of a
dialectical struggle of opposites emerges, by a
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leap of faith, a higher, spiritual meaning of
words, things, experience: in darkness there is
light; we rise by falling; death is the gate of
life; the blind have 'inner sight'; God brings
good out of evil. Such puzzling truths cannot be
handed to a reader; they are inert unless and
until they are lived through: misunderstood,
rejected, perceived afresh, partially understood,
gradually accepted. (21)
Dennis Danielson speaks about one of Milton's literary
techniques in which the poet presents the
reader, or a character, or both reader and
character, with only a part of the truth, with
only a limited view of reality, in such a way
that questions are raised concerning divine
justice or providence; and then, in one or more
stages, to present further truths, a more
complete view of reality. (107)
Danielson, referring specifically to God's speech in Book III
where he defends free will(91-113), believes that after
reading God's self-defense the reader, while understanding
the logic, is still "in a somewhat restless, questioning
mood."

Statements by God such as "Man will hearken to

[Satan's] glosing lies, / And easily transgress the sole
command" (III.93-94) make one wonder if man has really been
created with the ability to withstand temptations. Danielson
argues that the reader is quite surprised when of all people
the Son raises the question (III.165-6) brooding in the mind
of the reader.

The Son " [declares] in remarkably blunt terms
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that if mankind is finally lost, then God's 'goodness and ...
greatness both' will 'be questioned and blasphemed without
defence' "(107). God's response to the Son (III.168-175),
Danielson believes, implies that God was hoping that such a
question would be raised (108).

Because the question is

raised the answer is given.
Free will is an important issue for Milton especially in
his attempts to justify the ways of God.

If humans do not

have choice then they cannot be held accountable for the
fall, and if that is the case the only person left to blame
is God, and Milton will not allow that. Milton, the teacher,
anticipating the questions of his readers/students and
opponents brings into the dialogue of Paradise

Lost

the

various dilemmas regarding the issue, particularly those
related to predeterminism. He refutes the idea that God's
foreknowledge cancels the doctrine of free will, for God's
foreknowledge does not cause or prevent a situation from
occurring (III.118).

God in explaining the nature of his

creation shows that their actions were not predetermined by
God as some might argue:
They trespass, Authors to themselves in all
Both what they judge and what they choose; for so
I form'd them free, and free they must remain.
Till they enthrall themselves: I else must
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change
Thir nature, and revoke the high Decree
Unchangeable, Eternal, which ordain'd
Thir freedom: they themselves ordain'd their fall
(III.122-28)
For God to have prevented the fail from occurring he would
have had to remove free will and thus work against his own
laws.

Milton forces his students to consider all aspects of

the issue, so that they with Milton might come to an educated
resolution on the matter.

Only knowledge that can stand

against opposing viewpoints is worthy of being called truth.
Without free will, Adam would have been what
calls "meer artificial! Adam"(Yale 11.527).

Areopagitica
Without free

will, God and man cannot enter into a sincere relationship:
I made him just and right.
Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall.
Such I created all th' Ethereal Powers
And Spirits, both them who stood and them who
fail'd;
Freely they stood who stood, and fell who fell.
Not free, what proof could they have giv'n
sincere
Of true allegiance, constant Faith or Love,
Where only what they needs must do, appear'd.
Not what they would? What praise could they
receive?
(III.97-106)
The teacher forces his students to consider contradicting
views regarding free will.

The fallacy of these views is

revealed through the character of God and the essential need
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for free will is then demonstrated by the same character.
Not only do we have this doctrine explained by God, but we
also see Adam's positive reaction when he becomes aware of
the freedom he is granted: "nor knew I not/To be both will
and deed created free"(V.548-49).

Again, we are not

presented with a complex theological treatise on this
subject, yet a difficult theological concept is dealt with
concisely and effectively.
The method of teaching that Danielson describes above is
used by God with Adam also.

Eve is created only after Adam

questions and challenges the Almighty.

Before he creates

her, God tries to assure Adam that he is not alone since he
is surrounded by various creatures.

Adam aptly replies:

"Among unequals what society / Can sort, what harmony of true
delight?" (VIII.383-4).

The conversation continues with God

trying another approach, that of pointing out that He is
alone yet content. Adam's response, once again, is
commendable: "Thou in thyself art perfect, and in thee / Is
no deficience found; not so is Man" (VIII.415-416).

The

reaction of God is surprising, especially to those who have
been taught that the commands of God are to be blindly
accepted.

Adam is praised for questioning and challenging

his teacher, even if that teacher happens to be C^d:
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Thus far to try thee, Adam, I was pleas'd.
And find thee knowing not of Beasts alone.
Which thou hast rightly nam'd, but of thyself.
Expressing well the spirit within thee free.
My Image, not imparted to the Brute.
(VIII.437-41)
The discussion between the two reveals Adam's knowledge of
himself and his needs, a knowledge that his teacher wanted
him to arrive at on his own. Milton's goal is the same as
God's, which is "to try thee, [reader]."

Michael Lieb

explains the intent of the poem:
[P] aradise
Lost encodes within its own fabric a
discourse of conflict and indeterminacy that
refuses to provide for the imposition of a
'final' interpretation. Truth is always 'in the
making' for Milton, always in process. {Two 132)
As readers we are in the process of "making" the truth even
in the debate between Adam and Eve. The arguments presented
by both are valid.
in Areopagitica:

Eve's question is also Milton's question

"And what is Faith, Love, Virtue unassay'd /

Alone, without exterior help sustain'd" (IX.334-5). That the
separation which Eve called for leads

to the fall does not

immediately cancel out her argument. Adam's response is also
part of the Areopagitica

argument: "within himself / The

danger lies, yet lies within his power: / Against his will he
can receive no harm" (IX.349-51).
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The adventurous spirit of

Eve and the cautious one of Adam are both necessary, and the
arguments of both contain valid points. As Thomas Wheeler
claims:
In essence Eve argues for freedom, growth, and
the attendant risks; Adam argues for prudence,
playing it safe, stasis. Insofar as the poem
supports both points of view, both debaters are
right, though our knowledge of what will happen
gives Adam an advantage. (79)
Balchandran Rajan in The Lofty

Rhyme comments on how by

Book 12 Adam begins to question Michael:
In the eleventh book his responses have been
largely limited to outright misunderstanding or
to ejaculations of dismay, addressed to the event
as much as to Michael. A different Adam
confronts us in the twelfth book... .[A]dam is
learning to ask the questions that will find the
important answers. We have attained the stage of
student participation, that elusive ideal of the
learning process. (85-6)
Among the characteristics that Michael works to restore in
this fallen creature is his sense of self-inquiry.

The angel

can teach only so much; the remainder must come through
Adam's own discoveries.
Kathleen Swaim in her book Before

and After

the

Fall

primarily examines Raphael's visit in Books 5-8 and Michael's
visit in Books 11-12 and their roles as teachers.

Speaking

of Michael's teaching methods, she writes that his teaching
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"demands not sudden apprehension but moral judgment and
choice"(57).

According to Swaim:

Raphael's passive pupil must come to accept the
responsibility to pursue truth energetically, not
merely receive it by immediate and total
transfer. Michael is weaning Adam away from his
fugitive and cloistered virtue, exercising him to
become a wayfaring and warfaring Christian, to
fight the good fight and run the race where that
immortal garland is to be run for, not without
dust and heat, for the trial that purifies, for
choice which is reason. (57)
Like Michael, Milton also hopes to engage his students in an
"energetic pursuit of truth."

We are the post-lapsarian

Adams and Eves who must learn to become wayfaring and
warfaring students.

The techniques that Michael uses on Adam

in forcing him to become a more active participant in his
learning process are also used on us, the readers.

Inspiring Change in the Reader by
Focusing on Man's Original State
Paradise

Lost

has too often been cited as a text mainly

about the condition of fallen man.

But, as Diane McColley

points out (210), the amount of time spent extenuating the
good in man is much greater than the time spent describing
the fallen state of humanity. Milton certainly wants us to
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learn from the tragedy of the Fall, but he does not intend
that to be the primary basis for provoking change.
Stanley Fish in his famous work Surprised

by Sin

argues

that "Milton's method is to re-create in the mind of the
reader ... the drama of the Fall, to make him fall again
exactly as Adam did and with Adam's troubled clarity, that is
to say, 'not deceived'"(9).

Fish speaks about the "reader's

humiliation"(preface)and about "Milton's programme of reader
harassment"(4).

He states that we are "accused [and] taunted

by an impervious voice" who rebukes us for being captivated
by Satan's speech.

I agree with Fish that Milton is working

towards creating self-realization and self knowledge, but I
believe the poem is not so much about making us realize our
depravity as it is about making us realize our self-worth.
McColley argues:
If we regard the Fall as the central act of the
poem and conviction of sin in the reader as its
primary purpose, we will of course see and stress
the dark and sinister side of each image and
allusion. But if we regard creation and
regeneration as the poem's central process and
the furtherance of this process in the reader as
its primary purpose, we will see in it Milton's
representation of original righteousness and ...
patterns and prolepses of regeneration. (14)
The fallen aspects of the poem have undeservedly received
much more attention than the regenerative aspects.
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Radzinowicz, speaking about Milton's choice to use the
device of mediating poet, refers to a passage from RCG:
[T]he device is also meant to offset the effects
of bad priesthood: superstition and implicit
faith. The clergy induced in the people 'an
unworthy and abject opinion of themselves' making
them 'approach ... holy duties with a slavish
fear, and ... unholy doings with a familiar
boldnesse. For seeing [that] ... the priest
esteemes their lay-ships unhaliow'd and unclean,
they fear religion with such a fear as loves not,
and think the purity of the Gospell too pure for
them, and ... uncleanness ... more sutable to
their unconsecrated state' (YP 1.843-44).
("To Make the People" 6)
Why would Milton who had so vehemently attacked the clergy as
teachers adopt their style of teaching, a style which induced
in the people "an unworthy and abject opinion of themselves"?
An educational program based on humiliation and harassment
leads to guilt and fear.

Actions, however noble, prompted by

fear do not really result from choice.

As part of the

angel's instruction to Adam about Eve, he teaches:
What higher in her society thou find'st
Attractive, human, rational, love still;
In loving thou dost well, in passion not.
Wherein true Love consists not; Love refines
The thoughts, and heart enlarges, hath his seat
In Reason, and is judicious, is the scale
By which to heav'nly Love thou may'st ascend.
Not sunk in carnal pleasure, for which cause
Among the Beasts no Mate for thee was found.
(VIII.586-94)
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Hill comments, "True love is ennobling, not enslaving; it
leads from flesh to spirit, from profane to sacred"(135).

It

is love that is said to refine the thoughts, not fear, guilt
or humiliation.

So it is the love of God that Milton seeks

to emphasize over the wrath of God.

Whether Milton relays

the love of God as successfully as he does the wrath, justice
or mercy of God is another study.

In Of Education

Milton

expresses how he intends to teach:
I shall ... strait conduct ye to a hill side,
where I will point ye out the right path of a
vertuous and noble Education; laborious indeed at
the first ascent, but else so smooth, so green,
so full of goodly prospect, and melodious sounds
on every side, that the harp of Orpheus was not
more charming. (Yale 11.376)
The process of learning is to be a pleasant one and not one
based on negative feelings.

Nothing in Milton's pedagogical

philosophy gives us reason to believe that he promoted a
system of learning provoked by humiliation.

His references

to Moses, Pythagoras, and Thomas Young all suggest a
provocative but pleasant atmosphere of learning.

The

intention was more for man to be surprised by the potential
with which he was created than to be surprised by his fallen
state; the political and social atmosphere of that time were
enough to remind them of their fallen state. The following
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lines reveal Milton's thoughts about the times that he was a
part of:
Standing on Earth, not rapt above the Pole,
More safe I Sing with mortal voice, unchang'd
To hoarse or mute, though fall'n on evil days.
On evil days though fall'n, and evil tongues;
In darkness, and with dangers compast round.
And solitude; yet not alone, while thou
Visit'St my slumbers Nightly, or when Morn
Purples the East: still govern thou my Song,
Urania, and fit audience find, though few.
But drive far off the barbarous dissonance
Of Bacchus and his Revellers, the Race
Of that wild Rout that tore the Thracian
Bard.
(VII.21-34)
Does the audience really need to be repeatedly reminded, as
Fish suggests, that they are fallen creatures?

The "evil

days" on which they have fallen, the "evil tongues" and the
danger which "compast around" are more than sufficient
reminders of the depravity of the human heart.
McColley describes the lives of Adam and Eve before the
fall as "teem[ing] with interest":
They are delighted lovers with engagingly and
perplexingly distinct personalities, involved in all
the textures and discoveries of human interchange
... they have passionate feelings and searching
intellects to develop, temper, and refine; they
are gardeners, artists, natural historians, moral
philosophers, and poets; they converse with God,
with angels, and, through endlessly unfolding
pleasures of linguistic discovery, with each
other; and they confront challenges that give
scope for growth to every faculty, virtue, and
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talent... .The fall has been considered
fortunate, but further growth would have taken
place without the fall.
According to McColley our first parents are robbed by the
Fall "of individuality, vitality, eloquence, charity,
intelligence, and all the deep and lasting pleasures of
honesty, love, and trust."

As a result of the act of

disobedience, "the sinner winds himself into narrower and
narrower circuits of vainglory, self-justification,
projection of blame, mockery, trivialization, negation,
isolation, and destruction" (211-212) .
John Shawcross also emphasizes the positive aspects of
the poem in relation to its didactic purposes:
With an emphasis upon the good that comes out of
the evil within the poem, including the Fall, and
upon the victory of the Son over Satan in times
past, present, and future(at Judgment), with its
accompanying return to the God-head, the poem
cannot be considered tragic of effect but
hopeful, inspirational, and glorious. The
intention of the poem is thus the didactic aim of
inculcating virtue in Man by showing God's truth,
justice, and mercy, leading to peace, and Satan's
deceit, injustice, and hate, leading to war.
("Style" 17)
The title of a C.S. Lewis book Surprised
more appropriate term than Surprised
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by Joy might be a

by Sin

when it comes to

a question of what is intended to persuade the reader to
desire to change for the better.
The value and potential of the individual is realized by
various characters in the poem.

Satan and his camp realize

the worth of man when they decide that the greatest revenge
against God would be to attack his creation.

Satan speaks

about man as God's "chief delight and favor, him for whom /
All these his works so wondrous he ordain'd" (III. 665-6). It
is on this Creation that "the great Creator hath bestow'd /
Worlds, and on whom hath all these graces pour'd" (III.6745).

The Heavenly Council becomes more aware of the

importance of God's latest creation when they see the Son's
response to God's request.

After God explains that someone

must pay for the sins of humanity. He asks:
Say Heav'nly Powers, where shall we find such
love.
Which of ye will be mortal to redeem
Man's mortal crime, and just th' unjust to save.
Dwells in all heaven charity so dear?
(III.213-17)
The Son answers:
Behold mee then mee for him, life for life
I offer, on mee let thine anger fall;
Account mee man; I for his sake will leave
Thy bossom, and this glory next to thee
Freely put off, and for him lastly die
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Well pleas'd, on mee let Death wreck all his
rage.
(Ill.235-241)
Milton wants us to understand that it is love which leads the
Son to give this answer; the Almighty's question after all is
"where shall we find such love?"

While Satan and the Son

realize the infinite significance of humans, it remains for
humanity to comprehend its own worth and potential. Notice
the manner in which creation is described in the work:
Two of far nobler shape erect and tall.
Godlike erect, with native Honor clad
In naked Majestie seem'd Lords of all.
And worthy seem'd, for in thir looks Divine
The image of thir glorious Maker shone.
Truth, Wisdom, Sanctitude severe and pure.
Severe, but in true filial freedom plac't;
(IV.288-311)
Words such as "noble. Godlike, Majestie and Divine" add to
the glory of this creation.

The fact that Adam and Eve

reflect the image of their maker echoes throughout the poem.
Satan's comments to Eve include, "Fairest resemblance of thy
Maker fair"(IX.538).

The initial actions and thoughts of

Adam give us further evidence of the original intentions with
which man was created:
Straight toward Heav'n my wond'ring Eyes I
turn'd.
And gaz'd a while the ample Sky, till rais'd
By quick instinctive motion up I sprung.
As thitherward endeavoring, and upright
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Stood on my feet.
(VIII.257-61)
Adam's first reaction, an almost instinctual one, is to look
to the heavens and to his Creator. Only in understanding the
Creator can creation begin to obtain knowledge of the self
and the world:
My self I then perus'd, and Limb by Limb
Survey'd, and sometimes went, and sometimes ran
With supple joints, as lively vigor led:
But who I was, or where, for from what cause,
PCnew not; to speak I tri'd, and forthwith spake.
My tongue obey'd and readily could name Whate'er
I saw. Thou Sun, said I, fair Light, And thou
enlight'n'd Earth, so fresh and gay. Ye Hills and
Dales, ye Rivers, Woods, and Plains And ye that
live and move, fair Creatures, tell.
Tell, if ye saw, how came I thus, how here?
(VIII.267-77)
John Spencer Hill writes about the first humans:
Gifted with free will and endowed with right
reason, our first parents are set in Eden and
vested with the responsibility of working out the
full potential of their protogenic humanity.
Their vocation, then, is pre-eminently a calling
to self-definition ... Their education proceeds,
however, by trial and error, leaving room not
only for mistake and misjudgment but also for
wilful disobedience and self-interest. (127)
Adam is sinless at this point, yet he has not achieved
perfect knowledge. He strives to gain knowledge of himself.
His ability to speak and to grant animals appropriate names
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are evidence that Adam has been endowed with the necessary
capabilities to gain that perfect knowledge.

Knowledge of

who he is in relation to the world will come only through the
active use of his mind.

Adam must use his God-given

intelligence to search and gain understanding.

Milton is

trying to foster a similar process in the minds of his
students through the reading of his poem. Adam describes his
initial experiences and tasks:
Approaching two and two. These cow'ring low
With blandishment, each Bird stoop'd on his wing.
I nam'd them, as they pass'd, and understood
Thir nature, with such knowledge God endu'd
My sudden apprehension.
(VIII.350-4)
John Leonard commenting on the above passage states:
The effortlessness of Adam's naming ('sudden
apprehension') testifies to the completeness of
his understanding. He makes the point ... in
Tetrachordon:
"Adam who had the wisdom giv'n him
to know all creatures, and to name them according
to their properties, no doubt but had the gift to
discern perfectly" (YP 2.602). To name creatures
in Paradise was to know their essences, not just
to assign convenient designation.(99)
In Sonnet

XIX "When I Consider ... ," Milton is concerned

that he will be confronted by God for not using his Talent
wisely (referring to Christ's words in Matthew 25.26). The
poet fears that God will not accept any of his excuses for
"Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?" (6). The answer
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of course is that God will not demand anything of His
servants without first equipping them with the tools needed
to meet those demands.
Lost.

That concept continues in

Paradise

Creation is endowed with the necessary faculties.

Leonard argues: "Adam's ability to call things by their
proper names was one expression of the perfect wisdom which
was his birthright in Paradise... .One consequence of the
Fall was the loss of this ability to name things rightly,
since reason was now clouded and the will perverted" (100101). Milton through Adam reminds us of our "birthright."

He

challenges us to work to regain the wisdom evident in Adam,
the wisdom to "discern perfectly."

Since the fall our

abilities have been covered by "a film of ignorance."

Sin

and time have made us forget the glory for which we were
created.

Our poet, by retelling an old and familiar story

works to remove that film and release those faculties which
lie dormant in many of his students.
Part of wisdom is knowing the limitations of the mind.
Milton does not want to exalt the individual to a point where
he might partake of Satan's sin of trying to gain equality
with God.

Through Adam, Milton reminds and warns us about

our limitations.

Adam is capable of naming various
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creations, but his abilities are inadequate when he tries to
give God a name:
0 by what Name, for thou above all these.
Above mankind, or aught than mankind higher,
Surpassest far my naming, how may I
Adore thee. Author of this Universe?
(VIII.357-60)
We are blessed with the desire and ability to learn, so that
our learning might lead us into a right relationship with God
and our fellow beings.

Knowledge used for the intended

purposes will not be withheld and will always prove to be
profitable.
[W]hat thou canst attain, which best may serve
To glorify the Maker, and infer
Thee also happier, shall not be withheld
Thy hearing, such Commission from above
1 have receiv'd, to answer thy desire
Of knowledge within bounds.
(VII.115-120)
John Hill comments, "Knowledge, Raphael argues, ceases to be
wisdom when it becomes an end in itself rather than a means
toward understanding, within permissable limits, the nature
of man and God" (132) . Within the individual lies the desire
to know this world and other worlds.

The desire in itself is

not wrong, but this like all other passions must be "rightly
temper'd" (11.527).

Raphael instructs Adam:
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To ask or search I blame thee not, for Heav'n
Is as the Book of God before thee set.
Wherein to read his wond'rous Works, and learn
His Seasons, Hours, or Days, or Months, or Years:
This to attain, whether Heav'n move or Earth,
Imports not, if thou reck'n right.
(VIII.66-71)
Referring to the above passage Galbraith Crump claims:
True wisdom knows its season. It is the
knowledge of the time or season when all shall be
revealed to those who have had the patience and
faith to be, as Raphael says, "lowly wise" and
who have thought only what concerns them and
their being in time. The strong temporal emphasis
marks the warning against all desire to feel "the
future in the instant,"... .Rather than a
prohibition of any sort against curiosity and
investigation, Milton provides a formula for
discovery.
(61-62)
As Milton, the teacher, tries to awaken students from the
general apathy towards learning, which he witnessed during
his years as a polemicist, he wants to prevent them from
straying into the other extreme of using their knowledge for
self-glory and suffering the same predicament of Satan. There
are steps to gaining certain knowledge. Before we can strive
to understand concepts and worlds beyond our reach, it would
benefit us to first comprehend our immediate world, to form a
basis from which to judge other worlds.

170

to know
That which before us lies in daily life,
Is the prime Wisdom; what is more, is fume.
Or emptiness, or fond impertinence.
And renders us in things that most concern
Unpractic'd, unprepar'd, and still to seek.
(VIII.192-7)

Lessons of Paradise Lost
Paradise

Lost

is written by a poet and a teacher who

perceives that a student will never become a student in the
true sense till he is inspired and challenged to pursue
learning on his own.

The didactic intent of the work is to

motivate students to join the pursuit of knowledge with the
poet. The student becomes a part of this pursuit in his
attempts to reason and understand a work that is primarily
built on dialogues and debates.

The mind is the battleground

for all wars. The real battles in Paradise
are fought and won or lost in the mind.

Lost

and elsewhere

The physical

actions, whether of Satan, the Son, Adam or Eve, are only byproducts of decisions that have been made earlier.
not a new concept for Milton.

In Comus,

This is

the lady obtains

victory because Comus, while he threatens her in every other
manner, is not able to touch or influence her mind.
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The

reading of Paradise

Lost

is an exercise of the mind, so that

we like the Lady might have the power to remain in control of
ourselves and our world.

Robert Crosman writes:

Reading Paradise
Lost is an education(who can
doubt it?), given not only Milton's cannibalizing
of earlier literature and his encyclopedic
interest but also the seriousness of his aim to
make his reader understand the universe so as to
live his life better... .Paradise
Lost is
profoundly, terrifyingly evolutionary,
progressive; as we read, our understanding is
subject to continuing revision and repeated
annihilation. (204)
In returning to Green's interpretation of Meno,

we again

find many principles which can be readily applied to Milton's
methods:
Plato would have us understand that the true
nature of teaching involves the elicitation of a
special kind of motivation that has come to be
called 'intrinsic,' for it is only by means of
such desire that true knowledge can be attained.
If we accept this, it becomes our obligation as
educators to tackle the probing and often
perturbing question of 'how' to achieve the goal
of inquiry in our students. As for Plato, the
authoritarian measure of compulsion, fear, and
pain have no place in a theory of motivation, for
their effect is a disdain of true learning.
Through the examples of Socrates, Plato informs
us that the equality of the external environment
may provide the impetus to motivation and
inquiry, but these are essentially the function
of the individual mind. (164)

172

Milton, like Plato, seeks to stimulate our "thirst for
knowledge" (158), and to do so, he provides us with a complex
and challenging work.
Paradise

Lost

is Milton's most complete expression of

his pedagogical philosophies and ideals.

As John Shawcross

acknowledges:
For Milton the means to achieve fame and further
God's kingdom on earth has been his talent to
argue against ignorance, to educate his readers,
to inculcate virtue and advance right reason and
this he attempts in prose. But only with the
creation of Paradise
Lost was he finally truly
successful for the generations that have
followed.
("Wisdom" 156)
In his most famous work Milton, as a teacher, attempts to
place his students on what he believed to be the most
effective path towards gaining knowledge, the path of selfinquiry and self-motivation. Lewalski also stresses the
importance of learning in Milton's works: "His great epics
written after the Restoration, Paradise
Regained,

Lost

and

Paradise

. . . make education and learning central,

representing them in quintessentially Miltonic terms as
individual, self-generated, arduous, dialogic process"
("Milton and the Hartlib Circle" 215). William S. Miller
claims, "Milton is insistent, throughout his career, that it
is absolutely necessary for the student, the preacher, the

173

public-figure, and the poet to develop and cultivate a
recreative and independent attitude to learning"(38).

Miller

adds, "a self-reliant and original habit of mind is Milton's
uncompromised ideal"(3 9).
Milton so valiantly fights to regain the power and
potential of the individual because he believes that through
the atoning sacrifice of the Son our birthrights can be
restored to us.

McColley explains that although the Fall is

tragic, the possibility that God opens for the future is
immense:
Because Adam and Eve are truly images of God
endowed with the capacity to love and to grow
through the vigilant use of all their faculties,
their fall is far more tragic than the errings of
weak beings would be ... [T]heir regeneration is
the renewal of much more ability and the
possibility of future goodness is far more
promising. It is because true Paradise was truly
lost that true Paradise can be, by one greater
Man, truly regained. (209)
The vigilant use of our faculties can restore to us life as
it was meant to be lived.

Milton spends much time telling us

of the nobility of Adam and Eve before the Fall to remind us
of what has been lost and to provoke us to fight to gain it
back.
Lieb discusses the ending of the poem:
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[I]n having Adam and Eve banished from Eden, God
provides the means for their re-creation. It is
up to them to make proper use of God's
Providence. With the banishment of Adam and Eve
from Eden, the process of re-creation is, in one
way, effected and, in another way, waiting to be
effected ... The poem's ending is our beginning;
its sense of grand and quiet finality is made
paradoxical by the feelings that things have just
begun. As the poem closes narratively, it seems
to open up, and we behold with our parents our
own world ... {Dialectics
220-221)
We also walk away as Lieb suggests to "behold ... our own
world" from a work which Roy Flannagan describes as "proud,
intellectually engaging, combative, and competitive"(306),
inspired and challenged to use our intellect to understand
ourselves, our Creator and our world. Milton in Paradise

Lost

is able to combine the aesthetic and the didactic on a level
which he was not able to do in his prose works.

His

pedagogical philosophies of making learning pleasant and yet
provocative are fulfilled in this great poem.
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CHAPTER V
ADVOCATE OF THE WAYFARING DISCIPLE

Didactic Methods of Paradise
The format of Paradise

Regained

Regained

is evidence of Milton's

continued interest in serving in the roles of both poet and
teacher. As in Paradise

Lost,

the readers/students are not

merely spectators of the drama between the Son of God and his
adversary but participants in the debate and dialogue.
Milton once again uses dialectic methods not only for poetic
but also for didactic purposes. Radzinowicz, speaking about
Samson Agonistes,

writes:

Whenever Milton thought about education, there
was present to him the idea that the mind can be
tempered and harmonized only through debate and
dialectic, that argument is the means by which
truth must be reached... .Education through
dialectic, ethics through wrestling, logic by
means of dichotomizing--all show an identical
formal pattern which involves discerning and
harmonizing polarities, or resolving contrary
positions.
{Toward 4-5)
What is true of Samson Agonistes
Regained.

is also true of

The struggle in Samson Agonistes

Paradise

is an intensely

internal struggle in comparison to the one that takes place
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in Paradise

Regained;

nevertheless, they are both about

battles of and for the soul.

In watching the manner in which

the Son and Samson wage their spiritual wars, we learn
important lessons about our own souls.

Satan's errors are

often our errors also, so along with Satan we too are being
corrected by Christ. Lewalski in Paradise
Rhetoric

of Literary

Forms,

Lost

and

The

referring to the use of

Renaissance dialogues in Paradise

Lost

asserts, "Renaissance

dialogues generally explored a topic for some educative
purpose ... " (16). Through the forms of dialogues and
debates in Paradise

Regained,

we come to know the mind of the

Son. It is not a mind that has been perfected in knowledge
but one which is in the process of working out knowledge.
in Paradise

Lost,

As

Milton, the teacher is more interested in

conveying to his students the process of learning rather than
the product.

The Humanity of the Son of God
The Son of God, the exemplary student and teacher that
Milton presents, is not one fortified with supernatural
powers. From the poet's stress on the humanity of the Messiah
we realize that he, like any human, has the potential to fall
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if he does not make careful and wise decisions.

Jesus' title

as the Son of Man is emphasized over the title of Son of God,
for a victory won primarily by the divinity of the Son, while
exciting to watch, would not be imitable, and for Milton the
poet-teacher, teaching his readers how to live a victorious
life is as important as impressing them with his poetic
techniques. The Redeemer of humanity is not one who has all
the answers; instead, he has to arrive at them through
constant questioning and recalling and combining of what he
has learned and heard in the past.

His diligent and faithful

use of his venry human faculties lead to great spiritual
revelations, but we, as readers, are to understand that these
revelations are not privy only to the Son of God; they are
available to all those who search and seek knowledge as
diligently as the hero of Paradise

Regained.

To understand

his mission, the Messiah must first determine his identity.
The manner in which he goes about establishing this serves as
an example of how knowledge should be pursued. Not only does
he heed the testimony of others, such as his mother's (1.236237), but he also familiarizes himself with the writings of
the prophets: "searching what was writ / Concerning the
Messiah, to our Scribes / Known partly, and soon found of
whom they spake / I am" (1.260-264).

178

While Satan plans for

his attack with council meetings and consultations with other
demons, the Son faces him with nothing but his inner
strength, his inner knowledge and his faith in God, and that
is sufficient for him to defeat his adversary.
The process the Son goes through makes it clear that
Milton is advocating an attitude towards education more than
a specific method of education.
important to observe.

The mind of the Son is

Even before Satan arrives on the

scene, the thoughts of the Son are on the mysteries of God.
He does not wait for the arrival of temptation to contemplate
important matters.

Although the opening of Paradise

Regained

with the discussions in heaven and hell about the arrival of
the Savior would have us believe that we are about to be
introduced to a powerful and majestic being, we are instead
introduced to a Messiah who is walking around, somewhat
confused, "Musing and much revolving in his breast, / How
best the mighty work he might begin" (1.185-6).

He walks

alone with "the Spirit leading" and with "Thought following
thought, and step by step led on" (1.192).

He is the man the

Psalmist exalts as "blessed" for meditating on the law of the
Lord day and night (Psalm 1.1-2), the one who follows Paul's
later instruction to " [bring] into captivity every thought to
the obedience of Christ" (2 Corinthians 10.5).
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The mind of

Milton's Jesus is exemplary; it is focused, meditative and
yet sensitive enough to be aware of the nudging of the
Spirit.

Knowledge of the Self
In having the Son depend on nothing but his own
intelligence and the leading of the Spirit, Milton makes us
aware that we too have all that is needed to successfully
defeat the enemy.

Much of overcoming temptation depends on

our will and determination and our ability to remain in
control of ourselves.

Jesus is not moved by any of the

tactics of Satan because of his firm determination to remain
true to himself and to God.

The poem makes it clear from the

very beginning that paradise was regained "By one man's firm
obedience fully tri'd / Through all temptation,"(I.4-5).
Christ is not swayed by thoughts of power and vain glory, for
he knows that the greatest power is control of the self.

The

Messiah states, "Yet he who reigns within himself, and rules
/ Passions, Desires, and Fears, is more a King" (11.466-68).
Adam in Paradise

Lost

warns Eve:
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But God left free the Will, for what obeys
Reason, is free, and Reason he made right.
But bid her well beware, and still erect.
Lest by some fair appearing good surpris'd
She dictate false, and misinform the Will
To do what God expressly hath forbid.
(IX.351-356)
The will is subject to reason; with the fall of reason comes
the fall of the will.

Jesus does what Adam and Eve failed to

do and that is maintain control of the reason. In comparison
to Eve, the Messiah might have been somewhat justified if he
had fallen, for Satan in his first temptation was seeking to
fulfill a very lawful desire, hunger. The Son himself speaks
about his physical condition:
four times ten days I have pass'd.
Wand'ring this woody maze, and human food
Nor tasted, nor had appetite ...
But now I feel I hunger, which declares
Nature hath need of what she asks.
(11.245-53)
He could have easily rationalized his need to succumb to
Satan's suggestion; instead, he makes the stand that Adam
failed to make, and that is not as a result of his divinity
but his humanity. Langford argues:
While it is human to err, it is also human to
obey. Was not Adam human before the fall? And
had he not fallen, would he have been any less
human? Christ's role was to demonstrate how man
ought to live, how man can resist temptation, how
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Adam might have reacted to his Tempter. In
reversing the course of the First Adam, Christ is
not countering humanity but confirming it, on the
higher, originally intended level. ("Nature of
the Christ" 63)
In watching Christ bring humanity to its "higher" and
"originally intended level," Milton, as in Paradise

Lost,

sets out to make his readers, however few, aware of the
potential that resides within us, so that we along with
Christ may live on a level much higher than the one to which
we have grown accustomed. Consistent with our reading of
Paradise

Lost,

Paradise

Regained

is again a reminder of who

we were created to be and not a morbid meditation on who we
have become because of the Fall.
Milton's intent is that in the process of reading this
work, we along with the Son will grow in our knowledge of
ourselves and God.

A strong sense of identity grants one the

strength to stand firm in the midst of trials.
comments about Paradise

Lost

MacCallum's

are applicable to the work at

hand also: "Self-knowledge is the key to man's important
position: from this he draws his authority, and from this
arises the love that enables him to communicate with God"
{Milton

and the

Sons

143). Self-knowledge includes knowing

one's potential as well as one's limitations.
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Christ is

limited in his knowledge of how he will carry out his mission
or when all that has been prophesied about him will come to
fulfillment, but he is aware of who he is as the Son of God,
and that gives him the strength to resist the attacks of
Satan.
In comparison with Adam and Eve, Christ's victory lies
in his refusal to doubt and distrust God.

Regardless of his

external situations, the Son's view of God never changes; he
stakes his life and his reputation on the character of God
and comes out the victor. The Son is not sure why he is led
into the wilderness: "to what intent / I learn not yet;
perhaps I need not know; / For what concerns my knowledge God
reveals" (1.291-3). The quietness and confidence evident in
Christ comes from the assurance that necessary answers will
be given at the right time.

Satan's anxiety in comparison

with Christ's calmness is interesting to observe.

Satan's

apparent concern over Christ being in the wilderness alone is
allayed by Christ himself: " Who brought me hither / Will
bring me hence, no other Guide I seek" (1.335-6).

The duty

of the Son is to remain obedient and faithful to the truth in
the situations in which he has been placed.

When the trial

will end, when he will gain the kingdom for which he has
come, or even how he will obtain it--all that belongs to the
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Father.

As the drama progresses, we see less and less of an

anxiety on the part of the Son to know these things any
sooner than he has to.

This is not a lack of intellectual

ambition; it is an act of humble submission to the Father.
Christ's attempt to discern his vocation and the manner
in which he is to fulfill it is not a struggle unique to the
Son of God; the realization of one's vocation was a matter of
concern to many during the time of Milton.

John Hill writes

that the "the conviction that secular obligations were
imposed on individuals by divine will was a staple of English
Puritanism from its earliest days" and one which "became even
more prominent" in the Seventeenth Century (19). Hill
continues:
Secular vocations may vary greatly in importance
and glory, but each is nevertheless a medium for
transmitting God's love to man. By
conscientiously discharging the duties of the
office to which he has been appointed an
individual demonstrates his obedience to God and
at the same time becomes a useful member of the
Christian community. (21)
The diligence with which Christ seeks out his identity serves
as an example of how readers should search for their own
callings.

The Son is not servile to the wishes of any other;

he comes to terms with who he is and what his mission is by
working out his own knowledge and by humbly depending on the
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guidance of the Spirit.

He understands that his life will

include trials, but he looks upon them as opportunities
through which he can prove himself:
What if he hath decreed that I shall first
Be tried in humble state, and things adverse.
By tribulations, injuries, insults.
Contempts, and scorns, and snares, and
violence.
Suffering, abstaining, quietly expecting
Without distrust or doubt, that he may know
What I can suffer, how obey? who best
Can suffer, best can do; best reign, who first
Well hath obey'd; just trial e'er I merit
My exaltation without change or end.
(III.188-197)
The Son sees even his trials as ordained by God and not as a
sign of disfavor from his Father.

With the failure of the

Commonwealth and the restoration of the monarchy, Milton and
other supporters of the Interregnum government had reason to
feel that they were forgotten by God.

Milton, through

Christ, assures his readers and supporters that difficult
times should not immediately be seen as punishment. The
rational voice of the Son of God teaches us how we are to
view hardships in our lives and challenges us to remain
faithful to what we know to be true regardless of the
circumstances.
Regained,

As Christopher Hill acknowledges,

no less than Paradise

Lost,
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"Paradise

is about how men should

live in the real world, not ignoring or flying from the
unpleasantness of post-Restoration England" {Milton

English

and

the

414).

Interpretation of Scripture
Christ depends extensively on the Scriptures; his method
of interpretation is an important part of the work.

While

the significance of the interpretation of Scriptures might be
difficult for the modern reader to understand, this was a
topic of great concern and discussion in the Seventeenth
Century, especially among the educational reformers.

John

Dury's logical method for education, as explained by Stephen
Clucas, was devised "principally as a tool for Scriptural
analysis.

It was to assist him in his Biblical studies and

help him frame a universally acceptable dogmatic creed for a
united European Protestant Church" (55). The English
translation of the works of Jacobus Acontius' (an Italian
Protestant emigre) Satan's

Strategy,

was sponsored by Samuel

Hartlib, John Dury and Thomas Goodwin.

In this work

"Acontius attacked doctrinal warfare and religious
persecution as the source of the decline of Christian
religion. He proposed to overcome this by a systematic and
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methodical understanding of the gospel" (Clucas 60). The
dissolution of the Hartlib Circle and their vision for a
reformed educational system by the time of the Restoration
does not necessarily mean that views and discussions on or
about Biblical exegesis also disappeared.

Milton, who did

not agree with many of the methods advocated by contemporary
educational reformers, certainly could not have agreed with
their view on a methodical approach to the interpretation of
Scripture.

Milton had personal reasons to be involved in the

discussion of Biblical hermeneutics; his tracts on divorce
were rejected by the mainstream because of their radical
interpretation of Christ's words on divorce.

In watching

Milton's Messiah interpret the Scripture we are led to
understand that an accurate understanding of the Scripture
does not come from correct methods but from right reason and
from a humble dependence on the leading of the Holy Spirit.
But in advocating a belief in depending on the inner Spirit,
there is the obvious danger that various people can claim to
receive various messages from the same Spirit.
Milton had certainly seen enough of this in England with
the rise of different sects, especially immediately before
and during the period of the Commonwealth, all claiming to
have a message from God.

(Ironically, while Charles I was
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accused of being too liberal in his attitude towards the
Catholics, Oliver Cromwell was accused of the same about his
attitude towards the radical sects.) Although several of
these groups were small in number, their beliefs caused
concern among the majority.

The Familists denied the

divinity of Christ and even questioned the literal existence
of heaven and hell, seeing them more as states of mind.

The

Ranters and Antinomians followed the impulses of the Spirit
and believed that grace made it possible for them to sin with
impunity. The Fifth Monarchists in their anticipation of the
coming of King Jesus felt that they should work to prepare
the road for their King.

Milton is a strong advocate of the

reformation concept of a personal relationship between the
individual and God; however there have to be some basic
guidelines to all relationships.

Spiritual revelations are

available to all, but they must be interpreted from right
reason and a pure heart.
Some comprehension of the Scriptures does not qualify
one to speak as a messenger of God; after all, Satan shows a
great deal of knowledge of the Word, but his interpretations
are constantly corrected by the Son.

The Son is able to

interpret the Old Testament correctly primarily because of
his understanding of himself and God.
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What we are made aware

of repeatedly is not only the limitation of the knowledge of
the Son, but his acceptance of and his contentment with that
limitation.

While Bacon, Dury and others promote a method

for the more accurate interpretation of Scripture, Milton
advocates a right spirit and attitude.

As we will see, the

Son overcomes Satan not by rules and methods but by his inner
spirit.

Paradise

Regained

rejects the methodical approach of

the intellectuals and the lax approach of what Hill calls the
"third culture."
these extremes.

A balance must be reached between both of
In the character of the Messiah, we see the

necessary balance.
Satan knows of the upcoming kingship of Christ, but he
sees it as a literal kingdom, and he attempts to get Christ
to see it as an earthly kingdom also. If he can bring the
Messiah's interpretation of the Scriptures down to his level
of interpretation then he has scored quite a victory.
Radzinowicz believes that
Satan, who apparently has read through the Hebrew
Bible with an inquiring but cold eye, makes an
adversarial or ironic use of scriptural
quotations, seeking to persuade the Son that they
define the Messiah as an earthly king, for on
that basis Jesus might betray the spiritual
values in Holy Writ. Jesus replies with an
inspired reading of scriptural quotations to
defeat Satan's strategy; he not only eludes
entrapment, he enunciates the true meaning of
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messiahship by his truer hermeneutic.
Milton" 210)

("How

Immediate gratification is what Satan tries to persuade
Christ to accept.

Christ, on the other hand, realizes that

success as defined by God is different from what the world
defines as success; he is aware that the kingdom of God is
governed by rules often contrary to the rules of a worldly
kingdom, and so he is able to resist the advances of Satan.
And similarly Milton is able to comfort himself and others
about the failure of the Commonwealth; through
Regained

Paradise

he reminds his readers to strive towards knowledge

and power greater than can be offered by this world.

Learning That Leads to Eternal
Salvation
If in following the dialogue occurring between the two
adversaries, we realize that Christ is always pointing
towards something greater and deeper than what Satan offers,
then we can more clearly understand the Son's comments in the
famous passage on learning (IV. 286-365). Satan's reasons for
encouraging Christ to pursue knowledge are not noble.

As

Mary Pecheux argues, the Messiah sees Satan as offering him
knowledge to rise above human limitations.
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Pecheux speaks of

the "ominous ring" the word "all" has in the following
passage.

The adversary argues:

Be famous then
By wisdom; as thy Empire must extend.
So let extend thy mind o'er all the world.
In knowledge, all things in it comprehend.
(IV.221-224)
She continues:
The Perfect Man can understand what it is to
which Satan is tempting him, and he can reject it
with the clear-sighted forcefulness which has
never abandoned him. But he knows that for
lesser men the issue may not be so clear-cut.
For them, Satan may again resort to his tactics
of deception, and Christ foresees the probable
effects on the ignorant multitude. He is not
rejecting Greek learning or Greek poetry. As far
as he is concerned, he is saying that he will
not, as man, aspire to a knowledge of all things.
(59-60)
The knowledge discussed in the passage under discussion here
(IV.286-365) is primarily knowledge that will lead to life or
death.

Milton's dismissal of pagan literature, through the

mouth of the Son, is a statement of how pagan literature
contrasts to the Scriptures in relation to issues which have
to do with the salvation of the soul.

It is not solely an

intellectual debate that is going on in the desert--the
battle is one of life and death not only for the Son but for
all of humanity, for if the Son can be defeated, then
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humanity is defeated. Only if we understand the seriousness
of the argument and all that is at risk here can we fully
comprehend the reasons for certain statements.

If we see the

battle for what it is, then we gain a clearer understanding
of Christ's rejection of classical learning. The destiny of
humanity is being decided in this discourse; the tension is
great, the statements from both sides are forceful, for both
sides realize the gravity of the debate, and both are aware
of what each stands to lose.

This is not a debate from which

the Son and Satan can walk away amicably agreeing to
disagree.

One side is right and the other side is wrong.

Christopher Hill argues:
[P]aradise
Regained
is about something far more
fundamental than controversies about university
teaching. The learned and cultivated
Parliamentarians had won all the intellectual
battles, but in 1660 they had lost the war...
Rational arguments were not enough. Moral
commitment was in the last resort more important.
This is the context in which we must set the Son
of God's hostility to learning, his emphasis on
faith rather than knowledge. {Milton
and the

English

424)

Christ emphasizes the Old Testament over Greek literature
because he is speaking about what is essential for the
salvation of the eternal soul and not necessarily about what
may be merely beneficial for the individual in this world.
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In each temptation, the Son is quickly able to get to
the root of the challenge.

The Messiah reminds his adversary

that "Man lives not by Bread only, but each Word / Proceeding
from the mouth of God" (1.349-50), when he is dared to turn
stones into bread and then proceeds to question Satan: "Why
dost thou then suggest to me distrust, / ICnowing who I am, as
I know who thou art?" (1.355-6).

Christ immediately sees the

test for what it is--as a challenge to his identity.

D.C.

Allen writes "throughout the epic [Satan] pretends to doubt
who Christ is in order to establish a mood of self-distrust
in the mind of the 'exalted man' "(111).

The argument on the

surface may appear to be about bread and hunger, but on a
deeper level, it is about distrusting the providence of God
and thus shaking the Son's own sense of identity.

Knowledge

alone may have led the Son to give Satan an explication on
the Biblical view of hunger, but a self nurtured by right
reason and a reliance on the Spirit instantly discerns the
true challenge behind the temptation.
The Son in the discussions about wealth (11.432-486),
fame (III.43-107) and glory (III.122-202) engages himself in
the debate on the premises set by Satan, but then he proceeds
to show Satan the fallacy of his thinking and refocuses the
discussion on "true" wealth, fame and glory.
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As in

Paradise

Lost the thought process required to arrive at knowledge is
of greater importance than the actual accumulation of
knowledge. As significant as the answers Christ arrives at
are, the spirit with which he arrives at them is what we are
encouraged to emulate:
However, many books
Wise men have said are wearisome; who reads
Incessantly, and to his reading brings not
A spirit and judgment equal or superior
(And what he brings, what needs he elsewhere
seek)
Uncertain and unsettl'd still remains.
Deep verst in books and shallow in himself.
(IV. 321-327)
The shallowness of the self keeps getting emphasized.

We

understand the enemy's frustration with himself in Milton's
descriptions of how he answers the Savior.

In the first book

he is "inly stung with anger and disdain" (466) , then he is
described as "malcontent" (11.392), "confuted and convinc't/
of his weak arguing and fallacious drift" (III. 4-5),
"murmuring" (III.107), "struck/ With guilt of his own sin"
(III.145-6), "inly rackt" (III.204), "perplex'd and troubl'd"
(IV.1).

For Satan, along with the external battle of words

that is taking place with the Son, there exists an internal
battle also.
from himself.

He can flee from the Son, but he cannot flee
Satan cannot obtain victory over a king and

194

kingdom if he cannot obtain victory over himself.
able to control the feelings that overtake him.

He is not
Christ on

the other hand confronts Satan "patiently" (11.432), "calmly"
(III.43), "fervently" (III.121), "unmov'd" (III.386, IV.109),
"sagely" (IV.285).

The Messiah is in complete control of

himself, a control which results partially from his knowledge
of the self; he knows who he is and for what purpose he was
born, and he refuses to doubt himself or his God.

Christ has

arrived at these truths by actively working out his knowledge
and not through any extraordinary means which may not be
available to the average person. Satan is a worthy opponent,
for he is well versed in the Scriptures; however, knowledge
without right reason is useless.

Satan anticipating his

failure compares Adam to Christ and states that Adam,
to this Man inferior far.
If he be Man by Mother's side at least
With more than human gifts from Heav'n
adorn'd.
Perfections absolute, Graces divine.
And amplitude of mind to greatest Deeds.
Therefore I am return'd, lest confidence
Of my success with Eve in Paradise
Deceive ye to persuasion over-sure
Of like succeeding here;
(II. 136-144)
Satan, in a feeble attempt to explain his upcoming loss,
emphasizes the divinity of Christ, but it is not the divinity
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of Christ which Milton stresses, rather the humanity.

Christ

knows no power that was not available to Adam in facing
Satan.

That the Son is able to defeat his enemy on a very

human level is something that should make Satan tremble in
fear and Milton's readers rejoice in hope, for we have been
made aware once again of the potential that exists within us.
Satan is not the only character flawed in his views
about Christ; the disciples are also confused in their
expectations of the Messiah.

MacCallum observes how the

attitude of the disciples "provides a too literal yet
innocent interpretation of the Messiah's kingdom which
counterbalances Satan's too literal and corrupt conception"
{Milton

and the

Son 226). The disciples lament:

Alas, from what high hope to what relapse
Unlock'd for are we fall'n! Our eyes beheld
Messiah certainly now come, so long
Expected of our Fathers; we have heard
His words, his wisdom full of grace and truth;
Now, now, for sure, deliverance is at hand.
The Kingdom shall to Israel
be restor'd:
Thus we rejoic'd, but soon our joy is turn'd
Into perplexity and new amaze:
For whither is he gone, what accident
Hath rapt him from us? will he now retire
After appearance, and again prolong
Our expectation? God of
Israel;
Send thy Messiah forth, the time is come;
Behold the Kings of th' Earth how they oppress
Thy chosen, to what height this pow'r unjust
They have exalted, and behind them cast
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All fear of thee; arise and vindicate
Thy Glory, free thy people from thir yoke!
But let us wait.
(11.30-49)
We witness a sense of disillusionment and disappointment in
the words of these disciples; it seems that God has not met
their expectations.

The problem here, however, is not with a

God who is unable to meet their expectations but with a
people who do not realize that it is not from a nation or
government that they need to be freed, but from themselves,
from sin and from Satan.

The disciples want the freedom to

rule over Israel; Christ wants to teach them to have the
freedom to rule over themselves. They are concerned about
getting rid of the problem of Roman domination; Christ is
concerned about correcting the very root of the problem--a
depraved mind unable to reason as it was meant to.

For if

the root of the dilemma is not taken care of, then the
problem of oppression now termed as the "Romans," could creep
up by another name (a name like the English monarchy).
Milton had observed a nation which when given the chance to
escape from the tyranny of the English throne had not known
how to take advantage of that chance.

Freedom in itself is

useless if it is given to a people who do not know how to
rule themselves. Supporters of the Commonwealth, like the
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disciples, must have wondered about the character of God as
they saw the defeat of a government that they truly believed
was part of God's plan for their nation.

In observing the

error of the disciples' reasoning, we observe our own errors.
Milton reminds himself, his supporters and his readers to
refocus attention on the victory of the soul and not on the
victory of a government or nation.
In the Messiah, we see not only an ideal student but
also Milton's ideal teacher.

Jesus seeks.

By winning words to conquer willing hearts.
And make persuasion do the work of fear;
At least to try, and teach the erring Soul
Not wilfully misdoing, but unware
Misled:
(1.222-6)
The view of the Son towards the people is compassionate, that
of a shepherd towards his sheep.
earlier comments in Lycidas

We hear echoes of Milton's

and certain prose works about the

masses being misled by false teachers. The words of Christ
also remind us of passages in Of Education

and Elegy

IV,

his

letter to Thomas Young, that speak of winning students over
to the pursuit of knowledge through pleasant persuasion.
MacCallum comments on the Messiah as a teacher: "Jesus does
not try to teach everything at once, but scatters the
heavenly grain of his doctrine like pearl here and there.
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These grains must be gathered with skill and careful labour .
. ." ("Jesus as Teacher" 138). As discussed in the previous
chapter, this method is similar to that of Paradise

Lost,

and

it is consistent with Milton's comments in Areopagitica

(Yale

11.549-50) where the "sad friends of truth" seek to find her
"limb by limb" because she has been destroyed and scattered
by a "wicked race of deceivers."
Paradise

Regained,

Both in Paradise

Lost

and

the reader must work to create knowledge.

The poet/teacher writes in a way that calls upon the
student/reader to actively participate.

Jesus--Milton's Ideal Student
In the character of the Son, we see the ideal student.
Hugh MacCallum states, "Milton's Jesus," in

"treating

himself as a learner ... exemplifies the process of
education" ("Jesus as Teacher" 136). Jesus' growth as a
student is consistent with Milton's pedagogical philosophy as
expressed in Of Education.

MacCallum notes, "Each stage in

[Jesus'] growth is carefully qualified, and each seems to
contain the next potentially, so that there is a kind of
inevitability about the progress from stage to stage which is
well expressed through the syntax of his mediation" ("Jesus
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as Teacher" 136). The poet's tract on education emphasizes
the need to take students from one stage of knowledge to the
next.

The Messiah we see at the end of Paradise

Regained

is

different from the one who is plagued by a "multitude of
thoughts at once" (196) in the first book.

In the final book

he is the "Sung Victor, ... from Heavenly Feast refresht"
(637); however, this victory is achieved in stages and not in
a sudden explosion of insight.
Although no supernatural forces act on Christ in a
visible way in the initial temptations, he is not solely
dependent on his own wisdom, for there is an innate guidance
of the Spirit.

The presence of the Spirit can be seen

particularly in the descending of the dove and the leading of
the Son into the desert.

Georgia Christopher calls the Holy

Spirit "Christ's secret weapon" and proceeds to state that
the "gift of the Spirit not only explains the hero's
hermeneutic shrewdnesss, but also ... Milton's overarching
didactic intent" (2 02) . While the poet might emphasize the
great potential of humans, he is not so proud as to suggest
that within the individual lies all that is necessary to
understand God and man.

Christ's humble reliance on the

Spirit is an important part of his character. Although the
guidance of the Spirit still exists for all disciples, it is
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the duty of the individual to faithfully put together what
the Spirit reveals. Radzinowicz notes,
[S]piritual inner light in Milton is not a beam
shining now on this, now on that notion but a
sustained self-correcting reason, continuously
cross--questioning parts of the text against the
whole or retrospectively considering moments of
insight against a total understanding
progressively achieved.
{Milton's
25)
Christ promises his disciples, the Spirit "will guide you
into all truth"(John 16.13).

The leading of the Spirit which

the Messiah experiences in Paradise

Regained

is a leading

that is available to all those are meek enough to hear and be
led by the Spirit.

In Areopagitica

Milton speaks about

opponents of truth as proud and arrogant and as those who
will not "hear with meekness" (Yale II. 550).
The intervention of the supernatural is evident in
Christ's final temptation where angels attend him and rescue
him from the "uneasy station" Satan has placed him.

The Son,

following the teaching of Paul which exhorts one after
"having done all" to "stand"(Ephesians 6:13), does just that.
After giving Satan his final blow, Milton describes Christ as
having "said and stood." The Son is not only rescued but he
is rewarded as the angels carry him:
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As on a floating couch through the blithe Air,
Then in a flow'ry valley set him down
On a green bank, and set before him spread.
A table of Celestial Food, Divine,
Ambrosial, Fruits fetcht from the tree of
life.
And from the fount of life Ambrosial drink.
That soon refresh'd him wearied, and repair'd
What hunger, if aught hunger had impair'd.
Or thirst; and as he fed. Angelic Choirs
Sung Heavenly Anthems of his victory
Over temptation and the Tempter proud.
(IV.585-595)
Where human strength ends, divine strength intervenes for
Christ and for his followers. As Christ stands in a
precarious position on top of the temple, we do not read of
any worry or concern from his part; instead, we are busy
watching the fall of Satan, a fall that Milton takes 20 lines
to describe (562-581), a fall that makes the quiet and
confident stand of Christ all the more majestic.

Satan

appears stunned by Christ's ability to maintain his composure
and answer wisely and by his ability to once again see
through Satan's warped reasoning, even as he literally stands
in a perilous position. Langford, writing about the final
temptation, states:
It seems evident that Christ stands by God's
miraculous intervention and not by human power
... by this point in the process of temptation,
he had been made perfect by obedience, so God
provided the way of escape, the way to stand.
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Even so all men, by
Christ and learning
may depend upon God
("The Nature of the

following the example of
obedience through suffering,
to provide the way to stand.
Christ" 53)

The dialectic manner in which Paradise

Regained

is written

forces us to participate in working out for ourselves the
debate that is taking place between Satan and Christ.

We are

active students and not passive spectators of the work.
in watching the Messiah, we observe an ideal student.

And

As

MacCallum asserts, the Son "draws upon all his powers of
rational insight, logic, and human memory in order to
apprehend the revelation of Scripture concerning the Messiah
in terms of his experience on the human level" (Milton and
the

Sons

237). The powers that the Son draws on are all

available to us also.

We stand without excuse for not being

able to achieve the victory that the Messiah achieved over
Satan.

If Milton had presented to us a Christ performing

supernatural deeds or even one who was undergoing the
humiliation of the cross, we as readers might stand back in
awe and wonder, but we would never be able to emulate those
actions.

However, in presenting a very human Messiah

overcoming Satan through dialogue and debate, we are taught
how to correctly handle faulty reasoning and arrive at true
knowledge.
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Didactic Methods in Samson

Acronistes

Without going into a detailed discussion of the
controversy surrounding the dating of Samson Agonistes,

the

arguments made here are on the basis that of the four sets of
dates presented by Miitonists 1640-41, 1647-1653,1660-1661,
1667-1670, the most conclusive evidence points towards 16671670.

Mary Ann Radzinowicz in Toward Samson

Agonistes

presents strong reasons for why she also supports the late
date (387-407).
In 1654, in A Second Defence of the English People,
Milton writes:
[T]o be free is precisely the same as to be
pious, wise, just, and temperate, careful of
one's property, aloof from another's, and thus
finally to be magnanimous and brave, so to be the
opposite to these qualities is the same as to be
a slave ... a nation which cannot rule and govern
itself, but has delivered itself into slavery to
its own lusts, is enslaved also to other masters
whom it does not choose, and serves not only
voluntarily but also against its will. Such is
the decree of law and of nature herself, that he
who cannot control himself, who through poverty
of intellect or madness cannot properly
administer his own affairs, should not be his own
master, but like a ward be given over to the
power of another. Much less should he be put in
charge of the affairs of other men, or of the
state.
(Yale IV. 684)
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While these lines were written for a nation as a whole, they
certainly are applicable to individuals also, and these
lines, in fact, give us the reasons for Samson's fall in
Samson

Agonistes.

An individual who does not have the

strength and skill to control his own desires will not have
the skill needed to rule others. The ability to rule the self
comes from a knowledge of one's self, one's mission and one's
God, lessons which Samson learns only late in his life.
Milton, for the final time, again serving as a poet and a
teacher, attempts to instruct his nation, which has chosen
"bondage with ease" over "strenuous liberty" (271) in
restoring the monarchy, on how they with Samson can rise from
their fall.

Milton is not so concerned as in earlier days

about his people obtaining a political victory as he is with
their achieving a spiritual one.

His advice on how slavery

can be avoided continues:
You, therefore, who wish to remain free, either
be wise at the outset or recover your senses as
soon as possible. If to be a slave is hard, you
do not wish it, learn to obey right reason, to
master yourselves. Lastly, refrain from
factions, hatreds, superstitions, injustices,
lusts, and rapine against one another. Unless
you do this with all your strength you cannot
seem either to God or to men, or even to your
recent liberators, fit to be entrusted with the
liberty and guidance of the state and the power
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of commanding others, which you arrogate to
yourselves so greedily.
(Yale IV.684)
As we observe a hero trying to regain his freedom, recover
his senses, and striving with all his strength to learn to
"obey right reason," we watch the lines above dramatized in
Samson

Agonistes.

The poem, according to Mary Ann

Radzinowicz, is one "in which Milton seeks to change the
minds of readers by showing them a mind being itself changed
in the characteristic way in which the mind can be changed,
by dialectic leading to resolution, internal drama leading to
integration, conflict leading to harmony"(4).

As readers, we

participate in the process Samson goes through to arrive at
redemption and thus we learn not only about the workings of
Samson's mind, but our own minds also. The Son in
Regained

and Samson in Samson

Agonistes

Paradise

come from two

different points to arrive at the truth about their own
identities and the character of God.

Although their starting

points differ, their approaches to knowledge are similar,
internal and external debate and dialogue, approaches that
can be imitated by the ordinary individual.

As has been said

earlier, Milton's attempt is not to teach us particular facts
or theories; it is to teach us the process or method through
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which we can arrive at a greater knowledge about our world,
our Creator and ourselves.
Although it might have been much easier for Samson, and
for ourselves as readers, if Samson had an angel from heaven
minister to him on what went wrong and why, neither the Son
of God in Paradise

Regained,

nor the Son of Manoa receive

supernatural assistance till the very end when the angels
attend Christ on the pinnacle and Samson's extraordinary
power is restored. Till then they have to do everything
humanly possible to attain wisdom and understanding on their
own. Milton writes in Areopagitica,

"[O]ur faith and

knowledge thrives by exercises, as well as our limbs and
complexion"(Yale II. 543). Exercise of the mind comes from
having to respond intelligently to opposing views and ideas.
Christ in Paradise

Regained

perfects his knowledge by

counterattacking the claims of Satan; Samson perfects his
knowledge and his faith and restores himself primarily by
responding to and often correcting the statements of his
friends and foes.

We are challenged to join Samson in

exercising the mind as we struggle with him to discern right
from wrong. Roy Flannagan writes about the poem, "The
problem, as with Greek tragedy, is when the audience might
safely believe what the Chorus says, or Manoa, or the
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Messenger, or any possible mouthpiece for Milton in the
dramatic poem"(787).

While it is a "problem," I see it as

one placed there deliberately by a teacher who wanted his
students to work with Samson to arrive at the truth.
Paradise

Lost

and Paradise

Regained,

As in

the reader is not

permitted to be a passive observer of the drama.
Milton had believed even from his earlier days that
contrary opinions should be used to teach and learn. David
Mikics agrees that " [T]rial by contraries ...

make up

Milton's teachings"(195). During his university days, Milton
saw error as something to be confronted; it was his "task to
lay Error bare and strip it of its borrowed plumes, thus
reducing it to its native hideousness"(Yale 1.259).

And this

task continued into his adult life where Milton is not
concerned so much with simply winning an argument as he is
with arriving at what he perceives to be truth by
discrediting all other views--a very Socratic approach to
persuasion.

Error should not be hid from students as

Comenius and other educational reformers attempted to do by
creating a Pansophia with only good and proper material, for
students who are able to see error, argue against it and
derive truth from their arguments will be stronger and truer
scholars than those who accept truth because that is all to
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which they have been exposed.

In Areopagitica,

Milton writes

"that which purifies us is triall, and triall is by what is
contrary" (Yale 11.515).

In having to confront the contrary,

a sharpening and refining of the mind occurs which would not
otherwise occur.
Despite Samson's bitter anger at the world, God, and
himself, glimpses of the truth spring up in his mind in the
midst of his ranting and ravings.

Christopher observes.

The word of God appears chiefly in the tortured
memory of the hero who discounts it; yet the
divine promise battles and overcomes despair
within a single human consciousness. The course
of Milton's canon is itself confessional because
it increasingly acknowledges the extent to which
the evil voice is enmeshed with the self.
Samson
Agonistes
reveals the dread but glorious
consequence of purging such a mixed self.
(234-35)
Part of the struggle of the wayfaring Christian is to
distinguish the lie from the truth, but that is not so easy a
task when often lies are, as Christopher states, "enmeshed"
with the truth.

A mind untrained in the correct use of

reason will falter when forced to make a choice between the
two. If Samson does his part faithfully in diligently trying
to work through the voices demanding attention both within
and without, then truth will do her part in rescuing the
fallen hero from his despair. Milton declares:

209

[I]nvincible Truth has within herself strength
enough and to spare for her own defence, and has
no need of any other help; and though she may
seem to us at times to be hard pressed and beaten
to the ground, yet she maintains herself ever
inviolate and uninjured by the claws of Error,
even as the sun, who often shows himself to the
human eyes obscured and darkened by clouds, but
then drawing in his beams and gathering together
all his splendour, shines forth again in blazing
glory without spot or stain. (Yale 1.264)
Samson cannot run too far from the truth however "hard
pressed and defeated" truth may be.
Initially Samson struggles so bitterly with the truth
primarily because he is not able to take responsibility for
his actions, and he is not sure on whom or what he can
rightfully place the blame for his plight.

In his opening

speech he questions the divine announcement which preceded
his birth and thus, indirectly, he questions God.

He quickly

catches and admonishes himself: "let me not rashly call in
doubt/Divine Prediction" (43-44) .

In his initial analysis of

the situation, he sees a God who has taken away his liberty
more than a self who has forfeited it through careless
actions.

However, sporadically and slowly Samson begins to

realize the truth and accept blame for his actions.

The

questions turn on himself: "How could I once look up, or
heave the head, / Who like a foolish Pilot have shipwreck't /
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My Vessel trusted to me from above"(197-199).

When his

father, as he did earlier, indirectly blames God, Samson
responds.
Appoint not heavenly disposition. Father,
Nothing of all these evils hath befall'n me
But justly: I myself have brought them on.
Sole Author I, sole cause.
(373-376)
This accepting of responsibility eventually leads to his
regeneration.

Introspection and Inaction
The Israelites, the Pharisees of Christ's day and even
the members of the Commonwealth wanted a kingdom that they
could seize through physical might.
comes to establish in Paradise

The kingdom that Christ

Regained

advocates is a kingdom within the mind.

and one that Milton
An individual who

cannot obtain control over his own mind cannot expect to gain
victory over anyone else. Samson, before his fall, quickly
moves from one activity to another attempting to fulfill
God's mission through action and without contemplation.

His

thoughtless actions, however unconscious, suggest an arrogant
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attitude, one that believes it can achieve God's will without
God's guidance.

John Hill writes,

Samson has assumed that, as an elect instrument,
he must be always actively
engaged in God's
service. What he has overlooked is that the
scheme for Israel's deliverance is God's and must
be carried out in God's time ... Legitimately,
all he can do is await God's commands and obey
them. But his mania for action leads him to
presume and, in presuming, to fall from grace.
(158-59)
Waiting on God is not one of Samson's strong points.

Samson

seems to have forgotten that he was only a chosen instrument,
an instrument that should be ready to move and act strictly
under the guidance of God.

Constant physical activity freed

the hero from the more strenuous activity of soul-searching.
Samson is chosen of God, his mission has been assigned to
him; he has been given supernatural strength to fulfill this
mission, and in spite of all this he fails miserably, for he
lacks understanding of the self and of God.

On the other

hand, the identity of Christ and his relation to God is
challenged and mocked by Satan in the desert; Christ faces
these challenges, overcomes them, and sets out to accomplish
a mission that we know will be successful.

Milton would have

us believe that success comes because his knowledge and faith
were exercised, before he set out into a world of activity.
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The fallen Samson recognizes the significance of wisdom and
his lack of it:
O impotence of mind, in body strong!
But what is strength without a double share
Of wisdom?
(52-4)
However, the hero does not see his deficiency to be the
result of his own actions. Samson's expectation is that
knowledge, like his strength, should have been freely granted
to him.
Immeasurable strength they might behold
In me, of wisdom nothing more than mean;
This with the other should, at least, have
pair'd.
These two proportion'd drove me transverse.
(206-9)
He fails to realize that knowledge does not come so easily.
His present condition is the result of an impotent mind;
however, this weakness exists not because Samson was
inadequately equipped to fight a spiritual and intellectual
battle, but because he did not properly use his God-given
faculty of reason to obtain the necessary knowledge. Samson's
God is not one who "exact[s] day labor, light denied."

The

mind is God's gift, but the proper use of that mind is our
responsibility, a truth Milton had written about in his
university days:
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God would indeed seem to have endowed us to no
purpose, or even to our distres, with this soul
which is capable and indeed insatiably desirous
of the highest wisdom, if he had not intended us
to strive with all our might toward the lofty
understanding of those things, for which he had
at our creation instilled so great a longing into
the human mind. (Yale I. 291)
Our powers of thought are to be developed through our own
initiative as we "strive with all our might" to gain
knowledge.

Many biblical passages, particularly in the book

of Proverbs

(an adequate study of the influence of this book

on the writings of Milton remains to be done) speak about the
need to search for knowledge as one searches for rare
treasure: "Yea, if thou criest after knowledge, and liftest
up thy voice for understanding; If thou seekest her as
silver, and searchest for her as for hid treasures; Then
shalt thou understand the fear of the Lord, and find the
knowledge of God"(2.3-5).

The exhortation continues "Get

wisdom; get understanding: forget it not; ... Forsake her
not, and she shall preserve thee: love her, and she shall
keep thee.

Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get

wisdom: and with all thy getting get understanding"(4.5-7).
Much emphasis is placed on the initiative of the individual.
God has given his human creation a soul that not only longs
for understanding but a soul which is capable of achieving
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that goal.

The obtaining of wisdom comes from an active

pursuit of it.

A mind that is not involved in this pursuit

is not functioning as it was created to function. A search
for wisdom indicates a humble reliance on God, a humility
that Samson lacked till he was brought to the lowest point of
his life.

Role of Visitors
As important as introspection and contemplation are,
they are not to always take place in isolation.

We learn

about and correct ourselves as we enter into dialogue and
debate with the world around us. Samson would merely have
tormented himself if he had been allowed to continue in his
thoughts all alone.

Christopher writes, "The contest of his

interior voices would have gone on endlessly if there were no
visitors to interrupt" (236).

Alone in his thoughts, Samson

complains about his divine anointing:
Why was my breeding order'd and prescrib'd
As of a person separate to God,
Design'd for great exploits; if I must die
Betray'd, Captiv'd, and both my Eyes put out.
Made of my Enemies the scorn and gaze;
To grind in Brazen Fetters under task
With this Heav'n-gifted strength?
(30-36)
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The logic of Samson's argument appears to conclude that the
God who design'd him for great exploits had also designed
circumstances that would lead him to a humiliating death.

He

fails to perceive that God designed him for greatness while
his own designs led to his fall.
The presence of his visitors saves Samson from utter
despair.

The Chorus, in their attempts to justify their

hero, present a muddled view of the situation where they are
not certain who is to blame for the present predicament.
They seek to comfort Samson by assuring him that he is not
the first to fall because of an evil woman:
Tax not divine disposal; wisest Men
Have err'd, and by bad Women been deceiv'd;
And shall again, pretend they ne'er so wise.
(210-212)
As in the case with Job, the comments of the Chorus do serve
to purify and refine Samson's own faith as he is forced to
evaluate and respond to their suggestions.

While the Chorus

can be commended for lacking the self-righteousness of Job's
friends, their suggestions are as useless as those of Job's
advisors.

What if "wisest men/ Have err'd"?

valid excuse for one who was chosen of God.

That is not a
Paul speaking

about the sins of the Israelites who left Egypt writes in his
first letter to the Corinthians, "Now all these things
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happened unto them for ensamples: and they are written for
our admonition . . . "

(10.11).

The faults of others should

have served as a warning to Samson.
The members of the chorus can afford to postulate
various theories about God, for as much as they sympathize
with Samson, they are only sympathizers; their lives are not
on the line as is Samson's, and they are not the ones who
have to sort through all the noise to arrive at some
meaningful answer about their lives.

While we can join the

Chorus in sympathizing with and excusing Samson for his very
human mistakes, I believe Milton is calling for us to rise
above the commonplace ideas expressed by the Chorus. We were
created for noble purposes and not to find excuses for our
less than divine lifestyles.

Again following the logic of

Langford's argument, while it is human to fall, it is also
human to stand strong and resist temptation and emerge
triumphant over the enemy.

And it is the latter aspect of

humanity that Milton wants to emphasize.

We are not called

to self-righteously condemn Samson but to challenge him and
ourselves to live on the "higher" and "originally intended
level."

True, Samson fell because of weaknesses that all

humans are susceptible to, but we are not created to be
prisoners to weakness and sin. Through the use of right
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reason and the guidance of the Spirit, both of which Samson
does not depend on, humanity can rise above temptations.

As

members of a fallen world, we can find ourselves in
predicaments that are not of our own making; however, that is
not the case here.

Samson's suffering is a consequence of

the wrong choices he has made throughout his life.

Part of

the beauty of Milton's drama is the message of hope it offers
to those who have fallen into the deepest of pits.

Even in

the enemy's prison cell Samson can redeem himself and strive
to live life as it was originally intended through the grace
of God and the use of right reason, and what is possible for
Samson is possible for all those who find themselves in
spiritual prisons, however self-imposed.
What the Chorus and Samson have to come to see is God's
concern for the individual.

The God of Israel is not a

whimsical being who takes pleasure in seeing his creation
suffer.

And again Milton teaches by contrasting one view

with another.

The chorus parodies verses from a Psalm that

proclaims God's goodness towards man.

The actual verses

read:
What is man, that thou art mindful of him? and
the son of man, that thou visitest him? For thou
hast made him a little lower than the angels, and
hast crowned him with glory and honour. Thou
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madest him to have dominion over the works of thy
hands; thou hast put all things under his feet.
(8.4-6)
The Psalmist is overwhelmed by God's concern for humanity;
the Chorus is overwhelmed by his unconcern.
God of our Fathers, what is man!
That thou towards him with hand so various.
Or might I say contrarious,
Temper'St thy providence through his short
course.
Not evenly, as thou rul'st
Th' Angelic orders and inferior creatures
mute.
Irrational and brute.
(667-672)
The perception of the Chorus is wrong.

They forget that

members of certain angelic orders were thrown into hell for
rebelling against God without even a chance at repentance.
If God had truly treated man as he treated the angels, man
would be hopelessly lost in despair and agony.

In parodying

these verses, Milton causes the reader (of the Seventeenth
Century more so than the modern reader) to recall the
original passage to realize the extent of the Chorus'
misconception of God and his relation to humans.

The Chorus,

as citizens of a nation and a particular tribe, echo a quiet
but common notion of God as indifferent and unjust, an
impression which can easily rise if the ways of God and man
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are not reflected on and examined clearly.

God's view of the

individual is stressed, for as long as Samson and others
perceive themselves to be objects in the hands of a merciless
God, they will see themselves as helpless creatures without
sufficient reason to work to bring about change in their own
lives or in their world.
Paradise

Lost,

As argued in the earlier chapter on

Milton has always striven to make his readers

aware of their God-given potential and value.

Motivation to

learn inspired by a healthy self-esteem which can rise from
realizing the value of the self is more effective and lasting
than a motivation to learn inspired by fear and dread.
Manoa, with the chorus and Samson, initially sees his
son's fate as more an act of God than a result of Samson's
own actions, but then our criticism of him should not be too
harsh, for he is, after all, a father desperately trying to
save his son.

Manoa is not able to truly comprehend the

agony of his son.

What he does not realize is that his son

yearns for freedom from the prison of the mind more than from
the prison of the Philistines.

And the keys to the freedom

he seeks lie within Samson himself. Taking him home will not
heal him of the despair he feels over having failed God and
himself.

Manoa, trying to comfort his son, unknowingly
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gives him the harshest blow thus far when he reminds Samson
that:
Dagon shall be magnified, and God,
Besides whom is no God, compar'd with Idols,
Disglorifled, blasphem'd, and had in scorn
By th' Idolatrous rout amidst thir wine;
Which to have come to pass by means of thee,
Samson, of all thy sufferings think the
heaviest,
Of all reproach the most with shame that ever
Could have befall'n thee and thy Father's
house.
(440-447)
While acknowledging the painful words of his father, Samson
comforts himself:
This only hope relieves me, that the strife
With mee hath end; all the contest is now
'Twixt God and Dagon; Dagon hath presum'd,
Mee overthrown, to enter lists with God,
He, be sure.
Will not connive, or linger, thus provok'd.
But will arise and his great name assert:
Dagon must stoop.
(460-468)
The Samson who once "like a petty God / ... walked about
admir'd of all and dreaded / On hostile ground" (529-531) no
longer boasts about himself but about his God; his confidence
has moved from himself to where it should rightfully be, on
God.

Samson's regeneration is not a clear and steady

process.

His assertions of faith are often followed by
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laments of despair.

His vacillations between despair and

hope, while possibly disconcerting to the reader, reflect the
reality of a soul trying to regain balance.
The presence of Dalila and Harapha cause Samson the most
agony, for in them he sees the clearest reflection of
himself, and yet their presence is needed to complete
Samson's regeneration.

With the arrival of Dalila comes the

fallen hero's greatest trial.

She, like the serpent in Eden,

Comus, and the Devil in Paradise

Regained,

warps reason in

her attempt to lure Samson away from his road to regeneration
and back into her life by offering him all sorts of physical
comforts.

She has come supposedly to seek forgiveness, to

explain and justify her reasons for betraying him and even to
attempt an act of reconciliation.

However, by the time

Dalila arrives, Samson has matured in his view of the self
and of God, so he is able to quickly see through her
deception. Her reasons for betraying Samson are based on
explanations which on the surface may seem acceptable and
even admirable: her love for Samson, her allegiance to the
nation and her obligation to her god.

A slightly closer

examination reveals that all of these reasons are rooted in
selfishness. Dalila's arguments are based very much on
emotions: "conjugal affection" motivates her to visit Samson;
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her fear that he would leave her as he left the woman at
Timna (794) provokes her to reveal his secret to his enemies.
Samson challenges and redefines her concepts of marriage,
loyalty, love and fame.

He quickly and

triumphantly reasons

through each one of her emotional and illogical arguments.
Even as she gets ready to depart, having acknowledged that
she has lost the argument (903-904), she seeks to touch his
hand (950) in one final attempt to tempt him through
sensuality and seduction, tactics that had once before
worked, but will no longer succeed on an individual who has
gained perception and knowledge of himself and his situation.
Dalila's visit leaves Samson a stronger person, for in
evaluating his past life, refuting Dalila's arguments and
vocalizing his own views, he gains inner strength as is
evident in his encounter with Harapha.
As distorted and irrational as Dalila's claims for
betraying Samson were, in those claims Samson sees glimpses
of himself, for he, like Dalila, while supposedly fulfilling
a mission for his God and his nation had become more
concerned with his own glory and fame.

In hearing his own

excuse for the weakness of mind echoed by Dalila as one of
her reasons for betraying him, he realizes the invalidity of
that argument and does not resort to it again.
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Harapha, like Dalila, presents Samson with a mirror of
himself.

Harapha's veiy identity is based on his physical

prowess and the fame he has achieved as is evident from his
introduction: "Men call me Harapha,

of stock renown'd / As Og

or Anak and the Emims Old / That Kiriathaim
1081).

held" (1079-

Harapha's is a type of introduction that Samson

himself might have used in his earlier days.

That Samson has

arrived at a greater level of maturity is evident from his
responses to Harapha; he is able to acknowledge
responsibility for his failure and his present condition and
yet continue to place his hope in God.

He has become aware

that God can work in spite of him, that God and Israel does
not depend completely on him.

Addressing Harapha, Samson

states.
All these indignities, for such they are
From thine, these evils I deserve and more.
Acknowledge them from God inflicted on me
Justly, yet despair not of his final pardon
Whose ear is ever open; and his eye
Gracious to re-admit the suppliant;
In confidence whereof I once again
Defy thee to the trial of mortal fight.
By combat to decide whose god is God,
Thine or whom I with Israel's
Sons adore.
(1168-1177)
Samson's regeneration can be traced by comparing earlier
comments about certain topics with later comments.
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Initially

when he recalled the divine announcement of his birth, it was
to accuse God of almost positioning him to fall (23-24) ;
later he recalls it (521-540) to speak of how his mistakes
have brought him down from potentially great heights.

An

acceptance of responsibility for his life is taking place.
Previously in his conversation with Manoa he had expressed
his confidence that God would rise to defeat Dagon. He saw it
then as a battle which no longer involved him (448-472), but
later as he challenges Harapha, he sees himself as someone
who can be used in the battle for Israel (1139-1155, 11681177).

Hope in God and in himself has been reborn.

The more

Samson's focus shifts from himself to God, the more clearly
he sees the true nature of the battle, as a spiritual one for
the glory of God and not a physical one for his own glory.
Harapha walks away "crest-fallen" from Samson's assertions,
for while he may be able to defeat Samson on a physical level
at this point, he is not able to assert himself against the
spiritual confidence and strength he sees in Samson; the
battle has been and still is a spiritual and intellectual
one.
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Tragedy or Victory
Questions remain about whether Samson really achieves
regeneration at the end or if his death is to be seen solely
as a tragedy for both Samson and the Philistines.

Flannagan

raises some questions about this topic:
Does [Samson] have anything like redemption or
inner peace when he murders thousands of God's
enemies and commits suicide at the same time? No
other tragedy ends with such a desolate event:
could Milton have been celebrating the glory of
an isolated terrorist? (795)
Irene Samuel also opposes the idea of Samson's regeneration:
The Samson of the opening scene changes
considerably in the course of the action, but
scarcely to the point where, shedding the flaws
that have brought him to this pass ... he
achieves at once victory over himself and his
enemies, reconciliation to God and vindication of
divine prediction ... (244)
She points to his longing for death in her argument against
his regeneration:
The Samson we hear long for death through scene
after scene can resolve his agon only with death
for himself as well as his enemies. It is
entirely understandable, entirely in character,
entirely terror-and-pity-moving; it is not the
mark of the saint. A martyr loses himself wholly
in a purpose beyond himself, and neither desires,
nor hastens, nor relishes his death. Samson does
all three. (245)
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To accuse Samson of not being "saintly" because he longs for
death is unfair.

Job (Job 7.15), Elijah (1 Kings 19.4),

Jonah (Jonah 4.3), and even Moses, the great Savior of the
Israelites (Numbers 11.14), all long for death. Paul does not
pray for death, but he does look forward to it: "For me to
live is Christ, and to die is gain" (Philippians 1.21).
These men, especially those of the Old Testament, desire
death not for sacrificial reasons but because they are in
despair; they are nevertheless considered great men according
to Biblical standards. To see the ending as a tragedy or as
the act of an "isolated terrorist" is to read the poem
without an understanding of the Hebrew culture. Christopher
writes
Luther and Calvin held that the patriarchs were
illuminated by God's Spirit and saw through their
dark oracles to the promise of immortality ... if
not the day of the Redeemer himself ... The
puritan reader would easily discount the emphasis
upon revenge and mass slaughter as belonging to
the ethics of a bygone age and focus instead upon
the unchanging spiritual issue: faith in God's
words.
(247-8)
As tragic as the death of the Philistines might be from our
modern point of view, the dishonoring of the glory of God and
his people is a greater tragedy.

The physical death of a

regenerated Samson is not as tragic as if Samson had died
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stubborn and unrepentant, for then he would face death of
body and soul. Christ teaches his disciples:

"Fear not them

which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but
rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body
in hell"(Matthew 10.28).

Samson through thought and reason

is able to save his soul from destruction.

On a spiritual

level, Samson's life has not ended; it has moved on into
eternity. The final lines of the poem spoken by the Chorus
reveal the victory of Samson's struggle:
His servants he with new acquist
Of true experience from this great event
With peace and consolation hath dismist,
And calm of mind, all passion spent.
(1754-57)
In watching Samson struggle bitterly and win, the Chorus has
also gained a new confidence in God and a new energy to face
the future. This is Milton's hope for us also, that we might
observe, imitate, and be spiritually renewed by the example
of Samson. Raj an's definition of the calmness Samson achieves
is important: "This is not the precarious calm of emotion
silenced by its own intensity.

It is the calm of

understanding... .It is emotion stilled within the
circumference of reason and reason knowing the just bounds of
its circumference" {Lofty

144).
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The calmness Samson

experiences at the end is the result of a mind over which he
has finally gained control.

Arnold Stein speaking about

Samson's "victory over himself" says, "the accomplishment is
gift, as plainly as the first gift of superhuman strength,
but now the gift has been earned through human means, so that
we are able to identify ourselves with Samson ... "(197).
The hero's victory allows for a new found confidence in
himself as evident in his decision to attend the feast that
he had initially decided against on the basis of the Hebrew
law.

A "rousing motion" changes his mind. His ready response

to this feeling indicates several changes; his mind has been
quieted and is sensitive enough to hear the leading of the
Spirit of God; his faith in God and in himself has been
restored.

He does not consult with anyone about whether he

should attend the feast; he has once again entered into a
right and intimate relationship with God; he no longer needs
the approval of others to go forward.

Samson entered this

battle a slave to the Philistines and a slave to his own
tormented soul; he dies a free man, a freedom won through
reason and dialogue.
In Means

to Remove Hirelings

Milton speaks about the

teaching of the Christian religion and various methods of
that teaching:
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To these I might add other helps ... to make more
easy the attainment of Christian religion by the
meanest: ... somewhere or other, I trust, may be
found some wholesome body of divinity, as they
call it, without school terms and metaphysical
notions, which have obscured rather than
explained our religion, and made it seem
difficult without cause. (Hughes 871)
While the advice here refers specifically to the teaching of
Christian religion, his insistence on making learning as
pleasant an experience as possible is one that is applicable
to all subjects.

The end of education as indicated by

Milton, Bacon, Comenius and other educational reformers was
to restore the image of God in man; therefore, we cannot
dismiss any aspect of Milton's pedagogical philosophy as only
applying to teachings on religion.

In his final three great

poems, following his own advise, he attempts to present
complex philosophical arguments without using heavy "school
terms and metaphysical notions."

Knowledge of great ideas is

useless if people cannot see the process and reasoning
through which these ideas have been and can still be reached.
Milton takes important theological, political, cultural and
social issues and displays them as part of the intense dramas

of Paradise

Lost,

Paradise

Regained,

and Samson Agonistes,

so

that as we read, we, with the characters, are actively
engaged in a learning process.
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In watching them struggle to

understand themselves, their God and their world, using their
human faculties, we are encouraged to enter a similar
struggle with the confidence that we too have been equipped
with the necessary skills to attain the "highest wisdom" and
with the confidence that those who truly seek knowledge will
find it. A teacher who can inspire a love for learning and
offer a method to make learning a life long process is a
successful teacher, and this is what Milton strives to be to
his students, especially in Samson Agonistes,

a work which

can be viewed as his final great poetic lesson.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

This work has examined more closely than previous
studies John Milton's pedagogical philosophy and its
application to his prose and poetry.

The philosophy Milton

advocated was primarily a dialectic one which would encourage
his readers/students to work through the issue at hand by
weighing all angles of a subject.

A dialectic approach to

education would exercise the intellectual faculties of the
mind and, ideally, inspire the student on to a road of selfmotivated learning, which was Milton's ultimate goal for the
student. The poet did not see the mind of the student as an
information tank into which more information should be
poured; instead, he saw it as a faculty that needed to be
trained and taught to reason wisely. True students and
scholars do not back away from discussing opposing points of
view; instead, they are able to expose intelligently the
errors of those who disagree with them while astutely
defending their own positions. Whether it be in his prose or
poetry (especially in his final three great poems), Milton
boldly considers, and thus makes his readers consider, all
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aspects of the various theological, political and social
issues he raises.
That Milton's pedagogical philosophy had a moral and
spiritual agenda needs no apology or defense.

The important

issue is how his pedagogy and theology corresponded with each
other.

Milton's overwhelming confidence in the power and

potential of the human mind may well provide a challenge to
his theological views, for if so much power resides within
the individual, if salvation is available through the use of
right reason then what is the role of God?

However, an

examination of various comments by Milton about the
relationship between humans and God, particularly in his
theological treatise. Christian

Doctrine,

reveals that his

pedagogy is consistent with his theology.
Milton's doctrines are based on these fundamental
beliefs: God created humans with the potential to reach the
"heights of knowledge"; humanity forfeited those plans
through disobedience; the Son of God intervened on behalf of
man to restore what had been lost.

It is in this restoration

process of the soul that Milton seeks to serve as a poet and
a teacher. Sin had a definite negative effect on the
individual's intellectual capacity; it created a "film of
ignorance" (Yale 1.566) over the mind, preventing people from
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living lives as they were intended, thus hindering them from
entering into a right relationship with their Creator. Milton
was aware of the significance of sin, but he was also aware
of that "one greater Man" Paradise

Lost

speaks about and of

his power to redeem the souls of fallen humanity.
Doctrine

Christian

states:

This is how supernatural renovation works. It
restores man's natural faculties of faultless
understanding and of free will more completely
than before. But what is more, it also makes the
inner man like new and infuses by divine means
new and supernatural faculties into the minds of
those who are made new. (Yale VI.461)
I believe that what appears as an overwhelming confidence in
human capabilities is really confidence in a God who had
granted these abilities and in the redemptive act of His Son.
All that had been lost through the fall could be completely
revived.

As the praise of a piece of artwork is truly a

praise of the artist, so any exaltation of the creation by
Milton is an exaltation of the Creator.
Christian

Doctrine,

similarly to earlier writings, re-

emphasizes the idea of humans being endowed with the
faculties and evidence needed to comprehend God (as far as He
wants to be understood).

Milton writes, "[H]e has left so

many signs of himself in the human mind, so many traces of
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his presence through the whole of nature, that no sane person
can fail to realise that he exists" (Yale VI.130).

If traces

of God are available "throughout the whole nature," then
humans must have the ability to perceive those traces and
translate their understanding of God and his workings to
their own lives.

We must remember this is the poet who

realized that God does not "exact day-labor, light denied."
The "light" needed to comprehend God and thereby the rest of
the world is available; the challenge for Milton, as a poet
and a teacher, is to enlighten and arouse those abilities to
function as they should.
While all this may sound more like a spiritual
discussion than an educational one, the fact is that the
spiritual was an intricate part of practically every area of
Seventeenth Century life. Further, Milton has biblical
support for basing his educational ideas on the spiritual.
The writer of Proverbs states, "The fear of the Lord is the
beginning of wisdom and the knowledge of the holy is
understanding" (Proverbs 9.10). Wisdom and understanding were
needed not only to comprehend the workings of the spiritual
realm but also the workings of an earthly realm, and more
specifically that of England.
of the Old Testament

Milton like the prophet Hosea

believed that his people were being
235

"destroyed for lack of knowledge" (Hosea 4.6). As a prophet
of England, he saw his task as completing the reformation by
restoring lost knowledge. His pedagogical ideas were meant to
benefit a whole country and not just an educational system.
The poet's love for God and his nation were intertwined, and
this love for his nation led him to lash out against those
whom he believed were leading his people astray through their
false and uninspired teachings.

In the midst of the

political strife enveloping the country, Milton, in his
idealism, believed that if people learned to reason through
each issue correctly, they would naturally reach the right
conclusions (conclusions that would be in accord with
Milton's).
It is important to realize that Milton saw the process
of the restoration of the soul as initiated by God.

Milton

and other teachers are only continuing a process that was
started and established by the Creator:
[T]he change in man which follows his vocation is
that whereby the mind and will of the natural man
are partially renewed and are divinely moved
towards knowledge of God, and undergo a change
for the better, at any rate for the time being.
(Yale VI.457)
Notice that the divine impulse does not immediately transfer
knowledge to the individual; it is meant to provoke man to
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seek knowledge. Along with a belief in the redeeming power of
God was coupled a strong belief in the power of poetry;
Milton believed that it could serve as a "soverain eyesalve"
(Yale 1.566) to wipe away the "film of ignorance."

While God

initiates change and while redemption can restore man to his
original condition, " [n]o one ... can form correct ideas
about God guided by nature or reason alone, without the word
or message of God"(Yale VI.132).

Milton was not going to

change the message of God; his attempt was, while remaining
faithful as possible to the word of God, to present it in a
radical and thought provoking manner, a style that would
provoke a person to seek knowledge and one that would be
consistent with his pedagogical ideals.
By advocating an educational system that forces students
to struggle to arrive at knowledge, Milton is enforcing the
exhortation of Paul to "work out your own salvation"
(Phil.2.12).

Salvation is not about waiting for life after

death but about using the restored power of the mind and soul
to understand the world of which the individual is a part and
thus to shape and renew that world accordingly. The very
pursuit of knowledge was of great importance to the poet who,
unsatisfied with his university education, engaged in a
period of self-imposed learning. He was convinced that anyone
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who sincerely sought knowledge would arrive at it through the
help of the Holy Spirit; the only difficulty was in provoking
people to truly search.

Milton realized that many did not

share his enthusiasm for the pursuit of knowledge; instead,
the majority would rather conform to established beliefs and
standards without question than grapple with difficult
issues.
This study has revealed the need for further
investigation of collateral issues. Milton's confidence in
the power of truth allowed him to call for the toleration of
the various sects and their radical ideas.

Christopher

Hill's role in raising our awareness of these groups and
their effects not only on Milton but on England as a whole
cannot be overestimated.

In World

Turned

Upside

Down Hill

mentions that among other important issues, education was a
matter of concern for these sects (58) . While we are aware
of the more prominent educational views of the Seventeenth
Century, I believe we stand to gain from a closer examination
of the educational philosophies of some of these smaller
groups.

In studying their opinions and suggestions for

change, we might more clearly understand the faults of the
established educational system and the effects it may have
had on the nation as a whole.
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An evaluation of the philosophical ideas emerging from
the Seventeenth Century is humbling in that it reveals to us
that many of the ideas we consider modern are not so modern
and revolutionary as we might have thought.

This study has

challenged me, as one involved in education, to look more
closely at the educational ideals of this time period and to
consider more seriously how their ideas can be merged with
our thoughts, for their theories are certainly worthy of
study and consideration.
A glance at a part of Comenius' dedicatory statement in
Great Didactica

reveals that it would only benefit us to

study in more detail what the reformers of Milton's time had
to say.

Comenius states:

Let the main object of this, our Didactic, be as
follows: To seek and to find a method of
instruction, by which teachers may teach less,
but learners may learn more: by which schools may
be the scene of less noise, aversion, and useless
labour ... (4)
As evident, the goals of Comenius and others are not so far
from the goals of modern educationalists.
Among other areas of possible research, this study also
suggests a need for a more detailed examination of the impact
of the book of Proverjbs on the works of Milton.

The book's

insistence on the intensity with which knowledge should be
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sought and its promise of rewards for those who are willing
to seek is consistent, many times, with our poet's ideas on
the search for truth.
Milton states in Christian

Doctrine

that those who are

ni

ingrafted in Christ" have their "intellect englightened" so

that they may know "everything necessary for eternal
salvation and for a truly blessed life" (Yale VI.478). For
Milton, who is considered by some to be the most educated
poet of England, knowledge was not an option; it was an
integral part of a fulfilling life, and it was the pursuit of
that knowledge that he wished to inspire in his students, so
that they might have life "more abundantly" (John 10.10). He
did not want a nation dependent on him or on anyone else;
instead, he wanted a people who were wise enough to realize
their destiny in God and intelligent enough to use their
minds to search for the truth and knowledge that would lead
to that destiny.
In understanding the pedagogical philosophy of John
Milton and how it affected his works, we gain new insights
for interpreting and appreciating the works of one of the
greatest of poets. Milton, while a tutor for some time, was
never a teacher in the traditional sense; however, teaching
was a lifelong passion for the poet.
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He was aware of the

power of the office of teacher; he believed that if it was
used correctly, many could be inspired to live the kinds of
lives God intended for them.
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