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John Milton and the Commonwealth of England ( 1640-1660 )

Abstract

John Milton (1608-1674) was an English poet, pamphleteer, and civil servant of the
Commonwealth of England. He lived through the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, regicide, the
founding of the Commonwealth and the restoration of the monarchy. This thesis focuses on
the pamphlets that Milton published between 1640 and 1660, examining the interaction
between the times and his thoughts. Milton’s pamphlets can be divided into three periods: The
pamphlets written before 1649 deal with the Church of England, education, and the liberty of
unlicensed printing. During the second period between 1649 and 1654 he wrote about the
rights of the king and the people and the founding of the Commonwealth. Between 1654 and
1660 his main topics were criticisms of the Commonwealth and appeals for liberty. The first
chapter of this thesis covers the Wars of the Three Kingdoms and Milton’s life, focusing on
the description of the situation in England after the 1640s, particularly the precarious situation
of the monarchy and the thriving development of thought. It will also look back on Milton’s
life and reference writings in which he stated his inner beliefs. Chapters two to four will
discuss the pamphlets written by Milton during the three periods mentioned above. Chapter
Two focuses on Milton’s writings before 1649, namely Of Reformation, Of Education, and
Areopagitica. Chapter Three discusses works penned between 1649 and 1654, namely The
Tenure of Kings and Magistrates and Pro Populo Anglicano Defensio. In these two works
Milton for the first time clearly stated his stance toward politics. Both were written before and
after Milton took a post in the Republican government. Chapter Four is devoted to Milton’s
works after 1654 — Defensio Secunda and Ready and Easy Way to Establish a Free
Commonwealth — which were written in the waning years of the Commonwealth and before
the Restoration of 1660. The four chapters will give an overview as to how Milton’s thoughts
addressed England’s plight during these two decades - episcopacy, censorship, the restriction
of religious freedom, the controversial regicide, and the restructuring of the government
system. This thesis will reverse the past approach toward Milton, which focused on his
thoughts, by clarifying the connection between Milton’s political thought and his era, and
discussing the key points of his argumentation.

Keywords : John Milton ~ Commonwealth ~ Pamphlet ~ Liberty ~ Political Thought ~ Christian
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