
Milton and the Restoration: 
Some Reassessments 

CLAY DANIEL 

Connotations 
Vol. 11.2-3 (2001/2002) 

Milton during the Restoration is usually seen as a distressed poet 
who, reeling from cultural shock, abandons public activity, especially 
political activity, to withdraw "into regions of the mind"?! My reas-
sessment of this perspective is twofold. First, I will cite Milton's politi-
cal prose to argue that he anticipated the monarchical restoration. On 
the contrary, this restoration, on the whole, confirmed his political 
expectations. Second, I will argue that there is much evidence to 
suggest the "Restoration Milton" was extraordinarily active-
especially for a blind man-in a society that he very likely found more 
congenial than that of pre-war England. I will then examine how these 
reassessments impact the autobiographical passages of Paradise Lost, 
before concluding with a few tentative remarks on a "culture of loss" 
that seems to link the poet's political prose with his epic. 

Christopher Hill has written that "the restoration then came about, 
in Milton's view, because of the avarice and ambition of the revolu-
tionary leaders, because of lack of virtue and civic morale among the 
body of the people, and because of divisions among the godly them-
selves."2 I suggest that these cultural failures would have been antici-
pated by, in Professor Hill's words, "no political innocent" who had 
recorded in his Commonplace Book (1640-41) that "anyone may learn 
with how much disturbance of conscience affairs of state are carried 
on."3 Milton's deeply skeptical and satiric temperament was strenu-
ously exercised throughout the tumultuous 1640s and 1650s.4 The 
"Ha, ha, ha" of his early anti-prelatical tracts is quickly turned on his 
allies in this rancorous debate (Animadversions, CPW 1: 726). Presbyte-
rians-among others--condemn his books and denounce him in 
_______________ 
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sermons, and his response is characteristically ferocious as he con-
demns those who have misled the nation into" all this waste of wealth 
and blood" (Sonnet XII 14; ca. 1646).5 In Ad loannem Rousium Uanuary 
1647), the central problem is attributed not to the Anglicans, or to the 
Presbyterians, or to the Sectaries. It is seen as the English themselves: 
"What god or what god-begotten man will take pity on the ancient 
character of our race-if we have sufficiently atoned for our earlier 
offenses and the degenerate idleness of our effeminate luxury-and 
will sweep away these accursed tumults among the citizens?" (25-29). 
"Milton's bitter perspective on the events of the late 1640s" clearly is 
evident in his History of Britain.6 It is even more clearly evident in the 
section censored from that work. In 1648 he excoriates the Parliament 
that chose to "hucster the common-wealth," involving the nation in 
"ridiculous frustration" (MS Digression, CPW 5.1: 445, 443). And it is 
then that he more obviously turns his attention to averting the re-
imposition of royal order. In Tenure of Kings and Magistrates, Milton 
warns" doubling Divines" (CPW 3: 198)-and the rest of those" who of 
late so much blame Disposing [ ... ] the Men that did it themselves" 
(title page)-"not to fall off from thir first principles" by sponsoring a 
restoration-in 1648: "Let them, feare therfore if they be wise, [ ... ] and 
be warn'd in time they put no confidence in Princes whom they have 
provok'd, lest they be added to the examples of those that miserably 
have tasted the event" (CPW 3: 238-39). Even with the execution of the 
king, too many of "the men that did it themselves" remain" an incon-
stant, irrational, and Image-doting rabble," the latest generation of the 
"race of Idiots" that slumbered in "slavish dejection" during the pre-
war period. His countrymen, he writes in 1649, are characterized by 
"a besotted and degenerate baseness of spirit, except some few" (Eiko-
noklastes, CPW 3: 601, 344, 355). 

His Defenses do not merely warn against a restoration of the monar-
chy. As pointed out by his anonymous biographer (and many others 
since then), they predict it. Aloof from "the corrupt designs of his 
Masters," Milton "little less than Prophetically, denounc'd the Pun-
ishments due to the abusers of that Specious name" of "Liberty" in the 
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"Perorations at the close of those Books."7 In each case, resounding 
the mighty if of Ad Ioannem Rousium (and the first word of the Tenure), 
he targets the vices that he had cited in his Digression as the sources 
for political reversal-" self-seeking, greed, luxury, and the seductions 
of success" (First Defense, CPW 4.1: 535) and "avarice, ambition, and 
luxury" (Second Defense, CPW 4.1: 680): 

Unless your liberty is [ ... ) of that kind alone which, sprung from piety, jus-
tice, temperance, in short, true virtue, has put down the deepest and most 
far-reaching roots in your souls, there will not be lacking one who will short-
ly wrench from you, even without weapons, that liberty [ ... ). (CPW 4.1: 680) 

Milton here in the Second Defense again implies that his readers lack 
these virtues, that these virtues must be developed rather than re-
tained. The English must "drive" from their "minds the superstitions 
that are sprung from ignorance of real and genuine religion [ ... ]." 
They must "expel avarice, ambition, and luxury" from their "minds" 
and "extravagance" from their "families": "You, therefore, who wish 
to remain free, either be wise at the outset or recover your senses as 
soon as possible" (Second Defense, CPW 4.1: 680, 684). 

This skepticism is heightened since these admonitions follow Mil-
ton's salute to England's liberator. This no longer is the English peo-
ple-or at least the people whom Milton previously credited with 
having performed flit themselves." In the First Defense he tells the 
English that God "has wondrously set you free before all men"; and in 
the Second Defense he cites God's instruments as the radical, especially 
army, leaders-and, of course, himself (CPW 4.1: 535, 674-78). The 
chief is Cromwell: "Cromwell, we are deserted! You alone remain. On 
you has fallen the whole burden of our affairs. On you alone they 
depend" (Second Defense, CPW 4.1: 671). This statement should be read 
in light of what Milton writes six years later, after" a short but scan-
dalous night of interruption" caused by England's reliance on Crom-
well: "Certainly then that people must needs be madd or strangely 
infatuated, that build the chief hope of thir common happiness on a 
single person" (Likeliest Means, CPW 7: 274; Readie and Easie Way 7: 
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361). A statement in the First Defense is even more illuminating. 
Should the English return to monarchy (as the tract strongly suggests, 
even "prophesies"), "the worst expressions and beliefs" of the skep-
tics (such as evidently himself) "are all true" (First Defense, CPW 4.1: 
536). 

Another one of these skeptics was John Phillips, very likely the 
anonymous biographer who points out this "prophecy." If it were 
Phillips, he probably had many good reasons, other than the perora-
tions, for his observation of his uncle's skepticism. Certainly, Milton 
not only foretells the restoration of the monarchy, he foretells it for 
largely the right reasons. The restored monarchy and the government 
that would evolve from it are more acceptable to the commercial 
interests in an England at the threshold of empire and vast commer-
cial expansion. Milton succinctly summarized the alternatives at this 
pivotal moment. He proposes the virtues of republicanism, "to admin-
ister incorrupt justice to the people, to help those cruelly harassed and 
oppressed, and to render every man promptly his own desserts." Or 
the English could reveal themselves to be "royalists" as they pursue 
"the ability to devise the cleverest means of putting vast sums of 
money into the treasury, the power readily to equip land and sea 
forces, to deal shrewdly with ambassadors from abroad, and to con-
tract judicious alliances and treaties" (Second Defense, CPW 4.1: 671).8 
As the MS Digression clearly indicates, this choice had been made 
long before 1654. 

In early 1660, Milton's political skepticism culminates in proposing 
his own restoration: 

Free Commonwealths have bin ever counted fittest and properest for civil, 
vertuous and industrious Nations, abounding with prudent men worthie to 
govern: monarchie fittest to curb degenerate, corrupt, idle, proud, luxurious 
people. If we desire to be of the former, nothing better for us, nothing nobler 
then a free Commonwealth: if we will needs condemn our selves to be of the 
latter, desparing of our own vertue, industrie and the number of our able 
men, we may then, conscious of our own unworthiness to be govemd better, 
sadly betake us to our befitting thraldom: yet chusing out of our own num-
ber one who hath best aided the people, and best merited against tyrannie, 
the space of a raign or two we may chance to live happily anough, or tolera-
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bly. But that a victorious people should give up themselves again to the van-
quishd, was never yet heard of; seems rather void of all reason and good 
policie, and will in all probabilitie subject the subduers to the subdu'd, will 
expose to revenge, to beggarie, to ruin and perpetual bondage the victors 
under the vanquishd: then which what can be more unworthie? (Brief Notes 
upon a Late Sermon, CPW 7: 481-82) 

A saving remnant perhaps, but it is doubtful Milton ever believed 
that any place had worthies abounding. Of course there was Heaven, 
but then many of the angels fell-or so the poet was arguing in Para-
dise Lost. Nor is it likely that he had much confidence in the virtue of 
pagan Greece and Rome or Machiavelli's Catholic Italy: the positive 
side of his own republicanism is too deeply sourced in "the long-
deferr'd, but much more wonderfull and happy reformation of the 
Church in these latter dayes" (Of Reformation in England, CPW 1: 519). 
Yet, virtuous men were even rarer in a "reforming" England that by 
1648 had inflicted the most "ignominious and mortal wound to faith, 
to pietie [ ... ] since the first preaching of reformation" (MS Digression, 
CPW 5.1: 449). So Milton argues not that the English have virtue, but 
that they have the opportunity to develop virtue in Milton's republic. 

Woolrych writes that Milton's proposal implies "better, in fact, King 
George than King Charles" (CPW 7: 203). Why Monck rather than 
Charles II? "General Monck cheerfully changed from the King's side 
to Parliament's as soon as the latter was clearly winning; with equal 
lack of principle he changed back again in 1660 when Parliament in its 
turn was going under."9 This man would seem the king-nominee of 
an epic satirist rather than of a political idealist-and he was. Nearly 
every word of the proposal for the English to "sadly betake" them-
selves (including, rhetorically, himself) to "thraldom" is contemptu-
ous: "raign or two," "chance," "happily anough, or tolerably." The 
climactic question of disgust not only restates Milton's previous satiri-
cal assessments but is in keeping with the epic that he was then writing. 

If his countrymen were to have a king because of their own lack of 
virtue, men like the plain flexible opportunist Monck were, as success-
ful politicians should be, more plainly fitted to the character of the 
degenerate governed and to the character of the ignoble government 
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that such a populace deserves. Certainly such figures were less dan-
gerous than someone who--with astonishing success-appears to be a 
saint-martyr-king, dying for the principle of his status as God's anoin-
ted. This political choice between a purported semi-divinity and a 
man who could "walk the streets as other men [ ... ] without adoration" 
in many ways had been made in 1654 (Readie and Easie Way, CPW 7: 
360). Milton then gradually withdraws from public office, as 
Cromwell becomes increasingly authoritarian, opening his govern-
ment to those (many of whom are former royalists) who will find an 
easy transition to the government of one who--unlike Cromwell-
accepts their offer of the crown. "King-ridden" Cromwell himself is 
condemned by many as a betrayer of the Cause as he effects a reli-
gious policy from which it is but" a small step forward to the Parlia-
mentary persecution of sectaries after 1660."10 Yet Milton responds to 
Cromwell's despoliations not with amazed and angry protests but 
with the same satiric, polite if not politic, silence that will comment on 
Monck's and Montagu's, and Ingoldsby's and Downing's among a 
multitude of others-restoration of the monarchy. 

If Englishmen were to have kings-and the poem Milton was writ-
ing in 1660 suggests that autocrats fall into the same category as 
death, taxes, and sin-Charles II in many ways surpasses Monck as a 
Miltonic nominee. Milton, of course, could not endorse Charles Il, but 
here at least was someone who confirmed that "the mystery of king-
ship was irreparably fractured" and" a sudden modernity had swept 
away the Renaissance state" and the semi-divine trappings that had 
lent an aura to "Heav'n upon Earth" of Caroline court culture 
(Eikonoklastes, CPW 3: 530).11 The new king's "inclination towards the 
leisured lifestyle of a country squire came into conflict with his duties 
as a king. He found it difficult to look and act like a king, to maintain 
his dignity and keep his distance; too often he would let 'all distinc-
tion fall to the ground as useless and foppish. JJ

I}2 As had his father 
James, Charles I acted the "politic parent," the Parens patriae. A trium-
phal restoration arch welcomed Charles Il, too, as Parens patriae: "[ ... ] 
later in his career when called the father of his country, Charles Il 
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reportedly said, 'Well, I believe that I am, a good number of them."'13 
Renaissance "humanists, poets, writers, and artists" had been so 
successful in creating an image of a divine king that James I had been 
able to declare that kings were as "the breathing Images of God upon 
earth": "Kings are not onely Gods Lieutenants upon earth, and sit 
upon gods throne, but even by God himselfe they are called Gods."14 
And the "remarkable Renaissance" of Caroline court culture had 
promoted the idea that "Kingship, the rule of the soul over the body 
politic, might lead man back to his earthly paradise.'115 In the shadow 
of these dangerous, dazzling arguments, Milton would have been 
heartened-by a not unimportant sense of triumph-to hear that the 
king and his courtiers were once again abandoning God's love for that 
of women, and not attempting to disguise their lasciviousness with 
talk of "love," except of the body. The poet was much less disturbed 
by courtiers flown with insolence and wine than by those who, intoxi-
cated with philosophical idealism, quoted Plato and Ficino as they 
endorsed political absolutism, celebrating court men and women as 
" gods and goddesses, heroes and heroines, sun and stars," represent-
ing "the Renaissance belief in man's ability to control his own des-
tiny."16 The mighty and great were now supposed (as they had always 
been by Milton) to get drunk and make noise-and not to pretend it 
was philosophy. Lusty courtiers, rolling in their brutish vices, Plato 
unquoted: this was how it should be-and seemed to be after 1660.17 

Why then does Milton, about 1660, withdraw, more or less perma-
nently, into "regions of mind"? I suggest that this assessment is not 
completely convincing. In December 1657 Milton had written that he 
had "very few intimacies with the men in favor, since" he stayed "at 
home most of the time, and by choice."ls And in 1659 he writes that 
his contact with public officials had been restricted to his "prayers for 
them that govern" (Letter to a Friend, CPW 7: 324). In 1660, however, 
there are so many persons possibly responsible for Milton's preserva-
tion that it is impossible to determine what precisely did happen. 
Edward Phillips tells us of "all the Power and Interest he [Milton] had 
in the Great ones of those Times," including "Friends both in [Privy] 
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Council and Parliament."19 Parker speculates that these powerful 
"Friends" might have included Monck, Montagu, Annesley, Sir Wil-
liam Morrice, Sir Thomas Clarges, as well as Davenant and Marvell. 
And of course there were the Joneses and Boyles, as well as other 
Fellows of the Royal Society.zo Who among the great before the war, 
would have known the scrivener's son, much less have preserved him 
from the punishments prescribed for traitors? 

Parker, arguing that during the 1640s and 1650s Milton's influence 
was "in the moulding of events [ ... ] negligible," conjectures that after 
1660 "living in seclusion, he probably became an almost legendary 
figure to those Englishmen who remembered but did not know 
him."21 Whatever was private about this "seclusion" would seem 
neither unnatural nor unwelcome to a blind man in his sunset years. 
But Milton continued to enjoy an extraordinarily busy and public 
"seclusion." His celebrity (he had little or none before the civil war) 
flared brighter, achieving if not exactly a radical chic, at least a radical 
fascination. 

Milton's books are, of course, denounced (as they had been in 
1643/44) and burned, but this adds "evidence for Milton's political 
reputation after the Restoration."22 The forbidden, then as now, exerts 
an irresistible allure, especially if you survive it: "visits to see Milton 
were part of the ordinary tourist route through London, and travelers 
from abroad were being shown [before the fire] the birthplace in 
Bread Street by the proud local inhabitants."23 Nor is the prophet, 
though understandably unpopular with many, neglected by his more 
knowing countrymen. He is visited by "the Nobility, and many per-
sons of eminent quality" -more than the blase poet did desire, "al-
most to his dying day."24 Witty stories are told about visits from the 
Duke of York (or according to Chateaubriand, the king himself)25-
who, made the butt of the poet's subversive repartee, indignantly 
tattles to his brother the king (LR 4: 389-91). In another anecdote that 
reveals Time busily vindicating the poet, when the King's Book begins 
to appear as not the king's book, the Earl of Clarendon writes to John 
Gauden, Bishop of Exeter, "Nobody will be glad of it but Mr. Milton" 
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(LR 4: 369). In a vein of similar hilarity, Warton tells us how King 
Charles II is informed of the quasi-regicide's mock funeral, a ruse to 
fool the authorities, and the Merry Monarch laughs heartily at the 
bard's prank (LR 4: 317). 

Perhaps some of these anecdotes were invented after the poet's 
death. But several biographers (the anonymous biographer, Newton, 
and Richardson), relying primarily upon Milton's widow, even record 
that the blind man was invited by the King to write for the court, 
probably as Latin Secretary. He declines, unlike the vast majority of 
Englishmen (and many of his close acquaintances and former associ-
ates). But since Milton won't go to court, the court goes to him. 
Helmsmen of state seek to consult the sage on matters of which few 
people at that time are familiar, such as divorce, even royal divorce.26 
It is not known whether or how often Milton deigned to respond. 
After the poet is safely in the grave, his work is indeed appropriated 
by royalists. Mr John Miltons Character of the Long Parliament and As-
sembly of Divines in MDCXLI is published in 1681. The work-edited 
by Roger L'Estrange-is used by the Tories to attack the Parliament 
during the Exclusion Crisis.27 

And of course Paradise Lost is published in 1667 (and Samson Ago-
nistes and Paradise Regained-and histories translations, polemical 
prose, a logic book, and other material).28 Yet, even before that poem, 
Milton already had attained a literary reputation. His Defensio (when 
an unburned copy could be obtained) was still admired by many 
(including, of course, himself) as a literary masterpiece. Even his 
poetry, quite possibly, had been recognized by many contemporaries 
as masterfu1.29 Burnet comments that Milton "lived many years much 
visited by all strangers, and much admired by all at home for the 
poems he writ" (LR 5: 116-117). In 1663, the immensely popular Mask 
is re-published-this time with the author's name prominently at-
tached.30 Though without Milton's name, Shakespeare's third folio is 
published with Milton's dedicatory poem. It was not only Thomas 
Ellwood who recognized the scrivener's son as "a gentleman of great 
note for learning throughout the learned world."31 In the same year, 
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the Comte de Cominges, French ambassador, wrote of the English 
"arts and sciences" to Louis XIV, "if any vestiges remain here (in 
England) it is only in the memory of Bacon, of More, of Buchanan, 
and, in recent times, of one named Milton" (LR 4: 393). 

Paradise Lost, more than likely, becomes an instant classic, or at the 
very least, "at once made a very strong impression."32 Indeed, "almost 
every bookish or literary person in England had read or looked into 
Paradise Lost before 1669."33 But it is not only the learned-Puritan or 
Royalist-whom the poem astonishes. Stories appear disputing which 
fashionable courtier was to receive credit for" discovering" the poem 
(LR 4: 439, 446-47). The plausibility of these stories is strongly indi-
cated by a more documented example of the poem's success with the 
world of fashion. In search of an entertainment for the Duke of York's 
proposed marriage festivities, the poet laureate hastens (according to 
some reports, attended by Sir Edmund WaIler) to a house near Bunhill 
Fields to request permission to turn Paradise Lost into that popular 
new court genre, an opera. With elegant and genial scorn, the author 
grants his leave for the Laureate "to tagge his Verses" as an enter-
tainment at the Duke of York's marriage to Louis XIV's niece, to 
whom his work is, with much adulation, dedicated (LR 5: 46-47).34 

Milton had good reason to remain "chearfull even in his Gowte-
fitts" and generally "very merry" (LR 5: 83). As for his powerful ene-
mies, apparently they were numerous enough to allow him to see 
himself as "the one just man" and ineffective enough to leave the one 
just man undisturbed to enjoy the happy fame, or infamy, or godly 
disrepute that he had gained, and continued to gain, through his role 
as civic sage. 

Ironically, perhaps the most powerful source for creating the image 
of the reclusive, defiant Milton is Paradise Lost. Immediately following 
the account of the defeated angels, the epic poet tells us that he is 

unchang'd 
To hoarse or mute, though faIl'n on evil days, 
On evil days though fall'n, and evil tongues; 
In darkness, and with dangers compast round, 
And solitude; I ... ) (PL 7.24-28) 
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But this "solitude" (PL 7.28) is highly rhetorical. "Solitude" literally 
characterizes Milton in 1660 no more accurately than Marvell's "si-
lence" characterizes a "retired" Milton in 1660-1674 (LR 5: 57). By his 
own admission the poet was "with dangers compast round" (PL 7.27). 
One can be alone, or one can be the center of oppositional contro-
versy, but one cannot be both; functioning as an overt opposition, as 
we now realize, is a profound form of cultural participation. The poet 
seems to confirm this by imploring his muse to "drive farr off the 
barbarous dissonance" of a Restoration culture (PL 7.31). This threat is 
averted-not apparently by the muse-but by the author's numerous 
powerful friends. 

Similarly significant is the assertion that the poet was "unchang'd." 
This usually is read as evidence of Milton distancing himself from the 
new cultural contexts. I suggest it indicates the opposite. Milton does 
not change because he, in many ways, if not the last poet of the Eng-
lish Renaissance (whatever that term might denote), was the first poet 
of the Restoration. Paradise Lost, in at least one spectacular way, viv-
idly supports this perspective. The declaration that the poet is "un-
chang'd" at first appears obtuse, especially as he was writing such an 
innately political work as epic. The poem was certainly begun-and 
its blueprint most probably completed-before the Restoration, which 
did not occur, according to best guesses, until about rnid-poem.35 And 
then came no minor tap to the political world, requiring subtle shifts 
or limited modification of perspective. The divine course of history, 
much celebrated by godly polemicists (including, sometimes, Milton), 
had seemingly reversed itself. The political world was turned upside-
down, winners and losers reversed places, and the events of 1640-1660 
assumed a radically fresh significance. Some great thing would seem 
to have failed or succeeded. Some change-rethinking, modification, 
or capitulation-would seem to have been in order. Only Milton, and 
his poem, it seems, remained unchanged in 1660. 

Yet, most astonishingly of all, Milton was right: no change was 
needed. The epic emerges from another revolution unaltered-and 
just as it should be. Far from becoming either a majestic relic or the 
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vanishing paradise created by a defeated Saint, Paradise Lost becomes 
the most influential English poem of the next 200 years. The immense 
event of monarchical restoration registers so faintly on an intensely 
political poem because it generally confirmed the author's political 
notions. And these notions were those of the present and future rather 
than of the past. Paradise Lost reflects, enacts, and extends the power-
ful cultural currents that shaped the Restoration era and would con-
tinue to shape English life for at least the next 200 years. It perhaps 
would not be excessive to suggest that the monarchical restoration 
and Paradise Lost shared similar determining contexts-crises-changes 
or "causes." These possible intersections are suggested by another 
autobiographical passage (the poem's last) that is often cited as evi-
dence of the poet's cultural unease. Beating steadily and consciously 
towards his triumphant conclusion, the poet raises the question if he 
lives in "an age too late" for epic (PL 9.44). It was Milton's genius to 
perceive that his times were antipathetic to successful traditional epic, 
and he writes instead anti-epic that was perfectly timed to-among 
many other things-inaugurate the great age of British satire. Satan, 
warrior-hero-voyager-discoverer-conqueror-sage-Ieader-politician-
saviour, is a tremendous satire on the futility of the heroism cele-
brated in Renaissance epic. Readers of Butler, Dryden, and that mob 
of gentlemen who wrote with ease would have shared Milton's skep-
ticism. Significantly, Milton's conjecture concludes a catalogue of 
rejected epic themes identified with romance and consequently with 
the Caroline court culture. It was for this that Milton perceived him-
self late, and he perceived himself late, very early. 36 

Where Caroline court art, focusing on the living representative of 
divine authority, had celebrated why things were right, Paradise Lost 
returns to the beginning to explain what went wrong, why it went 
wrong, why it is right it went wrong, and what to do about it.37 An 
examination of the politics of Paradise Lost is beyond the scope of this 
essay. However, I would, in conclusion, like to offer a suggestion 
about one way in which Paradise Lost intersects Milton's pre-1660 
political notions and his perceptions of the monarchical restoration. 
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One of the poem's primary arguments, an argument that predeter-
mines many of the poem's constructions, from the state to the self, is 
that humans, if they are given a paradise (whatever perfections that 
term is intended to encompass), will lose it. This theme, I will suggest, 
is the culmination of the tough satire of the political pamphlets who 
foresaw long before 1660 a looming monarchical restoration as a 
confirmation of his arguments for a culture of limitations. 

This culture of human loss and failure, of human limitations, often 
surfaces in the powerful disruptiveness of Milton's republican, protes-
tant arguments. Dr. Johnson, as so often in his criticism of Milton, is 
almost right: 

He hated monarchs in the state and prelates in the church; for he hated all 
whom he was required to obey. It is to be suspected that his predominant 
desire was to destroy rather than to establish, and that he felt not so much 
the love of liberty as repugnance to authority.38 

There certainly was little positive, practical, or precedented in a 
"Commonwealth; wherein they who are greatest, are perpetual ser-
vants and drudges to the publick at thir own cost and charges, neglect 
thir own affairs; yet are not elevated above thir brethren" (Readie and 
Easie Way, CPW 7: 360). Yet this republican disruptiveness was not 
created by a sullen resentment of the great nor from a naIve confi-
dence in the capacity of the average subject. Rather it was created by a 
profound awareness of the dangers of those who pretend to be great 
as they mislead the average subject. Even the early anti-prelatical 
tracts "are far more concerned with destroying episcopacy than with 
the details of the order that will replace it."39 The details themselves, 
soon abandoned, seem to be generated by the deeper, more enduring 
purpose that resounds throughout the anti-monarchical tracts: a 
"rehearsal not of Republican argument, but of Republican values." 
Central to these values is the" demystification of kingship."40 Milton 
repeatedly strikes at those who deftly exploit powerful arguments to 
deceive-and, worse, benefit, especially with riches-the degenerate 
governed as they endeavor to "be ador'd like a Demigod," setting" a 
pompous face upon the superficial actings of State" (The Readie and 
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Easie Way, CPW 7: 425-26). Government instead should be structured 
on the assumption of human limitations-of governing and gov-
ernedY Milton consequently rejects the highly centralized Caroline 
state and church as he argues de-organization. Englishmen-men-do 
not need to be organized: they need the opportunity of a republic to 
make themselves fit to be organized, a chance to emulate others who 
"have strove for libertie as a thing invaluable, & by the purchase 
thereof have soe enobl'd thir spirits [ ... ]" (MS Digression, CPW 5.1: 
441). 

Milton of course is not consistent in the expression of his views, but 
then few people are consistent, especially while experiencing the 
cultural kaleidoscope of civil war. The civil war shapes Milton much 
more emphatically than he shapes it. He seems most plainly to sum-
marize his political position-or at least his position in 1660-in the 
unsent letter to Monck, proposing a means to elect a Grand Council: 

Though this grand Council be perpetual (as in that Book [Readie and Easie 
Way) I prov'd would be best and most conformable to best examples) yet 
they will then, thus limited, have so little matter in thir Hands, or Power to 
endanger our Liberty; and the People so much in thirs, to prevent them, hav-
ing all Judicial Laws in thir own choice, and free Votes in all those which 
concern generally the whole Commonwealth, that we shall have little cause 
to fear the perpetuity of our general Senat; [ ... ). (liThe Present Means, and 
Brief Delineation of a Free Commonwealth, Easy to Be Put in Practice and 
Without Delay. In a Letter to General Monk," CPW 7: 394) 

Milton, arguing his republican ideal on non-government, privatizes 
politics and religion into subtle processes of private self-discovery in 
which the processes are as significant as the discoveries. These pro-
cesses often are based not on the assumption that people will find the 
right answers but they should have the opportunity to find the wrong 
answer for themselves, learn from their inevitable mistakes, and 
develop their capacity to become virtuous citizens who might eventu-
ally be fit to participate in effective government-probably that of 
King Christ (Readie and Easie Way, CPW 7: 374-75). Without this virtu-
ous populace-which, again, can be developed only in a citizen-
centered (rather than government-centered) republic-organization 
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such as that "yoke" imposed by the Normans means activity, activity 
means, for an unregenerate humanity, damage. This damage-to 
others, themselves, or the environment, such as in the forms of em-
pire, class-system, or industrialization-must be limited by the dis-
ruption, if not dispersal, of power. 

This culture of loss would suggest that Milton would have been far 
from dashed by the return of a monarch to preside over the teeming 
and complex cultural negotiations of the Restoration-that "brief, 
uneasy settlement."42 For Milton, the overwhelming political fact of 
1640-1660 was not the failure to establish a republic but the destruc-
tion of Caroline absolutism. This, unthinkable in 1632, in itself estab-
lished a providential politics. On the other hand, the failure to capital-
ize on this opportunity in 1658-60 was no surprise: the English had 
been failing-as Milton tells us in his History-since there had been an 
England; and the human race, as he tells us in Paradise Lost-since 
there had been humans. Far worse than the loss of paradise would be 
the retaining of paradise by those unfit to live in paradise. Similarly, 
no one was fit to be a member of Milton's "free commonwealth" who 
could not be persuaded to create such a commonwealth. In politics (as 
in religion), if you have to be told, you are not fit to hear yourself 
convinced. That his advice would go unheeded was the surest evi-
dence that it should be unheeded. 

No wonder, then, that the epic, though only half-written, remained 
triumphantly unchanged. It is surprising that the poet did not attach a 
headnote to his epic-or at least to the first six books: "In this epic the 
author narrates Satan's conquest of paradise. And by occasion fore-
tells the restoration of the king and his court, then in their exile." 
Englishmen's exit from the dynamic possibilities of Stuart monarchy 
into the uncertainty and vacillations of Republican experiment and 
finally into the experiment of Restoration political cultures is eyed by 
Milton with the same sublime and happy equanimity with which he 
escorts Adam and Eve from their would-be universal capital. De-
organization is good. And as raucous Restoration politics indicated, 
and the ensuing 300 years confirmed, the disruptive possibilities of 
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the democratic process were just beginning to be realized. Indeed, 
Englishmen-many of them citing Milton-were to move further 
from monarchy than Milton perhaps would have believed. And, 
among the wreckages of the Caroline monarchy, was much that could 
be repaired, or rearranged (an ambivalence evident in the fascinating 
Satan or in his similarly fascinating Eve). As his perverted angel(s) 
also suggests, Milton's concept of evil is not so much informed by 
fears of hostile opposites as it is by the threat of perverted parallels. 
Things misused by princes in their attempt to counterfeit the divine 
might prove useful by the wise and knowing in their attempt to be-
come fully and virtuously human. Milton then appropriates many 
ideals, especially those attached to court culture, in a way that might 
be expected from a poet haunted by a sense of lateness: he gets there 
earlier, in his art. He does not reject court culture but rather pre-empts 
it, embodying it in an archetypal paradise whose destruction prede-
termined the perversions of its more recent imitators. 

University of Texas Pan American 
Edinburg, Texas 
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