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Abstract 
 

This thesis argues that Milton’s two major polemics of 1649, The Tenure of Kings and 

Magistrates and Eikonoklastes, are preoccupied with articulating proper logic and castigating 

logic Milton views as inferior. I read these two works alongside Artis Logicae Plenior Institutio, 

Milton’s seldom read logic textbook published in 1672 but written in the years immediately 

preceding the regicide. Artis Logicae outlines the procedure for creating and deploying proper 

logic, but it also describes one type of inferior logic, what Milton calls testimony. Arguments 

from testimony depend entirely on the ethos of the speaker. For Milton, this argumentative 

practice represented a departure from critical thought. Further, it was the same type of logic used 

to support arguments for monarchy.  

In Milton’s political prose of 1649, testimony lies at the center of critique. The preface to 

Eikonoklastes frames Milton’s reading of Eikon Basilike as an act of degrading poor logic. 

Before the work can teach the English nation the proper mode of logic, and thus the proper mode 

of reading and thought, it must point out the faulty foundation of testimony upon which Eikon 

Basilike is built. In Eikonoklastes, Milton foregrounds his assault on testimony; in The Tenure of 

Kings and Magistrates, he buries it beneath the surface of polemic. The first edition of the 

Tenure challenges Presbyterians’ arguments against the right of the people to depose their rulers, 

drawing upon a range of proofs in support of its position. But when the polemic failed to 

convince Presbyterians who sought proof from their divines, Milton reoriented his text in the 

second edition, recasting his tract as a satire of Presbyterian logic. The second edition of the 
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Tenure offers its Presbyterian audience the testimony it desires while undermining the authority 

that empowers that testimony.  

 
 
 

  



 

iv 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Dedication 
 

  
 This thesis is for Nadia. I would be wandering without her. 

 
 
 

 

  



 

v 
  

 

 

 
 

Abbreviations and Editions 
 
Quotations from Milton’s poems are from Complete Poems and Major Prose, ed. Merritt Y. 
Hughes, (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003). 
 
 
CW The Complete Works of John Milton, 11 vols., eds. Thomas N. Corns and Gordon 
 Campbell et al., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008-). 
 
 
YP The Complete Prose of John Milton, 8 vols., ed. Don M. Wolfe et al., (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1953-1982). 
 
 
CE  The Works of John Milton, 20 vols., ed. Frank Allen Patterson et al., (New York: 
  Columbia University Press, 1923- 
  



 

vi 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Acknowledgements 
 
 

I first would like to thank my committee members for their patience and advice. David 

Ainsworth has been an exemplary committee chair. He has been exceptionally gracious with his 

time, agreeing to review my work on a weekly basis. I first came to the University of Alabama to 

work with him, and I have learned more from him than I ever could have thought possible. David 

taught me how to be a Miltonist. Sharon O’Dair taught me how to be (something approaching) a 

professional. I owe her more thanks than I can express here. She never let me be content with my 

work or progress, and I’m a better scholar because of that. Emma Wilson offered the initial 

encouragement for this project; without her, I would never have considered early modern logic at 

all, let alone as a subject for a thesis. I wish I had more time to learn from her. 

 My greatest debt lies with my friends in the English Department. I would especially like 

to acknowledge Bretton Chatham and Amanda Fowler, whose support has been immense. They 

reminded me to be a normal person, and their good humor kept me going. We always felt a little 

guilty for all the time spent chatting when we should have been working, but I think now that our 

work couldn’t have been finished without all those hours in Java City.  

 Finally, I would like to thank Nadia Barksdale, for all that she does.  

 

 
 
 
 

 



 

vii 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONTENTS 
 

Abstract ....................................................................................................... ii 

Dedication .................................................................................................. iv 

Abbreviations and Editions ..........................................................................v  

Acknowledgments ...................................................................................... vi  

List of Figures .......................................................................................... viii 

 Introduction .................................................................................................1 

“Hath much yet to learn”: Rewriting Testimony 
                        in the Preface to Eikonoklastes ......................................................13 

“By autorities and reasons”: Citation, Authority, and Testimony  
            in The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates .......................................32 

Conclusion .................................................................................................56 

References ..................................................................................................57 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

viii 
 

 

 

 

List of Figures 

 

1 Frontispiece to Eikon Alethine. The pourtraiture of Truths most  
sacred Majesty truly suffering, though not solely (1649). .............28 

  
2. The beginning of the testimony section of The Tenure of Kings  

and Magistrates (1650), sig. G1r. ..................................................50 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1 
 

 

 

Introduction 
 

  
At the height of its drama, Samson Agonistes hinges on a plea.  Standing before her blind 

and bound husband, Dalilah appeals for understanding as she tries to rationalize her betrayal. 

When her numerous explanations fail to satisfy Samson’s rage, she recasts her action as an 

obligation to God and state. She recalls how, in her state of anxiety and uneasiness, the Philistine 

officials surrounded her with entreaties to reveal the source of Samson’s strength. They noted 

“how just it was, / How honorable, how glorious to entrap a common enemy, who had destroy’d 

/ Such numbers of our nation” (855-857). Summoned to act on behalf of the nation, she can 

barely reject the magistrates’ calls. Yet, as she tells Samson, she did have one defense against 

them: “my love of thee held long debate, / And combated in silence all these reasons / With hard 

contest” (863-865). Were the outcome not prescribed in the Book of Judges, we might believe, 

for the briefest of moments, that Dalilah’s love prevails over the reasoning of the Philistine 

leadership. For all of her redirections and shifting motives, she remains, after all, steadfast in her 

love for her husband. Why then does she submit to the will of the magistrates? 

 On the heels of their “powerful arguments,” they remind her of a Philistine adage:  
 

at length that grounded maxim 
   So rife and celebrated in the mouths 
   Of wisest men, that to the public good 
   Private respects must yield, with grave authority 
   Took full possession of me and prevail’d. 
         (865-869) 
 
Coming from the mouths of the elders, the adage is insurmountable. It overcomes the love that 

Dalilah holds for her husband. But more interesting than the result of the maxim is the way it 
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takes hold of its listener.  As Dalilah explains it, the adage operates in a domain beyond the 

rational. It ruptures her capacity for critical thought, leaving her susceptible to the will of the 

priests and incapable of recognizing the problems that will stem from this course of action.  The 

events that follow come not as result of an absent love for her husband but rather as the product 

of a near mythical Philistine wisdom that holds the power to transform minds. 

 In this scene, the politics of the immediate moment interlock with the cultural history 

Dalilah heeds, but the relationship between the two differs for each party affected by the maxim 

and its authority. For the magistrates, the maxim underwrites their present political agenda and is 

deployed to vanquish lingering objections; it guides their past and current actions, directs and 

justifies their future ones. For Dalilah, it is the final utterance needed to overwhelm her love for 

Samson and place her firmly in the Philistine camp. Like the royalists against which Milton so 

often inveighed, she finds solace in the familiar saying and its promise of continuity between 

past and present.  For Samson, the saying is a secular obstruction to the godly, seeking to impede 

Yehwah’s plan. For all parties, the maxim advances initial persuasions and deepens divides. It 

provides affirmation for those who wish for a future mirroring the past, and inflames the ire of 

those who identify the present as a moment of change.  

 While the colloquy between Samson and Dalilah registers these different outlooks on the 

present moment’s relation to the past, it also points to a concern over what counts as reason and 

argument.  The Philistine magistrates offer what would have been understood by Milton’s 

contemporaries as standard argumentative practice: when they shift from deploying “powerful 

arguments” (862) to deploying their maxim, they enact a shift prescribed by Renaissance 

learning.  Early modern grammar schools located maxims, sententiae, and other authorities at the 

center of humanist training, circularly insisting they were both the source of learning and the 
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proof of learning.1 Such statements of authority were held as the ultimate recourse of learning 

and rational discourse, and one need only repeat the appropriate sententia to prove the validity of 

an argument. The technique works on Dalilah, staving off her lingering doubts about the verity 

of the magistrates’ arguments. But for Samson—and, as we shall see, for Milton—any 

expression that impedes the mind’s ability to reason is cause for perturbation, not calm. The fact 

that Dalilah is persuaded by the ancient words confirms the emptiness of her claims of love: “had 

thy love, still odiously pretended, / Been, as it ought, sincere, it would have taught thee, / Far 

other reasonings, brought forth other deeds” (873-875). In this moment of emotional intensity, 

then, we find an implied debate on what counts as proper, logical guidance.  The same proverb 

that Dalilah and the magistrates understand as inviolable is the pinnacle of unreason for Samson.   

Samson Agonistes reflects a fundamental tension of the larger early modern culture out of 

which Milton’s closet drama arose: a tension between the revolutionary present and the authority 

of the past, a reverence for which was established by humanist learning.  If humanists trained 

their students to read literature, polemics, and religious texts for the wisdom like that preserved 

in the Bible and in maxims passed down through the centuries, and if, as Samson Agonistes 

shows us, that wisdom was heralded as either proof of mastery or proof of argument, how was 

one to upset the traditions necessary to spark radical sociopolitical change, of which the English 

Civil War was the culmination? How does one convince a peer of the veracity of one’s 

argument, especially if that argument supports the death of another? How does one move outside 

the terms of tradition when one’s audience has been trained in the techniques that underscore or 

prop up that very tradition?  How does one convince others of the necessity of change if the 

terminus of reason is the recall of conservative wisdom? 

                                                
1 Jeff Dolven, Scenes of Instruction in Renaissance Romance, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 
109. 
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This study argues that the humanist’s concern for proper reason and the revolutionary’s 

concern for proper governance are inseparable in Milton’s work. The tense exchange of Samson 

Agonistes with which this essay opened stands in for other instances in Milton’s poetry where 

humanist reason directs the narrative to come. Nor is the dynamic of humanist reason and 

political action restricted to the idylls of poetic fiction.  As this study explains, these twin pillars 

of the Ciceronian ideal coexist within Milton’s political prose.  I argue that, even in the wake of 

the regicide, when Milton seems most fixated on the immediate political moment, he does not 

resign his belief that the insights of humanist reason are integral to rebuilding the nation’s 

government. Whereas Samson chides Dalilah for her lapse in reason, Milton in the political prose 

of 1649 spurs his audience to cast off its dependence on the testimony of ancient authority and 

follow the rational procedures advanced by humanist logic.  

Despite the classical precedent for viewing the educative as inseparable from the civic, 

reading Milton’s political prose alongside matters of humanism might appear to be a fool’s 

errand. It would seem to ignore the wisdom articulated over the last forty years of Milton 

criticism that the political prose is, above all, embedded and invested in a specific set of 

historical contexts.  The first edition of Tenure of Kings and Magistrates, for instance, does not 

respond to the same set of problems and contexts as its second edition, published approximately 

one year later.  Because the book is a product of its particular moment, its historicist guardians 

hold that interpretation must necessarily begin with an evaluation of that context. This rationale 

inspired reevaluations of readings that sought, as John T. Shawcross did, to locate a “higher 

wisdom” in the 1649 writings.2 Contra Shawcross, Thomas N. Corns writes, 

As long as Milton can function at a level of abstraction that precludes the intrusion of the 
political realities of 1649, his arguments retain some cogency. However, those elements 

                                                
2 John T. Shawcross, “The Higher Wisdom of The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates,” Achievements of the Left 
Hand: Essays on the Prose of John Milton, eds. Michael Lieb and John T. Shawcross, (Amherst, 1970), 142-159. 
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constitute only about a quarter of the text of the first edition. Milton devotes more 
attention to a very different kind of writing, his vilification of Presbyterians, which 
accords curiously with the probably polemical intentions of the pamphlet.3 
 

In more recent years, Corns’ historicist successors have continually redrawn the boundaries of 

(sociopolitical) context ever narrower. The results of such precise historicization have often been 

incredibly fruitful: Milton’s political prose, especially the work set down in the wake of the 

regicide, now speaks to us with an urgency approaching that which motivated its author.  

 The desire to resituate the political works within their historical moments—to revivify 

them—has achieved the status of the near universal among Miltonists living post-Christopher 

Hill. “Being historical” has surpassed the level of conscious desire: it has, for many Miltonists, 

become so rooted in the discipline that reading Milton necessitates “historical reading.” There is 

no other way to approach a figure whose complicated engagement with his historical moment 

imprints itself in each of his works. And with these critics I share the impulse, as one recovering 

historicist puts it, “to make poems [or prose] alive again by making them discover their complex 

worldliness.”4 Indeed, the blatant alterity of Milton’s writings, especially the political prose, 

requires a degree of historical knowledge to access them on the most fundamental level, to 

understand what their purposes are and what they are attempting to argue. But once this 

foundation has been laid, the literary critic, aspiring to “be historical,” has found only one way to 

parse the text thereafter.  He or she digs down deeper into the history, differentiating this 

moment from that, invalidating previous historicist work “by still further subdifferentiation to 

contexts ever smaller, contexts so local that they scarcely blip the radar of history.”5    

                                                
3 Thomas N. Corns, Uncloistered Virtue: English Political Literature, 1640-1660, (Oxford, 1992), 198. 
4 Steven Justice, “Literary History,” Chaucer: Contemporary Approaches, eds. Susanna Fein and David Raybin, 
(University Park, 2010), 204. 
5 Ibid., 206. 
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 My need for clarity in Milton’s work precludes my dismissing historicism outright, yet 

the interminable logic of the brand of historicism I have outlined is unsettling and, even worse, 

unfulfilling. I do not think it wise to assume the products of Milton’s pen were merely the dead-

ends of the history shaping around them. Even in the wake of new historicism, though, the major 

poems have generally dodged such mishandling. In fact, recognizing the bifurcation of literary 

and political realms as untenable was the necessary precursor to the reawakening of Milton 

studies in the final quarter of the twentieth century. The freedom to move between these 

disciplines facilitated inspired readings of Paradise Lost, Samson Agonistes, and Paradise 

Regained by David Loewenstein, Laura Lunger Knoppers, and Sharon Achinstein among 

numerous others. But in all of these examples, this “freedom of exchange” between disciplines 

was understood as more than just a pretense for justifying disciplinary confusion. When 

Loewenstein announced “Paradise Lost presents the drama of human history,”6 he did not seek 

out or invent a small hook in the poem upon which to hang the jailer’s keys of history, but rather 

reimagined the poem enacting the same historical sensibility Milton displays elsewhere in his 

works. In other words, history as a process emerged as a means for illuminating similar 

processes in Milton’s literary fictions. 

 Within studies of the political prose, however, critical imagination too often collapses 

into a narrow conception of history.  Milton is located alongside the period’s movers and 

shakers—Cromwell, Charles, Marchamont Nedham, William Prynne, Thomas Pride, among 

others—with the special privilege of being a palimpsest to the events dictated by those other 

pillars of history. As a result, his political prose is reduced to its topicality. Granted, the urgency 

that runs through his work was ignored for a long period in criticism, and historicists were right 

                                                
6 David Loewenstein, Milton and the Drama of History: Historical Vision, Iconoclasm, and the Literary 
Imagination, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 92. 
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to reignite the context that inspired Milton to take up his pen.  But Milton, like any other writer, 

exists within a series of overlapping contexts, some of which do not bear the sense of immediacy 

we typically associate with the political. As Nicholas McDowell shows in his striking study of 

Ranter prose, the deepest paradox of Abiezer Coppe and the other “Lunatick” Ranters lies in 

their claims of genuine, unfiltered, and frenetic writing—claims expressed through and in denial 

of years of rhetorical training they received at Oxford and Cambridge.7 “Political texts” require 

just as much non-political historicization as literary works need political context.  If we remain 

committed to “being historical,” as I believe we should, we should opt for a more capacious 

conception of history like McDowell’s instead of the alternative of endlessly subdividing 

political contexts. 

 This thesis pursues one of those “less urgent,” nonpolitical contexts: education, and under 

that larger heading, early modern logic. Milton’s interest in education in general is widely 

acknowledged. His 1644 tractate Of Education provides the oft-quoted line that “The end of 

Learning is to repair the ruines of our first Parents,” (YP 2.366-367) usually dusted off for 

inclusion in readings of Paradise Lost. But in recent years critics have read Of Education in its 

own right.8 Yet studies of Milton have registered or implied a sharp divide in the influence and 

interest of education on his prose especially. After 1644 until the great poems of the Restoration, 

it is supposed that education occupied a diminished role in Milton’s thought. With the fate of the 

nation hanging in the balance, Milton must have been overwhelmed by the quickly evolving 

political situation. He thus could not afford to divert his attention to the theories of education that 

                                                
7 Nicholas McDowell, The English Radical Imagination: Culture, Religion, and Revolution, 1630-1660, (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2003), esp. ch. 4. 
8 See, for example, Sarah Knight, “Milton and the Idea of the University,” Young Milton: The Emerging Authory, 
1620-1642, ed. Edward Jones, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 135-156; and Schuler, Stephen J., 
“Sanctification in Milton’s Academy: Reassessing the Purposes in Of Education and the Pedagogy of Paradise 
Lost,” Milton Quarterly 43.1 (2009): 39-56. 
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preoccupied his mind in the first half of the decade. This account, however, does not square with 

Milton’s biography. For as Milton fixed his eyes on the events of the first and second Civil Wars, 

within his home he spent his time educating his nephews according to the educational theory he 

had developed earlier that decade.  His educational practice thereafter expanded beyond his 

immediate family, as his small academy grew to accommodate other neighborhood children.9 

While it is uncertain when the school ceased operation, Milton may have had regular students as 

late as his appointment to the government post of Secretariat for Foreign Tongues, in March 

1649. If this were so, the creation of lesson plans would have overlapped with the creation of 

polemic; the king lost his head as Milton drilled his students in grammar. Within Milton’s 

everyday life, there was no division of politics and education. 

 As Of Education reports, the proper, humanistic training in “those organic arts which 

inable men to discourse and write” (YP 2.401) began with logic. The subject served as the 

starting point for its better-known cousin, rhetoric, which could only be studied after logic 

“open[ed] her contracted palm” (YP 2.402). Milton’s imagery of the closed fist and open hand, 

inherited from Zeno of Elea and other manuals in rhetoric and logic, has led some scholars to 

assume that Milton understood logic as “a preliminary exercise” to rhetoric, one not be studied 

more than is required for basic utility.10 But Milton’s concern for simplifying the teaching of 

logic in Of Education signals his hope that the subject be accessible to young students not as a 

preliminary exercise, but as the foundation of all written and verbal communication. Since “the 

art of logic is the first of all arts and its bounds the widest” (YP 8.211), Milton the educator must 

have taught, referred to, and reflected upon logic regularly throughout the 1640s and beyond. 

                                                
9 Gordon Campbell and Thomas N. Corns, John Milton: Life, Work, and Thought, (Oxford, 2008), 133-134. 
10 John T. Connor, “Milton’s Art of Logic and the Force of Conviction,” Milton Studies 45 (2006): 188. 
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 It was probably during his time running the academy that Milton drafted the logic 

textbook that later became known as Artis Logicae Plenior Institutio, eventually published in 

1672.11 The work’s subtitle, ad Petri Ramu Methodum concinnata, points to its derivation from 

the reformed logic of French pedagogue Petrus Ramus (1515-1572), whose Dialectiae libri duo 

was widely read and taught in Latin and in English translations during the hundred years prior to 

Milton’s revision.   Ramus’ writings call for the radical simplification of logic, a departure from 

the complexities of the inherited scholastic logic that continued to be taught in universities 

throughout Europe. The Ramist impulse to simplify logic must have appealed to Milton the 

educator of young children. The older Aristotelian system introduced “young unmatriculated 

Novices at first comming with the most intellective abstractions of Logick” and cast them out in 

the “to be tost and turmoil’d…in fadomless and unquiet deeps of controversie” (YP 2.374-275).  

Even though the Logicae was designed first as a textbook for his students, the logical 

system it conveyed influenced and structured Milton’s own thought outside the classroom. As 

Edward Phillips describes in his biography of his uncle, “by teaching [Milton] in some measure 

increased his own knowledge, having the reading of all these Authors as it were by Proxy; and 

all this might possibly have conduced to the preserving of his Eye-sight, had he not, moreover, 

been perpetually busied in his own Laborious Undertakings of Book or Pen.”12 Teaching the 

Ramist system, in other words, encouraged Milton to refine his knowledge of logic and, further, 

reaffirmed its status as the “art of arts,” that which must occupy a central position in the minds of 

the learned. Already important to his polemical prose, the influence of logic on Milton’s writing 
                                                
11 In his introduction to the Yale Complete Prose Works, Walter Ong figures the composition to be “most probably 
1645-1647.” William Riley Parker placed its writing in the summer of 1648. John T. Connor, conversely, admits its 
composition occurred in the 1640s, yet determines the work “should be understood in the context of the 1660s and 
1670s.” Walter Ong, “Introduction,” Complete Prose Works of John Milton, Volume VIII, (New Haven, 1982), 145; 
William Riley Parker, Milton: A Biography, ed. Gordon Campbell, (Oxford, 1996), 2.1139; John T. Connor, 
“Milton’s Art of Logic and the Force of Conviction,” Milton Studies 45 (2006): 187. 
12 Edward Phillips, “The Life of Mr. John Milton,” The Early Lives of Milton, ed. Helen Darbishire, (London, 1932), 
60. 
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doubled down as the 1640s progressed.13 By 1649 when he published The Tenure of Kings and 

Magistrates, the logic established in Artis Logicae had evolved into one of the chief 

preoccupations in Milton’s life and thought.14  Its role in the multiple facets of his career— as a 

poet, polemicist, civil servant, and educator—cannot be overstated.15 

While the precise nature of this influence remains a matter of debate, the sheer amount of 

time Milton spent considering Ramus and his system might hint at its degree of influence. Based 

on his letters and life records, it now seems reasonable to assume Milton developed a familiarity 

with Ramist logic before arriving at Cambridge. His 26 March 1625 letter to Thomas Young, 

likely the man who taught him Ramist logic, alludes to “that Dialectician of Paris” (Parisiensis 

ille Dialecticus [CE 12.5]), an indisputable reference to Ramus. Since Milton did not matriculate 

to the Christ’s College until 9 April of the same year, he must have learned of Ramus and his 

logic before arriving in Cambridge.16 With the publication of Artis Logicae in 1672, then, Milton 

marked nearly fifty years of engaging with Ramus’ logic. By the time of his death, Milton had 

been thinking on and with the Ramist method for over half a century. 

In this thesis, I do not purport to outline the complete prescriptions, influence, or 

connections between Artis Logicae and Milton’s life and writing, but I attend to the two chapters 

of the book that help us grapple with Milton’s concern for established authority and its relation to 

reason. Artis Logicae’s two chapters on “testimony” address what Milton calls “inartificial 
                                                
13 Stanley Fish famously claimed that much of the early prose demonstrates a “ratiocinative emptiness,” though he 
does not draw his conclusion using the terms of reason as Milton would have understood them.  Stanley Fish, Self-
Consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century Literature, (Berkeley, 1972), 274-278. 
14 Following Fish’s lead, John Connor suggests that in his late 1640s prose, “Milton rests the strength of his 
argument on the associative power of words rather than the force of logical conclusion.” Suggesting that rhetoric 
and logic are necessarily antithetical belies how early moderns viewed the relationship between the two arts. 
“Milton’s Art of Logic and the Force of Conviction”: 188. 
15 Phillip J. Donnelly writes, “The precise character of Milton’s relation to the art of logic, however, remains a 
matter of ongoing debate,” but then admirably demonstrates the pervasiveness of not only logical terms within the 
poetry but also the invisible structures that logic provides to written discourse. Phillip J. Donnelly, “Logic,” Milton 
in Context, ed. Stephen B. Dobranski, (Cambridge, 2010), 349 and passim. 
16 Gordon Campbell, “The Life Records,” A Companion to Milton, ed. Thomas N. Corns, (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2001), 486. 
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argument,” that “which argues not by its own nature but by a force derived from artificial 

argument” (YP 8.318). Testimony encompasses a wide range of utterances, from the “common 

testimony” of law and aphorism (YP 8.320) to the “proper” or specific testimony of famous 

individuals, from confession to “not only oracles of the gods, but also the response of the seers 

and soothsayers” (YP 8.319). In essence, testimony involves argument made entirely based on 

ethos, whether that ethos be lodged in the credibility of the individual speaking, or in the general 

authority and acceptance earned over time, as in the case of maxims. 

Though this definition of “testimony” appears innocuous enough and, since it accounts 

for only two of Artis Logicae’s fifty chapters, insignificant even within the context of Milton’s 

schoolboy textbook, it constitutes a key component of Milton’s conception of “reason,” a word 

he repeats like a shibboleth throughout his poetry and prose.  In Milton’s vision, testimony was 

the remnant of the dark ages of English monarchy, when the crown relied on its mythic status to 

assure the people of its justice and heavenly warrant. Because Milton dedicated himself not only 

to supporting the overthrow of monarchy but also the achievement and sustenance of a 

republicanism, he seeks to address the rational system guiding the government; the regicides had 

to root out its believers of testimony if their government was to last. Implementing the tenets of 

reason and removing testimonial arguments serve as an extension of Milton’s republican ideal. 

As it does for Samson, testimony obstructs early modern England’s path to establishing the 

godly way. 

In the following chapters, I address how Milton’s concern for testimony manifests itself 

in two of his political polemics of 1649.  Chapter one reads the preface of Eikonoklastes as 

staging the conflict between two rational systems: the Ramist “reason” Milton employs and the 

kingly testimony of Eikon Basilike. Milton, I suggest, attempts to garner support for the 
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Parliamentarian cause by outlining his discursive method as rigorous and the method of Eikon 

Basilike as weak and entirely dependent on the authority of its supposed author, Charles I. This 

chapter also accounts for the preface’s odd way of addressing the Basilike’s authorship 

controversy. Differing from other polemical responses to the King’s Book, Eikonoklastes turns 

away from the supposed ghost writing of the Basilike, challenging not the actual controversy but 

rather its authorship as the basis of its testimonial force. 

 While the first chapter imagines Milton trying to sway the nation to reject the king’s 

testimony in favor of Milton’s “plain reason,” the second chapter charts his shifting opinions on 

the odds of convincing one group in particular, the Presbyterians. Using what itself identifies as 

“reason” to “exhort [the Presbyterians] not to startle” from their support of the regicides, the first 

edition of The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates deploys a range of ample proofs in defense of its 

central thesis. But when the work failed its polemical goal, Milton significantly emended and 

expanded the Tenure. In its revised form, the Tenure promises to argue not only using those 

“reasons” of the first edition but also now with “autorities” in the form of a list of quotations 

from Protestant divines.  Drawing upon Milton’s disparagement of testimony as well as his 

longstanding disdain for Presbyterians, this chapter finally challenges the assumption that the 

second edition of the Tenure represents Milton’s genuine attempt to persuade Presbyterians of 

the regicide’s legality. No longer the polemic it markets itself as, the second edition of the 

Tenure satirizes the Presbyterians for their dependence on testimony, pointing to them as the 

model of what England must avoid if it hopes to preserve its newfound government. 
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Chapter 1 
 

“Hath much yet to learn”:  
Rewriting Testimony in the Preface to Eikonoklastes 

 
 
 In the last twenty-five years of Milton studies, criticism of Eikonoklastes has begun with, 

and often stopped at, the work’s title and the violent connotations it brings to mind. The title 

page announces a revolutionary zeal locked within the pages to come, waiting to spring into the 

minds of readers and enliven them with an iconoclastic fervor. David Loewenstein understands 

this as representative of Milton’s lifelong iconoclastic impulse that can be traced back at least to 

the time of the antiprelatical tracts.17 Barbara Lewalksi locates the genesis of Milton’s 

iconoclasm earlier still, near the composition of the “Nativity Ode,” arguing that Eikonoklastes is 

the culmination of twenty years of simmering iconoclasm: by the time Milton blots the last line 

of the work, his “iconoclastic hammer” has decimated “not only the king and his book” but has 

carried out his decades-long hatred for “rote prayers, liturgical forms, the Solemn League and 

Covenant, kings, and the Church of Rome.”18 In this reading, no thing or person survives the 

blows of the Eikonoklastes’ hammer. 

 Recently, Daniel Shore’s revisionist—indeed, iconoclastic—reading of Eikonoklastes has 

resurrected the fallen idols of Milton’s longest polemic. Shore’s dissent from, as he phrases it, 

                                                
17 Milton and the Drama of History, 62-66. 
18 Barbara K. Lewalski, “Milton and Idolatry,” SEL: Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900 43.1 (2003), 213, 220-
221. 
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the “pervasive and unchallenged”19 agreement regarding Milton’s iconoclasm is grounded in 

what he sees as the supposedly dead idols themselves. When Milton was faced with the problems 

of monarchy and Eikon Basilike, Shore claims, he decided that the solution lay “neither in 

destroying the artifacts of error nor in removing them from view. To the contrary, once they have 

been culled from truth, they must be put on display…idols must be singled out, materially, 

preserved and made available for ‘survay’ and ‘scanning.’”20 Rather than doing the work of 

Charles I, the reproduced language of Eikon Basilike within Eikonoklastes serves the will of 

Milton, who stands behind the page with puppeteer’s strings instead of an axe or bludgeon. 

 The controversy in Milton Studies that has emerged between the old guard and the 

iconoclastic, anti-“iconoclasm” new one is, in reality, no controversy at all, as insubstantial as 

the idols all suppose to be in some way altered within Eikonoklastes. In spite of the squabbling 

over what amounts to a difference in metaphor, all parties agree that the linguistic operation of 

Milton’s challenge to Eikon Basilike is, as Loewenstein puts it, “a complex phenomenon, 

expressing his uneasiness about imaginative invention, while also articulating his sense of the 

possibility of dramatic historical change.”21 Regardless of its weaponry, be it sword or page, pen 

or brandished torch, Eikonoklastes spurs its readers to assess Charles’ “fair spok’n words” while 

it simultaneously spurns the idols that have left England awash with “men whose judgement was 

not rationally evinc’d and perswaded, but fatally stupifi’d and bewitch’d, into a blinde and 

obstinate beleef” (CW 6.284). 

 Disagreements over how best to label Eikonoklases’ polemical method have distracted 

from the growing recognition that Eikonoklastes is, in some sense, an educative work. 

                                                
19 Daniel Shore, Milton and the Art of Rhetoric, (Cambridge, 2012), 179n1. Yet in a widely-cited book published 
twenty-one years before Shore made his argument, Thomas Corns writes about the “significant absence” of violence 
in the Milton’s polemic. Uncloistered Virtue, 205. 
20 Milton and the Art of Rhetoric, 96. 
21 Milton and the Drama of History, 62. 
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Highlighting its “focusing on the reader’s inward experiences of the sacred,” David Gay suggests 

“Milton is creating conditions for the reader to reimagine the sacred.”22 Similarly reckoning 

Milton’s work as “both polemical and educative,” David Ainsworth claims “Milton’s work 

serves, in part, to encourage those revolutionaries whose beliefs and whose faith have been 

shaken by Charles’ traumatic execution.”23 Readings such as Gay’s and Ainsworth’s have 

usefully expanded the terms of both critical understanding of Eikonoklastes and the limits of 

debate over the work. 

 The following chapter builds upon these readings of Eikonoklastes by infusing the current 

critical discussion with a stricter sense of the “educative.” I read Eikonoklastes not simply as a 

work that endows its readers with critical sensibilities, but, more specifically, as one that 

addresses contemporary modes of rational discourse and inculcates its readers with the proper 

method of logic and reason as Milton understood it.24 Looking to the chapters on “testimony” 

within Milton’s Artis Logicae Plenior Institutio, I argue that Eikonoklastes’ treatment of Charles’ 

authority, authorship, reason, and religious convictions all serve as a sustained investigation into 

the limits of testimony in the civil arena. “Kings most commonly, though strong in Legions, are 

but weak in Arguments,” Milton writes, because their authority permits them “to use thir will 

onely as thir right hand, thir reason alwayes as thir left” (CW 6. 279).  It is this authority that 

Milton upends, for “the reliability of the testimony totally depends” on “the authority of the 

person giving testimony” (YP 8.318). As the force of the king’s authorship and argument 

                                                
22 David Gay, “Prayer and Sacred Image: Milton, Jeremy Taylor, and the Eikon Basilike,” Milton Quarterly 46.1 
(2012), 3. 
23 David Ainsworth, Milton and the Spiritual Reader: Reading and Religion in Seventeenth Century England, (New 
York, 2008), 38, 37. 
24 Jane Hiles claims that Eikonoklastes “should provide a thoroughgoing logical demonstration of royalist 
misrepresentations, proved with syllogisms and copious examples. What Milton delivers, however, is not a subtle 
exercise in the logic of republicanism,” a judgment she makes without recourse to Milton’s own logical textbook or 
any other work of early modern logic. Jane Hiles, “Milton’s Royalist Reflex: The Failure of Argument and the Role 
of Dialogics in Eikonoklastes,” Spokesperson Milton: Voices in Contemporary Criticism, ed. Charles W. Durham 
and Kristin P. McColgan, (Selinsgrove, 1994), 88. 
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crumbles, Milton moves from interpreting the king’s words to creating his own logically sound 

prose. From the remains of the king’s words, then, Milton attempts to redeem those readers who 

“hath much yet to learn” (CW 6.291) by bestowing them with the gift of logic, and thus with the 

power both to repair their nation and restore their reason to prelapsarian perfection (YP 2.366-

369). 

 Within readings of Eikonoklastes, there is a tacit agreement that the tract’s preface 

performs a function quite different from the remainder of the book, not least because it yields the 

strongest connection between the violence of the work’s title and the otherwise intentionally 

restrained prose.25 But in addition to referring to Tudor iconoclasts who “broke all superstitious 

Images to peeces” (CW 6.282), the preface builds the components of the debate that it precedes. 

As do most prefaces, it justifies the product that follows. It also constructs our polemicist-hero, 

who claims to be “never so thirsty for fame” (CW 6.279). With its appeals to the nation, it calls 

upon and divides its audience, and in the process, represents, constructs, and reaffirms its 

audience.26 Our antagonist, too, is sketched though never named. As the disputants and the 

debate hall are erected, Milton frames the different modes of debate employed by the two sides. 

On the one side, Milton, in a self-aggrandizing move, presents himself as nothing short of a 

warrior serving on “the behalf of Libertie, and the Common-wealth” (CW 6.279), whose defense 

requires only “reference to common knowledge and plain sense.”27 On the other, Charles argues 

solely from emotional appeals “trimly garnish’d over” for the “blockish vulgar” (CW 6.280). 

 In terms that Milton and other early moderns used, the preface stages the conflict not only 

between republican and royalist, commoner and king, but also artificial and inartificial argument. 

                                                
25 Milton and the Art of Rhetoric 90. 
26 Ibid., 22-23. 
27 Gordon Campbell and Thomas N. Corns, John Milton: Life, Work, and Thought (Oxford, 2008), 225. As I shall 
argue, the argument from “plain sense” is grounded in a far more complex logical practice that Milton had been 
developing for at least twenty years.  
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Each mode of argument is treated in Artis Logicae, though the former occupies the majority of 

the text’s first book; its antithesis takes up the final two of the first book’s thirty-three chapters. 

Testimony, as Milton terms inartificial logic, is not the logician’s mainstay. Indeed, it is difficult 

to understand why Milton includes the section in his textbook, which aspires to teach a perfected 

Ramist system, for he has little positive to say about testimony.28 Seemingly with little relation to 

logic at all, testimony represents “the bare attestation of someone concerning a thing, or an 

affirmation or denial of the person attesting” (YP 8.318). In other words, it entails the arbitrary 

claim of one man, which does not lay claim to the banner of “reason.” It stakes its entire claim to 

“reliability” upon “the authority of the person giving testimony” (YP 8.318). As Milton himself 

says, the logician should rely primarily on the other structures of logic taught elsewhere in the 

textbook. Milton writes of testimony, it would seem, so that it might be identified and avoided. 

Yet, for its apparent insignificance and diminished position in Artis Logicae, testimony is 

never far from Milton’s mind. The principle crops up throughout his poetry and prose, extending 

back into his college exercises and earliest poetic endeavors. In his third Prolusion Milton ribs 

his peers for sitting at attention only after Aristotle’s name is uttered in the course of declamation 

(YP 1.248). As the Elder Brother of Comus tries to convince his sibling that their sister “is clad in 

the complete steel” of chastity, he concludes his proof by asking, “Do ye believe me yet, or shall 

I call / Antiquity from the old Schools of Greece / To testify the arms of chastity?” (Comus 421, 

438-440). Like the instance of Dalilah standing before the Philistine priests, the Second 

Brother’s doubts linger until the testimony of antiquity is heralded in support of the reasoning 

                                                
28 Quintilian serves as a useful point of comparison to Milton’s hostility to testimony. Identifying and sketching the 
same types of testimony as Milton, Quintilian heaps praise on testimony: “If I am to recommend the judge to show 
mercy, will it not be helpful to observe that the sagacious city of Athens regarded Mercy not as an emotion but as a 
divinity? And those precepts of the Seven Wise Men—do we not regard them as laws of life? If an adulteress is on 
trial for poisoning, would she not seem condemned by Cato’s judgment that every adultress is also a poisoner?” 
Quintilian, The Orator’s Education, trans. Donald A. Russell, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA, 2001), 
2.451-453. 
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that precedes it. Even Artis Logicae itself, despite its low regard for testimony, acknowledges the 

value it has. The textbook’s preface notes testimony’s ability to stave off unwarranted 

apprehensions: “As for adding the authority of Aristotle and of other older writers to practically 

every rule of logic, this would be superfluous in teaching the art were it not that the suspicion of 

novelty, which has up to now been especially attached to Peter Ramus, must be quieted by the 

testimony of older writers” (YP 8.212). In these and his other references to and employment of 

testimony, Milton carves out a limited space for inartificial logic.  While it cannot stand on its 

own, Milton does not deny its pragmatic value in some instances, so long as it is used to evince 

those who might otherwise stubbornly resist the logic that it supplements.  

The case is quite different, however, “when the exact truth or nature of things is more 

carefully investigated.”  In those moments, “testimony has a very meager probative force” (YP 

8.318). As Milton preempts potential criticisms of his response to Eikon Basilike, he claims that 

the King’s book aspires to be such an investigation into the nature of correct governance and the 

godly path for England. Despite its outward guise, Eikon Basilike is less interested in describing 

the past actions of the king than it is in calling for a return to monarchy; its publishers deem it an 

opportunity for “promoting thir own future designes” (CW 6.279). Since it attempts to survey the 

present state of England and look forward to the country’s future, Eikon Basilike should abide by 

sound logic, but Milton charges it with building its entire “argument” upon the weak ground of 

testimony. Echoing the language he uses in Artis Logicae, he explicitly labels Eikon Basilike as 

an extended example of inartificial argument: “it were suppos’d that the testimony of one man in 

his own cause affirming, could be of any moment to bring in doubt the autority of a Parlament in 

denying” (CW 6.284).  The binary that Milton establishes in this sentence between “affirming” 

and “denying” is but one of many that he highlights in Eikonoklastes. Here, too, he casts “one 
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man” against Parliament, the individual against the commonwealth. Falsehood becomes aligned 

with Charles, and Truth seeks out those republicans who reach for freedom. As these other 

binaries are codified, Milton sets up the distinction between himself and Charles not as one, as 

some critics have assumed, between rhetoric and logic, but between artificial and inartificial 

argument, between testimony and logic proper.29 One is proper for few occasions; the other is 

proper for the gravest matters of state.  

In Milton’s understanding of civil affairs, testimony is often presented in those situations 

where it is the least appropriate method of argument.  Where matters should be rigorously 

considered, testimony is given in order to produce easy assurances, what Milton calls in Artis 

Logicae “peculiar faith” (praecipuam fidem [CE 11.280]).30 This “faith” or “conviction” 

engenders a sympathetic audience where a critical one is needed. In Eikonoklastes, these two 

processes are mapped onto a complex set of bodily imagery that represents the works’ interplay 

between their authors and their audiences. The testimonial reason of Charles makes Eikon 

Basilike an example of “the easy literature of custom” (CW 6.280), which is in turn the product 

of a “weak and puny” king (CW 6.279). Milton, in contrast, must tire himself with “an irksom 

labour to write with industrie and judicious paines” (CW 6.280), in hopes of correcting those 

readers whose “want of better teaching” (CW 6.279) have left them susceptible to the king’s 

weak arguments. The disparate rational procedures of Milton and Charles are thus imagined as 

forces binding author and his written work; proper logic and testimony signal the bodily fortitude 

                                                
29 “Milton’s Royalist Reflex,” 88 and passim; Sharon Achinstein, Milton and the Revolutionary Reader, (Princeton, 
NJ, 1994), 137; John T. Connor, “Milton’s Art of Logic and the Force of Conviction,” 188. Connor’s claim that the 
pre-Restoration prose “expands rhetorically” while the post-Restoration work “expounds logically” is representative 
of a general critical trend of setting logic and rhetoric in opposition.  
30 In the Yale Complete Prose, Walter Ong translates this as “special conviction” (YP 8.318). While this is an 
improvement over the Columbia’s “especial credit,” (CW 11.281) Ong does not capture the contrast between 
religion and politics that Milton seeks in his translation. As the phrase comes in a discussion of how divine 
testimony is appropriated in political discourse, “peculiar faith” seems the better alternative, as it conveys the sense 
of strangeness in the emotion and, as Paradise Lost 3.183 shows, the sense of singularity that Milton attached to the 
word.  
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of their progenitors, and by extension, their spiritual fortitude. Once Eikonoklastes and Eikon 

Basilike are taken up, the rational procedures become the force uniting printed word and the 

reader. As the circulation loop of author-text-reader closes, the testimony of the king infects its 

readers with a “weak and puny” frame of mind, filling them with poor reason that works under 

the guileful sensation of “peculiar faith.” By means of this mysticism, Eikon Basilike transfers its 

readers beyond the rational realm and does so because it lacks the intellectual and spiritual 

strength that alternative modes of arguing require. And it is the same intellectual, rational 

discipline that, as Milton writes in Areopagitica, all citizens must have if political injustices are 

to be “freely heard, deeply considered, and speedily reformed” (YP 2.487). Modeling and 

employing testimony alone points to the central paradox of Charles’ book: in order to keep the 

tightest grip over the nation’s populace, Eikon Basilike depends on testimony that is “a fugitive 

and cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed” (YP 2.515). Only the “unexercised” or 

undisciplined testimony could keep the English nation wallowing in a state of unnatural servility.  

For Milton, the absence of logical rigor is connected to Eikon Basilike’s use of generic 

conventions and tropes adopted from a range of genres.31 Charles’ use of dramatic conventions 

especially provokes Milton’s ire.32 Eikonoklastes calls out the Basilike for its “Soliloquies,” 

which are more appropriate for “some Twelf-nightes entertainment at Whitehall” or “the full 

measure of a Masking Scene” (CW 6.284, 282). At Whitehall, Charles pursued his 

entertainments as he wished, without recourse to the growing public objections of Puritans 

regarding, in part, the immoral behavior the court supposedly encouraged. In his life at court, 

                                                
31 For a description of the multiple genres of Eikon Basilike, see Elizabeth P. Skerpan, “Rhetorical Genres and the 
Eikon Basilike,” Explorations in Renaissance Culture 11 (1985): 99-111, revised and expanded in The Rhetoric of 
Politics in the English Revolution, (Columba, MO, 1992), esp. 98-125. 
32 Loewenstein discusses Milton’s descriptions in terms of their effectiveness, though not as exempla of Charles’ 
rational weakness: “The numerous theatrical tropes…suggest that the king’s court and his activities have all been 
skillfully stage-managed…suggest[ing] a self and role which have been completely fabricated and are ultimately 
vacuous.” Milton and the Drama of History, 57-58. 
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Charles went unrestricted; his incorporation of the dramatic conventions into his book belies that 

same personal lawlessness. Eikon Basilike can move beyond the scope of any one set of generic 

conventions because the authority of the king surpasses the bounds prescribed to polemic or 

masque.  Through the lens of Milton’s logic, the same force that authorizes the king to make 

weak arguments permits him to push his book into the realm of drama. Most obviously, the 

cross-generic moves of Eikon Basilike worry Milton since they threatens to lull the work’s 

readers when they should be most discerning; with its use of the conventions of entertainment, 

the book adds to the “myth of the gullible reader,” which Sharon Achinstein identifies as a 

pervasive myth in the English Civil War.33 But perhaps more than this, Eikonoklastes suggests 

that Charles’ reason cannot be trusted since his book cannot operate on its own terms. Though it 

advertises itself as the unpremeditated “solitudes and sufferings” of the King, the book flaunts its 

own constructedness and awareness of conventions seemingly at odds with its posture as a 

collection of prayers. It does not need to abide by measures of cohesion, such as the system of 

logic to which Milton adheres. Without a commitment to an external framework of propriety and 

order, Eikon Basilike is limited only by the conscience of the king, whose authority need not be 

directed by the standards of logic or genre, providing its audience with a poor model of sustained 

rational discourse. 

 By highlighting the disparity between royalist and republican perspectives as one 

between those observing natural law and natural reason and those observing ancient laws of 

custom, Eikonoklastes initially appears to perpetuate much of the tension evident throughout the 

polemical exchanges between the two sides during the Civil War. As Elizabeth Skerpan has 

suggested, the two sides presented little chance to communicate substantively with one another 

                                                
33 Milton and the Revolutionary Reader, 138. 
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because each employed the rhetorical genre it deemed the most effective.34 Put another way, the 

polemical battle offered little chance of communication because each side spoke a different 

language and adhered to measures of reason that were fundamentally incompatible. Milton 

admits as much when he alludes to Charles’ appearance before the court that would ultimately 

condemn him. Eikonoklastes recalls the king “who at the Barr stood excepting against the form 

and manner of his Judicature, and complain’d that he was not heard” (CW 6.281). In this 

description, the king does not bemoan the injustice of the figures within the court, though 

presumably he took issue with them as well. Rather, Charles laments the very principles that 

justify the court’s operation and the procedure stemming from those ideals. With each side 

touting its own system of “right reason” and evaluation, Charles’ comments before the high court 

would seem to confirm the gulf between the two sides, and Milton’s mentioning of them in 

Eikonoklastes would only seem to double down on the impasse.   

 As it helps us understand Milton’s own terminology of logic, Artis Logicae allows us to 

overcome the insurmountability of the royalists arguing from one language and the republicans 

arguing with another. Despite Milton’s open hostility toward testimony in Artis Logicae, he 

nevertheless views it as an offshoot of artificial logic, one that depends upon “the assumed force 

of some artificial argument” (YP 8.318) articulated previously. Through this weak refraction, the 

possibility of communication exists between those reasoning with artificial logic and those 

testifying with inartificial argument: Milton’s decision to include testimony in Artis Logicae 

starts to become clear. All humans possess the “natural reason” that distinguishes them from the 

beasts that lack it.35 Milton’s logic, like all early modern logic, purports to train the mind’s 

                                                
34 The Rhetoric of Politics in the English Revolution, 99-100. 
35Like many men of the early modern period, Milton took this distinction as one of the chief differences between 
human and nonhuman animals; the sentiment is stated explicitly and implied throughout Milton’s work. For 
evidence of this, see, for example Paradise Lost 7.505-516. 
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natural reason, and bring it closer to the divine reason lost at the Fall. Importantly, it does not 

posit an unbridgeable divide between one trained in logic and one possessing only natural 

reason, for the modes are “Differing but in kind, degree the same” (PL 5.490). When Milton 

takes up the gauntlet on behalf of the English nation, he opposes one who appears to be 

operating under a rational system fundamentally divorced from his own. He may have imagined 

the ultimate failure of Eikonoklastes’ political purposes, but he did not begin writing the polemic 

without assuming a theoretical, universal rational language that might facilitate real 

communication within what David Norbrook describes as the Habermasian public sphere avant 

la lettre.36  

  The continuum between artifical and inartificial logic demystifies the otherwise 

incomprehensible courtroom imagery used in the preface to Eikonoklastes. After registering 

Charles’ objection about the form and procedure of his trial, Milton contends that the same 

conversation occupying the January 1649 trial has been “mett and debated with in this op’n and 

monumental Court of his own erecting” (CW 6.281). If the king were correct in suggesting he 

needed a new court with new form and manner, realigned in accordance with the rights of divine 

kingship that Milton cannot fathom, we might imagine that comprehending the King’s words 

would be rendered impossible for those untrained in its logic of testimony. But Milton turns back 

any suggestion that he does not already know the rules of this “monumental Court.” Indeed, his 

positioning of himself here, as one gesturing from “with in” the imagined King’s Court, suggests 

that logical readers not only can read and comprehend the king’s decidedly weak logic but they 

can also follow the precedent being established by Milton, for he already speaks within and 

through its garnished frame and beckons readers to attempt the same.  The scenes of the debate 

                                                
36 David Norbrook, “Areopagitica, Censorship, and the Early Modern Public Sphere,” The Administration of 
Aesthetics: Censorship, Political Criticism, and the Public Sphere, ed. Richard Burt, (Minneapolis, 1994), 7 and 
passim. 
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have shifted, but between the republicans and royalists the common ground of natural reason 

persists. 

 Speaking from within the opulent court of Charles’ book, Milton calls upon the means of 

logical analysis—“sense, observation, induction, and experience” (YP 8.213)—in order to 

critique the chief pillars of Charles’ argument. Coupled with his past experience of witnessing 

Charles’ deific representation, Milton’s inductive reasoning leads him to stress the importance of 

names and naming in Eikon Basilike and other royalist polemics. The Basilike’s insistence on 

using the first person invites the text’s audience to read its relationship with the king as close and 

paternal. The book’s first few clauses lend a sense of the technique’s pervasiveness in the text:  

This last Parliament I called, not more by others’ advice, and necessity of My 
affairs, than by My own choice and inclination, who have always thought the 
right way of Parliaments most safe for My Crown, and best pleasing to My 
People: And although I was not forgetful of those sparks, which some men’s 
distempers formerly studied to kindle in Parliaments, (which by forbearing to 
convene for some years, I hoped to have extinguished) yet resolving with My self 
to give all just satisfaction in Church and State; I hoped by My (freedom and their 
moderation) to prevent all misunderstandings, and miscarriages in this: In which 
as I feared affairs would meet with some passion and prejudice in other men, so I 
resolved they should find least of them in My self[.]37 
 

As it shuttles between national decisions and personal aspirations, the text remains constant in its 

assertion of the ‘I,’ which is in turn aided by the consistent orthography emphasizing the king’s 

presence. And despite the fact that Charles never alludes to his proper name, the work’s personal 

pronouns ensure that it is never far from its readers’ minds. More than mere replacements for 

proper nouns, the pronouns of Eikon Basilike redouble the claim that its “pourtraicture” 

represents a spiritual document. Like the Hebrew Bible’s accounts of Yehwah, Eikon Basilike 

                                                
37 Eikon Basilike with selections from Eikonoklastes, eds. Jim Deams and Holly Faith Nelson, (Peterborough, ON, 
2006), 51. 
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creates the sense of Charles’ name as a sacred object itself.38 Its readers all know the King’s 

name, but they possess—or will possess, with the text’s encouragement—such deific reverence 

for Charles that his name is never spoken. Provoking the “peculiar faith” that Milton describes in 

Artis Logicae, the name of the king surpasses even the idolatrous power of the material book.  

 In his transformation of Charles’ text, Milton acknowledges the conspicuity of the King’s 

absent name, but his appropriation divests it of anything approaching the mystic power Dalilah 

recounts in Samson Agonistes.  Eikon Basilike’s attempts to parallel the king’s name with 

Yehwah’s are brought to the forefront as Milton repeatedly appends the appositive “a name” to 

his references to the king and author of the Basilike. Milton explains “the King is said to be the 

Author, a name,” before whose “Regal Name and Authority” the royalists supplicate (CW 6.280, 

279). After his death, his followers utilize the king’s name “for thir ambitious purposes”: “then 

was the King, or his Name at least, as a fit property, first made use of” (CW 6.283). Here, the 

king’s body fades away, and in its place remains the empty title itself, now little more than a 

crude tool for royalist polemic. Moreover, Eikonoklastes implies the English people already can 

discern Eikon Basilike’s false extemporaneity and consequent appearance of legitimacy; Milton’s 

writing task primarily involves “remembring [the audience] the truth of what they themselves 

know to be heer misaffirm’d (CW 6.280). As they all know the veiled name of Charles Stuart, so 

too can they judge the constructedness of Charles’ self-naming in his book. From Milton’s 

position, then, the act of calling attention to the King’s name as a title unto itself, distinct from 

the King’s identity, is a petition to view the self-naming in Eikon Basilike not as an act of 

deference to Charles’ own godliness but as yet another instance of royalist desperation and 

deception.  If, as Daniel Shore has claimed, the actual source of the Basilike’s effectiveness 

                                                
38 Elsewhere Milton bemoans the text’s reception and those who deem it “wise, and excellent, and admir’d,” and 
who “set it next the Bible” (CW 6.280).  
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rested in its ability to conceal its political goals and rhetorical underpinnings and “appea[r] as 

self-presentation,” 39 Eikonoklastes seeks to turn back Charles’ effectiveness and affirm that his 

self-apotheosizing naming offers readers little more than Comus’ broken wand, a tool bereft of 

its essential magic.  

 If Eikon Basilike’s repeated first-person pronouns are like the shards of the Comus’ 

wand, then the power that once existed in its fibers—and for those royalists, still existed when 

Eikon was released—must be the authorship of the book.  The pronouns are lexical signals for an 

underlying force associated with Charles’ authority and authorship, the same force generating the 

praecipuam fidem Milton describes in Artis Logicae. This peculiar faith is not discounted as 

entirely invalid by Milton’s logic text, but the Logicae nevertheless stresses its function as a 

supplement; the ethos of the author should not, and indeed cannot, take the place of sound 

reasoning if the discourse is to grasp the truth it seeks. But Eikonoklastes claims that the Basilike 

attempts no less than this. From Milton’s perspective, the sole cause of the book’s affective and 

argumentative power lies in its author’s status as king and, under the terms of divine kingship, as 

mediator between God and man. When the fatherly king is the author of the book, readers need 

not consider the book’s contents critically, for Charles’ authority brings with it a calm that allays 

any anxiety about the truth behind the written words. For the polemicist faced with such a 

powerful and seemingly insurmountable force, the resulting challenge is daunting: how does one 

rupture the pre-rational power of semi-divine authority through rational mechanisms?   

 This apparent impasse becomes decidedly more navigable when the source of testimonial 

power is evacuated. In the case of Eikon Basilike, the argumentative force of the book lies 

exclusively in its semi-divine, seemingly transparent authorship by Charles Stuart. But almost as 

soon as Eikon Basilike appeared—Nicholas McDowell claims this may have been mere hours 
                                                
39 Milton and the Art of Rhetoric, 30. 
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after Charles was executed40—questions of the book’s authorship arose.41 Within the six months 

following the Basilike’s publication, the controversy about the text’s true author spread 

throughout England, becoming standard fodder for alehouse gossip. And while most English 

readers believed the book’s claim of royal authorship, many regicides assumed the controversy 

presented the best chance for turning back the Basilike’s increasing popularity.42 

Recognizing the opportunity, early Parliamentarian answers to the book fixated on the text’s 

provenance.43 The first official response, the anonymously authored Eikon Alethine, brings the 

authorship question to the frontispiece. There, the image (fig. 1) depicts a hand emerging from 

the upper frame to draw back a curtain and expose the ordinary courtier hiding behind it.  Above 

the image, the Latin phrase Spectatum admissi risum teneatis (“If you saw such a thing, could 

you restrain laughter?”) bids the viewer interpret the exposed figure as darkly comic. The once-

assured authority preserved by the Basilike’s text is lost with that publicity being redirected onto 

the non-royal figure; his embarrassment is registered as a dumbfounded blank expression while 

he resists the hand’s attempts to remove the curtain. Beneath the image, a poem continues the 

interpretation initiated by the Latin motto. It announces the unmasking of “Him who truely 

the blacke Babe [Eikon Basilike] begot” and identifies him as one “Presumptuous Priest” situated 

                                                
40 Nicholas McDowell, “General Introduction to the 1649 Writings,” CW 6.58. Skerpan proposes the book was 
published more than week later, on February 9. The Rhetoric of Politics in the English Revolution, 113. 
41 Speculation about Eikon Basilike’s “true” author continued well into the Restoration. Even now, the matter 
persists in Milton scholarship and studies of the English Revolution. This debate is beyond the focus of this thesis, 
though I am inclined to agree with Deams and Nelson’s suggestion that “we are best served to read the King’s Book 
as a heteroglossic, collaborative royalist effort,” especially one between Charles and John Gauden, Dean of Bocking 
at the time. Measuring the recent upswing of scholarship on Eikonoklastes, Nicholas McDowell claims that the 
collaborative hypothesis is now critical consensus. See Deams and Nelson, “Introduction” to Eikon Basilike, 21; 
Nicholas McDowell, “Milton, the Eikon Basilike, and Pamela’s Prayer: Re-visiting the Evidence,” Milton Quarterly 
48.4 (2014): 226.  
42 While it is difficult to determine just how many readers took the Basilike’s claims at face value, I follow Deams 
and Nelson in presuming that the book’s enduring popularity points to readers’ belief in its authorship. More 
exhaustively, Achinstein considers its popularity by looking to the afterlife of the book, which “surviv[ed] in printed 
royalist collections well into the eighteenth century in translations, versifications, and musical settings.” See 
“Introduction” to Eikon Basilike 16; Milton and the Revolutionary Reader, 163. 
43 For an overview of the Parliamentarian response, see Deams and Nelson’s introduction to Eikon Basilike, 16-21. 
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near Charles’ royal court.  The poem’s final couplet structurally parallels “The Authour” and 

 
Fig. 1. Frontispiece to Eikon Alethine. The pourtraiture of Truths 

most sacred Majesty truly suffering, though not solely (1649). 
 

 “The Doctor,” further emphasizing the non-royal authorship that the rest of the poem and 

frontispiece repeatedly highlight.  

  As part of the official Parliamentarian effort to refute Eikon Basilike, Eikonoklastes 

acknowledges the authorship controversy and thus appears to be in line with other anti-

monarchal efforts. In the preface Milton refers to both possible authors: “the Author of these 

Soliloquies, whether it were undoubtedly the late King, as is vulgarly beleev’d, or any secret 

Coadjutor” (CW 6.284). The aside extends the Parliamentarian emphasis on the authorship 

question, making Milton’s belief about the book’s origins transparent. Though he does not 

explicitly name John Gauden, already then presumed by many to be the text’s ghost-writer, 
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Milton alludes to the Dean of Bocking indirectly in Eikonoklastes. When accounting for the 

uncritical acceptance of Eikon Basilike, he explains that readers “have not more seriously 

considerd Kings, then in the gaudy name of Majesty” (CW 6.279). The pun on Gauden’s name 

elides the “Presumptuous Priest” with the king himself, casting the ghostwriter as a frivolous 

garnish upon the king’s name. Intertwined and inseparable, royal and royalist merge within 

Eikonoklastes. As a result, the gap in divine authority between king and subject is lost, and with 

it, the Basilike’s power to sway the audience toward uncritical reading departs. Once stripped of 

its kinglike status, the “King’s Book” lays bare as but one more royalist polemic. Since such 

neutering of the text was the primary goal of the Parliamentarians’ polemical campaign, 

Eikonoklastes’ sly allusions to Gauden would have appeared in sync with Eikon Alethine and 

others revolutionaries’ answers to the crown.   

Yet Milton’s slyness may be the most significant component of his references to the 

authorship controversy. If his work were solely attuned to the political directives of the day, it 

need only follow the Alethine’s model of vociferously broadcasting allegations of ghostwriting. 

Instead, Milton chooses to remain coy, to relegate the central controversy surrounding the 

Basilike to an ancillary position.  The decision has polarized Eikonoklastes’ modern readers, who 

have largely treated it with confusion and hostility, or misrepresented it altogether, in spite of 

Milton’s transparent opinions on the debate.44 After alluding to the two possible authors of the 

Basilike, Eikonoklastes nullifies the need to determine the true author: whether it is Charles or 

one of his clerics, drawing a conclusion about the authorship “can add nothing, nor shall take 
                                                
44 Jane Hiles labels Milton’s refusal to engage the authorship controversy extensively “an excess of decorum,” in 
turn part of the “excess in subtlety” of which Eikonoklastes is comprised. More recently, Hilary Menges has claimed 
that the sporadic, veiled references to Gauden function as Milton’s “crucial argument” for dismissing the Basilike as 
rationally and spiritually void.  In contrast, Merritt Y. Hughes, recognizing the relative scarcity of references to the 
authorship controversy in Milton’s text, suggests that Eikonoklastes may have downplayed the issue because the 
tactic had been weakened by royalist rebuttals to Eikon Alethine. See “Milton’s Royalist Reflex,” 94; Hilary 
Menges, “Books and Readers in Milton’s Early Poetry and Prose,” English Literary Renaissance 42.1 (2012): 139; 
Merritt Y. Hughes, “Introduction: Milton’s Anatomy of Kingship,” YP 3.150.  
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from the weight, if any be, of reason which he brings” (CW 6.284). As Jim Deams and Holly 

Faith Nelson argue, Milton claims that “[r]eaders…must focus on the substance of the text rather 

than the source.”45 In other words, he promotes a reading of the Basilike divorced from the most 

pertinent context of the day. So even as he follows the Parliamentarians in broaching the 

controversy, Milton departs with their first strategy of focusing largely on the Basilike’s forgery. 

At once wholly embedded in its political context and advocating a reading experience partially 

removed from that same context, Eikonoklastes instructs its readers to leave behind their recently 

constructed memories of the king and study the static words of the Basilike on their own 

merits.46 

Milton’s account of the Basilike’s authorship leaves readers facing two seemingly 

contradictory imperatives: they should at once admit the forgery of the king’s book and ignore it. 

Though Milton deemphasizes the politically expedient authorship question, I do not suggest that 

he was uninterested in the efficacy of his text to change the opinions of English readers and to 

reverse the royalists’ post-regicide momentum.  This position, a version of Stanley Fish’s 

understanding of an apolitical Milton “free from the concerns that animate other writers—the 

concern that he be persuasive, that he be timely, that he be decorous,” excludes the chief 

motivation for writing polemic in the English Revolution.47 Indeed, the covert allusions to 

Gauden swipe at those stubborn royalists still clinging to the Basilike as a divine reliquary: even 

if ethos were enough to authorize a text, evidence shows the “King’s” text unworthy of that 

warrant. But the fact that Milton does not end the discussion here signals his commitment to 

articulating a theoretical point about the method of argument and evaluation. The sentence in 

                                                
45 “Introduction” to Eikon Basilike 17. 
46 For a discussion of Eikon Basilike’s use of memory techniques in the construction of “celebrity,” see Elizabeth 
Skerpan-Wheeler, “The First ‘Royal’: Charles I as Celebrity,” PMLA 126.4 (2011): 912-934. 
47 Stanley Fish, How Milton Works, (Cambridge, MA, 2001), 128. 
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which he discusses the two possible authors reveals this progression from the political to the 

theoretical: the author could be Charles, it could Gauden, but ultimately, it does not matter who 

wrote Eikon Basilike, for its author does not change its rational capability.48 By progressing from 

the political to the theoretical, from the King to the nature of rational debate, Milton affirms his 

work as not only polemic but also instruction on the proper mode of reading any text in early 

modern England. Although it does not operate on the level of sustained theoretical engagement 

as The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates does, Eikonoklastes commits itself to disproving the 

idea of public discourse based on testimony, which, as Milton the educator knew, could only be 

taught through a practical deconstruction. Before it can model the process of logical reading, 

Eikonoklastes must dispense with the authority of testimony that lies in its way. 

  

                                                
48 While I acknowledge Eikonoklastes’ resistance to the pure abstraction occurring at time in the Tenure, I disagree 
with Thomas Corns’ assertion that the absence of a theoretical is one of the distinguishing features of Eikonoklastes. 
Uncloistered Virtue, 208. 
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Chapter 2 

 
“By autorities and reasons”:  

Citation, Authority, and Testimony in The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates 
 
 

If the few recent studies of Eikonoklastes have acknowledged Milton’s longest polemic 

as a product of deeper study and more careful reading, befitting a task “finish[ed]…so leasurely, 

in the midst of other imployments,” (CW 6.280), the same acknowledgment has not been 

extended to The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates. The timing of the work’s publication would 

seem to prevent it. When the pamphlet appeared in mid-February 1649, Charles’ blood had not 

yet dried on the scaffold outside Whitehall, and the frenzied, post-execution state of affairs 

threatened to fracture the unity of the embryonic republic. The Presbyterians, in particular, posed 

a problem to the regicides. Those ousted during Pride’s Purge, William Prynne and Clement 

Walker among them, continued to bemoan the Parliament’s course of action. In their pulpits 

Presbyterian ministers promised God’s wrath for those who supported Charles’ beheading.49 To 

counter the challenges of the Presbyterians and other remaining skeptics, supporters of the 

regicide orchestrated in early February 1649 a coordinated publishing drive that brought out a 

number of pro-regicide tracts from at least three different printers.50 Among the glut of texts 

attempting to legitimize the unprecedented execution of an English monarch, a small quarto text 

attributed to ‘J.M.’ found its birth. 

                                                
49 C.V. Wedgwood, A King Condemned: The Trial and Execution of Charles I, (New York, 1964): 52-54. 
50 Amos Tubb, “Printing the Regicide of Charles I,” History 89.296 (2004): 502. 
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 Within criticism of the past thirty years, the Tenure has largely been confined to this 

context to which it is so inextricably bound.51 Especially as the result of rigorous political-

historical readings of the 1990s, the work now is seen primarily as the product of a two-week 

period. In the opening sentences of the introduction to the recent Oxford Complete Works, 

Volume VI: Vernacular Regicide and Republican Writings, Nicholas McDowell and N.H. Keeble 

construct an image of The Tenure’s emergence and reception: “In mid-February 1649 a well-read 

London citizen, still in a state of shocked confusion two weeks on from the public execution of 

King Charles I, peruses the bookstalls of St Paul’s Churchyard, looking for new publications 

about the event. What is his first reaction when his eye is caught by a forty-page quarto pamphlet 

entitled The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates by ‘J.M.’?”52 McDowell and Keeble present a 

range of possible answers in response to their question, but eventually find themselves inching 

toward the political context from which they departed. Other critics, including some of Milton’s 

most careful handlers, have been more restrictive, viewing the Tenure as but one more tract in 

the Parliamentarian public relations campaign.53 

Despite the value of these studies’ reminders that, as Nigel Smith writes, “[n]ever before 

in English history had written and printed literature played such a predominant role in public 

                                                
51 Strangely, Christopher Hill presents an uncharacteristic exception to this rule: he claims “The Tenure was as little 
a work of the moment as Milton’s anti-episcopal or divorce tracts had been” and “The Tenure of Kings and 
Magistrates was another pre-emptive bid from the poet-prophet, emerging once more from his inglorious cave.” 
Christopher Hill, Milton and the English Revolution, (New York: The Viking Press, 1977), 166.  
52 Nicholas McDowell and N.H. Keeble, “General Introduction,” CW 6.1. To their credit, McDowell and Keeble 
each demonstrate sensitivity to historicisms beyond the political, McDowell within The English Radical 
Imagination: Culture, Religion, and Revolution (Oxford, 2003) and Keeble within The Literary Culture of 
Nonconformity in Later Seventeenth-Century England (Athens, GA, 1987). 
53 For representative accounts, see David Norbrook, Writing the English Republic: Poetry, Rhetoric and Politics, 
1627-1660, (Cambridge, 1999),192-212; and Blair Worden, Literature and Politics in Cromwellian England: John 
Milton, Andrew Marvell, Marchamont Nedham, (Oxford, 2007), 45, 50, 181-182. Other historicist accounts give 
closer readings of the Tenure. Thomas N. Corns takes John T. Shawcross to task for his largely appreciative reading 
of the Tenure, delivering in response a sensitive, historically attuned, but far from exhaustive, revision. More 
recently, Thomas Fulton reads the Tenure alongside the Commonplace Book to interesting effect. See Uncloistered 
Virtue, 194-200; and Thomas Fulton, Historical Milton: Manuscript, Print, and Political Culture in Revolutionary 
England, (Amherst, 2010), 143-173. 
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affairs, and never before had it been felt by contemporaries to be of such importance,” too often 

the attention afforded “public affairs” detracts from the internal architectonics of the “written.”54  

This critical tendency has resulted in the neglect of the deep ambivalence and rhetorical 

patterning of the Tenure, features of the text this chapter highlights. As suggested by Thomas 

Fulton’s comparison of the tract with Marvell’s “Horatian Ode,” a full measure of these elements 

cannot be accomplished in this space.55 However, one of the work’s components, the rhetorical 

construction and handling of authority and “proof,” directly relates to our focus on reason and 

testimony.  

As in Eikonoklastes, The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates concerns itself not only with 

the legitimation of the republic but also with the rational procedure used to defend or reject the 

institution. But whereas Eikonoklastes modeled the logical inefficacy of testimony to inspire its 

readers to abandon the practice, The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates reflects Milton’s worries 

about the chance of Presbyterians heeding his advice. In the first edition of the work, Milton 

strives to show how reason entails the use of some external authorities in the form of citations. 

The edition emphasizes these proofs’ auxiliary role in Ramist logic: it never lets its sources slip 

into the status of idols. In the significantly expanded second edition, however, Milton includes 

what his title page terms “many Testimonies also added out of the best & learnedest among 

Protestant Divines,” the features of logic he targeted months earlier in Eikonoklastes. The new 

material results in what Go Togashi sees as an irrecoverably incoherent polemic. 56  And while 

                                                
54 Nigel Smith, Literature and Revolution, 1640-1660, (New Haven, 1994), 1. Smith posits ‘genre’ as the connection 
between text and the culture around it: “Genres and forms are crucially bound up with those great themes of the 
Civil War and the Commonwealth – liberty, freedom, authority, tyranny, salvation, deliverance – because they gave 
them shape and intelligibility, and, therefore, an inevitable role in the social process.” (4) But even Smith’s 
consideration of literary genre slips from imaging a socially associated text to a socially determined one. 
55 Historical Milton, 147. 
56 Go Togashi, “Milton and the Presbyterian Opposition, 1649-1650: The Engagement Controversy and 
The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates, Second Edition (1649),” Milton Quarterly 39.2 (2005): 59, 61. Stephen M. 
Fallon also points out the many contradictions that arose with the additions of the second edition. Stephen M. Fallon, 
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the second edition of the Tenure fails as a cohesive polemic, it continues Eikonoklastes’ attack 

on testimony. Departing from the older polemic’s tactics, the second edition of the Tenure 

satirizes Presbyterians’ dependence on the testimony of their divines, challenging its non-

Presbyterian readers to learn from their negative example.  

 

I 

 

As a text modeled on the classical oration, the Tenure of Kings and Magistrates relies on 

externally derived proofs to advance its thesis, and these proofs usually take the form of 

citations.57  Milton’s referencing of other works results in an extensive intertext premised upon 

what Regina Schwartz calls “an exchange of authority, a ‘politics’ of citation.”58 But Miltonic 

citation is a dynamic process that varies from text to text; the use of external authority in the 

Tenure does not reflect the venerative citation of De Doctrina, for example, where Milton claims 

to have “preferred that my pages’ space should overflow with scriptural authorities…even when 

they repeat one another, and that as little room as possible be left for my own words” (CW 8.9). 

Before turning to the citations and their relation to the “reason” of the Tenure’s first edition, I 

will consider Artis Logicae as an exemplum of and paradigm for citational practice present in 

Milton’s political prose. 

                                                                                                                                                       
“‘The Strangest Piece of Reason’: Milton’s Tenure of Kings and Magistrates,” The Oxford Handbook of Milton, eds. 
Nicholas McDowell and Nigel Smith, (Oxford, 2011): 241-251. 
57 James Egan, “Oratory and Animadversion: Rhetorical Signatures in Milton’s Pamphlets of 1649,” Rhetorica 27.2 
(2009): 189-217. 
58 Regina Schwartz, “Citation, authority, and De Doctrina Christiana,” Politics, poetics, and hermeneutics in 
Milton’s prose, eds. David Loewenstein and James Grantham Turner, (Cambridge, 1990), 228. Speaking more 
generally of early modern citation practices, especially those connected to commonplace books, Mary Crane 
proposes that “the twin discursive practices of ‘gathering’ these textual fragments and ‘framing’ or forming, 
arranging, and assimilating them created for English humanists a central mode of transaction with classical authority 
and provided and influential model for authorial practice and for authoritative self-fashioning.” Mary Thomas 
Crane, Framing Authority: Sayings, Self, and Society in Sixteenth-Century England, (Princeton, 1993), 1. 
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The practice of citation and drawing upon numerous examples is embedded at the heart 

of humanist training and refracted in Milton’s logic textbook. Erasmus’ De Copia first taught 

Renaissance readers they could best shape and perfect one’s knowledge of a subject by collecting 

examples taken from other works and consolidating them into a single location, organized under 

various headings. By the late sixteenth century, distilling knowledge into commonplace books 

had become so prevalent that it was engrained into the standard teaching at Oxford and 

Cambridge, especially in the areas of rhetoric, logic, and moral philosophy.59 As part of the 

humanist tradition, the reformed logic of Petrus Ramus and his English followers understood 

commonplacing as a foundational to the art of logic.60 Before logicians could conduct the first 

part of logic, classifying terms according to their loci, they turned to the storehouse of potential 

arguments that was the commonplace book.61 Using different terminology, the preface to Artis 

Logicae expresses the primacy of citing others’ work in its explanation of “experience.”  

Alongside sense, observation, and induction, “experience,” “which judges the common 

agreement” through use of examples, is recommended as a means of confirming the validity of 

one’s argument (YP 8.213-214). Nor are the Logicae’s prescriptions for “experience” presented 

solely in the abstract.  Like every good humanist, Milton anchors his precepts in hundreds of 

examples throughout Artis Logicae, embedding an exemplary praxis of “experience” into the 

articulation of his theory of logic. 

These examples have received attention primarily for their derivative nature, an aspect 

that would seem to challenge a reading of them as engaging in a dialogical “exchange of 
                                                
59 Mordechai Feingold, “The Humanities,” The History of the University of Oxford, Volume IV: Seventeenth Century 
Oxford, ed. Nicholas Tyacke, (Oxford, 1997), 242-256, 317-319. 
60 In reality, the relationship between commonplacing and logic texts developed more dialogically. For, as Crane 
explains, “logic texts…furnish the most basic articulation of gathering and framing,” even as logicians assumed a 
commonplacing practice that exists prior to the development of argument according to the textbook’s prescripts. 
Framing Authority, 12. 
61 Emma Annette Wilson, “‘The Art of Reasoning Well’: Ramist Logic at Work in Paradise Lost,” Review of 
English Studies 61.248 (2009): 62. See also Milton’s description of inventio in YP 8.219-220. 
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authority.” Walter Ong, for one, suggests that Milton’s citations, which are in large part taken 

from Ramus’ Dialecticae libri duo and George Downame’s commentary on Ramus, may 

represent little more than a convenience and necessity for Milton, or worse, proof of their 

author’s inconsistency and scholastic indolence. 62 Yet as Ong himself notes, Milton did not copy 

examples from other texts without mediation.  In addition to inserting a few new examples, he 

amalgamates citations from at least three prior logic texts, following the genre’s tradition of 

individualizing one’s textbook according to a particular mode of recombination.  In a time when 

“no one hesitated to use lines of thought or even specific wordings from another person without 

crediting the other person,” minor changes, exclusions, and rearrangements of sources from the 

“common intellectual tradition” presented the chief means of individuation.63  

In opposition to the guise of objectivity and stasis normally associated with textbooks, the 

citations of Artis Logicae structure Milton’s theory of logic as an interpretive endeavor. 

Admittedly, many of the citations do provide definitions and “straightforward” proofs of the 

claims Milton presents, such as when he defines the “end”: “The end is the cause for the sake of 

which a thing is. Thus also Aristotle, Metaphysics 1.3 states: ‘The fourth cause is the good of 

anything; for this is the end of all generation.’” (YP 8.236) But while I do not mean to dismiss 

the prevalence of citations of this nature, it is worth noting that they are far from exclusive in the 

Logicae. Frequently Milton asserts his hermeneutical stance through adverbial confirmation, as 

he does when demonstrates the necessity of “experience”: “Hence Polus rightly [recte] remarks 

in Plato’s Gorgias…” (YP 8.214).64 The occasional reference to post-classical authors signals the 

weight of early modern learning and its level footing with ancient authorities; in the case of 

                                                
62 Ong, “Introduction,” 185-187. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Recte occurs repeatedly in Artis Logicae, and is by far the most common lexical signal of interpretation in the 
work. For examples, see CE 11.24, 32, 58, 62, 188. 
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Milton’s reference to “our Bacon,”  (Baconus noster [CE 11.24-25]),65 we glimpse the nationalist 

pride in English learning that Milton expresses across his political prose. Like the narratorial 

asides of Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained, much of the author’s interpretation occurs in 

those minute signal phrases that introduce and link various examples. 

Elsewhere Milton’s citations provoke more explicit interpretation, especially in those 

instances where Milton departs from previous logicians. Despite his claims in the preface that 

Aristotle is included in the work as a means of allaying concerns over Ramus’ novelty, Milton 

often targets the classical logician for perceived errors. Outlining the nature of efficient cause, he 

remarks, “Aristotle, Rhetoric 1.10, when he says that some things men do not of themselves and 

others of themselves, adds: ‘Of those things they do not of themselves, some are done by fortune, 

some out of necessity.’ But ‘necessity’ is too broad a term, as will be clear from what was said 

above about natural efficient cause.” (YP 8.227) More than the previous examples where an 

adverb packaged the interpretation before the example itself is given, here Milton expands his 

definitional practice by asking his audience to read what his logic does not include, even before 

he explains the example as existing outside the bounds of his understanding of logic. The 

delayed interpretation of Aristotle insists that students consider the Logicae as correcting a 

longstanding tradition of logic. The text refuses to permit its students to view Ramist logic as a 

discipline isolated from the rest of intellectual history. Indeed, it considers the foundation of its 

system to be fundamentally reactionary, a judgment against an inaccurate or at least 

unnecessarily complex Aristotelian dialectic. Although the reformist content of the work is not 

surprising given the history of Ramist iconoclastic self-representation, the very structure of many 

of the Logicae’s citations spur readers not merely to reject the logical theories of others but 
                                                
65 Here I opt for the Columbia’s translation because Ong’s “our compatriot Bacon” is too liberal a translation, even 
though it conveys the basic sense as the Columbia. See YP 8.220. 
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rather to witness and consider those flawed other systems without being directed to the erroneous 

components prior to the experience of encountering them.  

While I do not propose that Milton consistently imagined all of his citations in his logic 

textbook as akin to the “fall, then learn” correctives that Stanley Fish hears in the lines of 

Paradise Lost, their variability points to a range of possibilities for referential practice that are 

not apparent in Milton’s theological work.  In De Doctrina Christiana, the politics of citation is 

by no means simple or direct, yet there Milton always has recourse to the Bible; appropriate for a 

theological treatise, it takes the scripture as the template of interpretation and the proof text for 

the exegesis it inspires. This circularity is not afforded to Artis Logicae nor, as we shall see, The 

Tenure of Kings and Magistrates. In each of these two works, citation is not purely the form of 

epistemological stability that we might suppose, even in those cases where the confirming effect 

of citation would appear most transparent.  The Logicae still engages its texts critically, resulting 

in a model for critique where the ratiocinative power of citation is valuable but limited, a point of 

interpretive initiation instead of arrival.  The book must balance and address a range of different 

sources, each with differing authorities, authenticities, and degrees of utilitas. Surveying a field 

of choice, it selects an option and attempts to bring its audience to make the same decision while 

trying not to alienate those inclined to choose differently. Thus the Logicae’s ‘politics of 

citation’ creeps away from the poststructural ‘politics’ and moves toward the more generic 

‘political,’ bringing the text’s operation closer to that of the explicitly political prose.  

II 

 Because Artis Logicae is a work concerned with perfecting the art of reason and because 

its citations help construct the work’s theory and practice of logic, it provides a useful lens 

through which to view the network of citations in the first edition of The Tenure of Kings and 
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Magistrates and how the tract’s references negotiate previous authorities. Furthermore, attending 

to the citations of the first edition clarifies what Milton means in the second when he promises to 

argue “by autorities and reasons” (CW 6.155). As we shall see, Milton identifies the rational 

work he performs in the first edition as “reason” supported by carefully selected and mediated 

citations, work Milton believes is sharply different from that of the second edition. 

 As in Milton’s logic textbook, in The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates many of the 

citations are used to support elementary definitions. Early in the first edition of the work, after 

having outlined the origins of kingly power, Milton turns to the tyrant: 

Wee may from hence with more ease, and force of argument determin what a 
Tyrant is, and what the people may doe against him. A Tyrant whether by wrong 
or by right coming to the Crown, is he who regarding neither Law nor the 
common good, reigns onely for himself and his faction: Thus St. Basil among 
others defines him.  (CW 6.161) 
 

In the exordium of the Tenure, Milton argues from claims of natural reason and natural law, and 

this moment signals a move away from that argumentative technique. But while the shift in 

technique brings with it the promise of “force of argument,” Milton’s understanding of this as the 

mode of “more ease” also suggests that something is lost in the transition away from the earlier 

arguments of natural reason. As we saw in Eikonoklastes, the tasks of “more ease” are generally 

aligned with those unwilling to perform the necessary labor to arrive at the “truth” through 

reason, reading, and argument.66 Here, Milton plays with the paradox that lies before him: his 

task is a laborious one of formal argument, one entailing definitions, proofs, refutations, yet the 

Presbyterian readers’ task is one of “more ease.” He must provide them with the following 

definition because they cannot comprehend the universal logic of natural law that he outlines in 

the exordium. And while he, for the sake of alluring his audience, has grouped himself with those 

                                                
66 For a comprehensive discussion on the labor of Milton’s Christian reader, see Milton and the Spiritual Reader, 9-
14 and passim. 
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less committed Presbyterian readers, the fact that he must define a tyrant and then cite that 

elementary definition exemplifies the disparity in intellective qualities between himself and his 

audience. Framed by the signal phrase, the definition and citation to St. Basil help forge Milton’s 

authorial identity as well as that of the audience, and establish Milton’s position as that of 

mediator, compiler, and interpreter of the intellectual history that the inept Presbyterian readers 

ignore. 

 As the Tenure progresses away from the definitions with which it begins the confirmatio, 

we might expect Milton’s hand in these citations to disappear. In the Institutio Oratoria, 

Quintilian notes that the confirmatio is the most essential part of any speech, and that in it, the 

rhetorician must deemphasize his role and instead turn to discovering examples of proof 

(inveniendo similia).67 Against the prescriptions of oratory, Milton refuses to eradicate his 

presence from the citations he brings to the text. “[T]o prove that som of our own Monarchs have 

acknowled’d that thir high office exempted them not from punishment,” he scours the 

commonplaces, finding proof in the writings of St. Edward and in “Contantinus Leo, another 

Emperor.” Having presented these, he stresses the breadth of his searching:  

It is also affirm’d from diligent search made in our ancient books of Law…And 
so much I find both in our own and forren Storie, that Duke, Earles, and 
Marquesses were at first not hereditary, not empty and vain titles, but names of 
trust and office, and with the office ceasing, as induces me to be of the opinion, 
that every worthy man in Parlament, for the word Baron imports no more, might 
for the public good be thought a fit Peer and judge of the King[.]”  

(CW 6.165; emphasis mine) 
 

While the basic function of the confirmatio is not lost, the proof texts vie for the same space as 

the account of Milton’s discovery of them. Compiling here is fashioned as a task equal to or, 

given the conspicuous rejection of classical principles for this part of the speech, perhaps even 

exceeding the significance of proving the claim about kingly punishment. If Milton felt 
                                                
67 The Orator’s Education, 5.323-327. 
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constrained by his roles as defender of the republic and practitioner of rhetoric, he does not 

reveal it here or in any of the other citations in the confirmatio. To the contrary, Milton 

consistently adopts the role of compiler, ostensibly a mechanic position that lends itself least to 

the authorial persona of inventor, and refigures it as one requiring laborious interpretation. 

 Throughout the Tenure, Milton amplifies his authority in the locales that appear most 

restrictive to the author and most dependent on outside sources as founts of ethos. The citations’ 

purpose of providing Milton with “force of argument” is never entirely lost, but Milton’s 

assertion of himself as agent and assembler displaces the emphasis on citation as a means of 

confirming argument. Citation becomes, in effect, proof of an individual conscience deeply 

considering the political matter at hand. In contrast to the prescriptions of Quintilian, Milton 

holds outside authority at a distance, always reminding his reader that his sources are but tools to 

advance his argument and that they need to be viewed with cool rationalism.  

 In the exordium, Milton’s treatment of his sources bears an edge of hostility absent from 

his confirmations later in the Tenure. As he repeatedly stresses early in the work, it should be 

unnecessary to defend the the right of the people to depose their king, for such a right is self-

evident: “No man who knows ought, can be so stupid to deny that all men naturally were borne 

free” (CW 6.155). These “self-evident” claims, perhaps the most radical assertions of natural 

rights before Locke’s Two Treatises, multiply as the exordium continues, and Milton begins to 

“spare long insertions,” as he “appeal[s] to the known constitutions of …latest Christian 

empires” (CW 1.156). Proof, he claims, should not be required for any reader even with the 

basest of intellects. In Milton’s mind, we all have a common capacity for natural reason, and this 

natural reason leaves us capable of understanding natural law. By extension, since we all know 

natural law, we have no need of citation, for everyone should know what Milton is arguing. The 
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power of natural reason, then, is power to understand without recourse to authority, for it draws 

upon the residual power of reason that remains with us after the Fall. 

 The Tenure alleges, however, that Presbyterians refuse to accept what their own natural 

reason tells them. As a consequence, they require proof if they are to heed the argument that 

England can depose its king. The political exigence of convincing the group leads Milton to 

provide proof in support of his claim, but not before noting its superfluity:  

then may the people as oft as they shall judge it for best, either choose him or reject him, 
retaine him or depose him though no Tyrant, meerly by the liberty and right of free born 
Men, to be govern’d as seems to them best. This, though it cannot but stand with plain 
reason, shall be made good also by Scripture…[Deut 17.14]…These words confirme us 
that the right of choosing, yea of changing thir own Government is by the grant of God 
himself in the People. (CW 6.159; emphasis added) 
 

Walter Lim claims that this moment is one of many in the Tenure where Milton relies on biblical 

proofs to formulate and justify his republicanism.68 Yet Lim misses, as Thomas Fulton describes 

it, the “ambivalent, reactive, and rhetorical” nature of Milton’s biblical proofs.69 In this instance, 

though nothing less than the Pentateuch supports his position, Milton frames the biblical proof as 

an afterthought.  It does “confirme us the right of choosing,” but for those willing to recognize 

the directives of “plain reason,” the argument would have already been apparent. But because the 

Presbyterians acknowledge few sources of political authority as valid—the Bible, and, as we 

shall see, their own reformed divines—they cannot comprehend the findings of the otherwise 

universal natural reason. Thus the citation to Deuteronomy here extends the same reprimand of 

Presbyterian intellect that begins and ends the work. Despite their access to natural reason, the 

Presbyterians’ boundless commitment to religious guidance in the public sphere blinds them to 

what can be, from Milton’s perspective, readily attained without confirmation from religious 

authority.  
                                                
68 Walter Lim, Milton, Radical Politics, and Biblical Republicanism, (Newark, 2006), 22-23. 
69 Historical Milton, 147. 



 

44 
 

Across the Tenure, citation underscores not only the support that Milton has for his claim 

but also the nature of reason and the necessity —or lack thereof— of external proof in political 

argument. Ideally, readers can discern the right of the people to depose a king or magistrate by 

using their natural, untrained reason that grants them access to the prescripts of natural law. But 

for those Presbyterian readers who refuse to listen to the calls of natural reason, Milton grants 

them the proofs that they require, yet does so in a way that always calls their intelligence into 

question or reminds them that they have the means available to quell their apprehensions. For by 

repeatedly inserting himself into the citations he provides, Milton shows that, through effort and 

consideration, his audience too can realize the people’s right to depose their king.  

III 

 By the time that Milton published the second edition of the Tenure in late 1649 or early 

1650, his thoughts on external authority appear to have changed. Expanding upon his remarks 

from the first edition, the new material of the second edition is seldom longer than a phrase or 

sentence, though Milton does supply the occasional extra citation, as he does with his reference 

to Aristotle’s Politics (CW 6.157). But the most significant addition to the second addition was 

the inclusion of extensive “testimonies” of Protestant divines, appended to the end of the work. 

Ranging from Luther to Thomas Cartwright, the citations represent a broad swath of orthodox 

theology seemingly at odds with the radical proposals of the first edition.  

 Recent criticism has struggled to account for the disjunctive addition of orthodoxy to the 

otherwise revolutionary body of the Tenure. Martin Dzelzainis posits that the shifting political 

stage forced Milton “to retreat from [the Tenure’s] anarchic implications in the second edition.”70 

Go Togashi agrees, locating the motivations for Milton’s apparent orthodox turn in the 

                                                
70 Martin Dzelzainis, “Milton’s politics,” The Cambridge Companion to Milton, 2nd ed., ed. Dennis Danielson, 
(Cambridge, 1999), 81. See also Martin Dzelzainis, “Introduction,” John Milton: Political Writings, ed. Martin 
Dzelzainis, (Cambridge, 1991), xviii-xix. 
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Engagement Controversy that engulfed the country.71 Yet, as Stephen M. Fallon notes, these 

accounts fail to reconcile how the second edition of the Tenure represents both “an arresting shift 

of argument” resulting in an “apparent about-face” and a continuation of the (at times 

contradictory) logic and rhetorical techniques of the first edition.72  

 These scholars see Milton as more or less responding to evolving post-regicide politics; 

even Fallon admits that the chief contradiction of the Tenure can be accounted for by shifts in the 

political landscape. I want to offer an appraisal that centers on Milton’s characterization of his 

additions as “testimonies.” As noted in the last chapter, “testimony” in Milton specifically refers 

to claims that rely solely on the merits and authority of the person giving testimony (YP 8.318). 

In both Eikonoklastes and Artis Logicae, testimony is characterized as a weak derivative of 

artificial logic, a technique used by kings to justify oppressive agendas and accepted by 

uncritical audiences.  How, then, do we account for Milton’s inclusion of these “testimonies” at 

the close of the Tenure?  

While I do not discount the possibility that Milton held out some hope of convincing the 

Presbyterians to hold firm in their support of the Parliament, I would question Fallon’s 

conclusion that Milton sincerely “endorsed the authorities upon whom he calls to endorse his 

position.”73 As Thomas Fulton rightly suggests, Milton “invokes their names not so much to 

show his agreement with them as to defuse the authoritative use of them by his opponents.”74 By 

the time of the second edition was published, I propose, the primary purpose of the Tenure had 

shifted. No longer simply a jeremiad prodding its Presbyterian audience, the latter edition of the 

                                                
71 “Milton and the Presbyterian Opposition, 1649-1650: The Engagement Controversy and The Tenure of Kings 
and Magistrates, Second Edition (1649),” passim. 
72 “‘Strangest Piece of Reason,’” 242, 244. 
73 Ibid., 243.  Campbell and Corns claim the technique of drawing “from Presbyterian divines of impeccable 
credentials” is little more than an iteration of “a manoeuvre perfected in Tetrachoron.” John Milton: Life, Work, and 
Thought, 199. 
74 Historical Milton, 149. 
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Tenure extends and amplifies its satiric assault on Presbyterians by mocking their rational 

powers. Turning to the near-idolatrous dependence on their divines, the tract hands its audience 

the “testimonies” it desires while subtly undermining the authority that empowers those 

testimonies.  

Milton’s own description of the added material explains the “arresting shift of argument” 

as a move from artificial logic to inartificial logic. At the beginning of the Tenure, Milton 

announces the revised method of his work’s second edition: he adds 

that turning to Tyranny [rulers] may bee as lawfully depos’d and punish’d, as they were 
at first elected: This I shall doe by autorities and reasons, not learnt in corners among 
Scisms and Heresies, as our doubling Divines are ready to calumniat, but fetch’t out of 
the midst of choicest and most authentic learning, and no prohibited Authors, nor many 
Heathen, but Mosaical, Christian, Orthodoxal, and which must needs be more convincing 
to our Adversaries, Presbyterial. (CW 6.155; emphasis added) 
 

In a departure from Eikonoklastes, where testimony was framed as a inferior version of trained 

logic, Milton here casts testimony as a logical procedure apart from “reasons”: in order to effect 

his polemical goals, he must speak another language of logic. The declaration that he will 

employ two logical modes helps us reckon the citations that Milton employs in the first edition: 

these, he tells us, fall under the banner of “reason.” Thus, Milton’s careful, detached handling of 

his sources in the first edition emerges as a means of preventing his sources from assuming the 

force of testimony; his consistent assertion of himself is the assertion of himself as an agent 

committed to artificial logic.  

 If Milton and the more rational members of his audience carry the mantle of “reason,” 

then Presbyterians are, alongside the fallen Charles, weighed down by the millstone of 

“testimony.” Though their comprehension of Milton’s reasons is not unfathomable—the 

comparative “more convincing” is important here— their dependence on their Divines’ guidance 

betrays them as intellectual inferiors, hardly worth the time of accommodating. As he does to 
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Charles in Eikonoklastes, Milton often addresses the Presbyterians only to sneer at their 

intelligence. The exordium in particular is filled with such invective: in addition to his famous 

claim that “No man who knows ought, can be so stupid to deny that all men naturally were borne 

free,” (CW 6.155) which the Presbyterians did not believe, the insults pile on elsewhere with 

more venom. Milton accuses the Presbyterians of operating “through sloth and constancie, and 

weakness of spirit” that result in “rash undertakings.” Their newfound sympathy for the 

beheaded king also can be traced to their mental deficiency: “wee may conclude, thir pitty can be 

no true, and Christian commiseration, but either levitie and shallowness of minde, or else a 

carnal admiring of that worldly pomp and greatness” (CW 6.152). Whether overpowered or 

duped, the Presbyterians prove their reliance on testimony renders them unworthy opponents. 

 Although it is most bitterly manifested in the Tenure, this animus toward Presbyterians 

originated several years prior. Most likely written in 1646, “On the New Enforcers of Conscience 

under the Long Parliament” responds to the Westminster Assembly’s plans to bring prelatical 

and liturgical reform to England. Led by Presbyterians, the Assembly sought to unite England’s 

churches on the model of the Church of Scotland. With numbers far surpassing the Independents 

in the Assembly, the Presbyterian majority overrode objections that the reforms forced blind 

conformity. Milton was appalled, for the reforms meant that “Men whose Life, Learning, Faith 

and pure intent / Would have been held in high esteem with Paul, Must now be nam’d and 

printed Heretics / By shallow Edwards and Scotch what d’ye call”.75 The Presbyterians wanted 

unflinching submission to their new reforms. In their reforms that prescribed conformity, Milton 

found echoes of the dark days before the Reformation, which led him to the biting conclusion of 

                                                
75 “On the New Enforcers of Conscience Under the Long Parliament,” ll. 9-12. 
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“New Enforcers”: “New Presbyter is but Old Priest writ Large.”76 For Milton, the Presbyterian 

reforms warrant the most odious comparison available to early modern England.  

The three years following the composition of “New Enforcers” did little to mitigate 

Milton’s hostility. Once we recognize his long simmering animus for Presbyterians and their 

intellective powers, the challenge of locating sincerity in the Tenure’s words deepens. Though 

the work claims to instruct moderate Presbyterians and “exhort them not to startle” (CW 6.153), 

much of the first edition discounts the possibility of reasoning with them. These invectives drip 

with personal disdain that tests the limits of the jeremiad. For Thomas Corns, the remarks against 

Presbyterians nearly render the tract polemically incoherent.77 But the critical consensus is that 

Milton restrains himself just enough to keep the polemical agenda at the forefront.78 He may 

dislike the opposition, but he does not lose a sense of his “dutie.” (CW 6.153) 

Already in the first edition, then, Milton barely contains his irritation with the 

Presbyterians. In the year’s time between the first and second editions, what little restraint he 

could muster evaporates. There, after providing the list of orthodox testimonies requested by 

Presbyterians, Milton turns away from his political conclusions and challenges the reader to seek 

out counter-testimonies to his position: 

 If any one shall goe about by bringing other testimonies to disable these, or by bringing  
 these against themselves in other cited passages of thir Books, he will not only faile to  
 make good that fals and impudent assertion of those mutinous Ministers, that the  
 deposing and punishing of a King or Tyrant, is against the constant Judgement of all  
 Protestant Divines, it being quite the contrary, but will prove rather, what perhaps he  
 intended not, that the judgmenet of Divines, if it be so various and inconstant to it self, is  
 not considerable, or be esteem’d at all. (CW 6.185) 
                                                
76 Ibid., l. 20. 
77 Uncloistered Virtue, 194. 
78 Stephen M. Fallon, Milton’s Peculiar Grace: Self-Representation and Authority, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2007), 150-154; John T. Shawcross, John Milton: The Self and the World, (Lexington: The University Press of 
Kentucky, 1993), 97-101. Gregory Foran has recently argued against this consensus, noting “there is something self-
defeating and irrational in Milton’s compulsion to settle old-scores,” and that this “clash of reason and passion in the 
tract feeds into the opposition between reason and religion” in the tract. Gregory Foran, “Macbeth and the Political 
Uncanny in The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates,” Milton Studies 51 (2010): 9.  
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Not only will an effort to refute him with more Calvin or Luther fail on the grounds of argument, 

doing so might affirm the irrationality of relying on testimony in the first place. Milton’s remarks 

appear in the final sentences of the revised Tenure and thus frame the work as deeply 

contradictory and, even more, deliberately self-undermining. Though the bulk of his new 

material lies in those pages of quoted divines, Milton closes his work by saying that no one 

should esteem or even consider testimony like that he has presented mere pages before. In 

essence, the tract edges from the near polemical incoherence Corns traces in the first edition to 

outright, unabashed, and intentional incoherence in the second, a change that modern critics have 

not registered. As Milton targets the argumentative strategy he employs, the polemic quickly 

fades and the work becomes a satire of testimony and Presbyterian reason and as an extension of 

the hostility appearing in the first edition and elsewhere. 

 Read through the lens of the Tenure’s closing words, a range of other practices that 

Milton uses emerge as subtler efforts to mock testimony and Presbyterian readers. On the 

smallest level, the work’s earlier typographical settings emphasize the names of the Presbyterian 

divines cited over the their content. The first testimony comes from Luther, and the father of the 

Reformation’s name is prominently centered on the page, set apart from any other text (see fig. 

2). Though I do not mean to suggest that Milton had control over all minute aspects of his works’  

printing, the shift in typography signals what Milton describes as the shift from “reasons” to 

“autorities.” In addition to marking the logical divide announced by the title page as well as the 

narratio, the centering of Luther emphasizes the tendency of inartificial argument to fixate on 

names and naming. And as we witnessed in Eikonoklastes, names are empty vessels when they  
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Fig. 2. The beginning of the testimony section of 
The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (1650), sig. G1r. 

 

are divorced from reason. Here, the typography risks molding Luther into an idol for readers. 

But from Milton’s perspective, Luther and other divines have already achieved the status of idols 

amongst Presbyterians: the fact that Presbyterians thirst for the name of Luther above all else 

confirms that the they have abandoned any effort to consider artificial argument and have given 

themselves over entirely to testimony. Luther’s is now a “gaudy name” like Charles’, and its 

placement and prominence highlight Milton’s attempt at once to dupe Presbyterians with their 

idol and to cast a knowing glance to the part of his audience not easily swayed by names alone. 

 For those more attentive readers, however, Milton’s sources may have seemed oddly 

conspicuous. One of the citations to Luther, for example, derives from the Miscellanies of 

Johannes Dobeneck, better known as Cochlaeus, a Roman Catholic polemicist and one of the 
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most prominent opponents of Luther’s reforms. In his citation to Calvin, Milton turns to the 

divine’s fairly obscure commentary on the Book of Daniel. As Merritt Hughes notes, the latter 

passage is particularly strange because Calvin expresses similar ideas on the right of magistrates 

to restrain licentious kings in the much better known Institutio Christianae religionis.79 

Furthermore, the Institutio presents Calvin’s definitive account on the subject, whereas the 

passage from the commentary on Daniel is little more than an aside. The sources for Luther and 

Calvin seem doubly strange considering Milton retrieved them from their original sources while 

preparing the Tenure’s second edition; no longer time constrained, he did not depend on the 

citations from his commonplace book as he did when writing the first edition.80 This fact reduces 

the likelihood that these particular sources reflect some scholastic laziness on Milton’s part. 

Taken in conjunction with Milton’s remarks on his “diligent search” for Presbyterian support, 

these sources may indicate what amounts to an inside joke. Milton knows his Presbyterian 

readers will not perform due diligence and verify the validity of his sources. Entranced by the 

testimony of the divines, the Presbyterian audience will accept the testimonies without realizing 

the contexts complicating their merits.  

 A series of peculiar asides follow the citation to Luther and several of the other 

testimonies. After listing the author, quotation, and source, Milton lets on that the passage may 

not be all that it initially appears.  The quotes “are recited by Cochlaeus in his Miscellanies to be 

                                                
79 Merritt Y. Hughes, YP 246n202; 257n227. Hughes points to the final chapter of the Institutio, where Calvin 
remarks, “For if there are now any magistrates of the people, appointed to restrain the willfulness of kings (as in 
ancient times the ephors were set against the Spartan kings, or the tribunes of the people against the Roman consuls, 
or the demarchs against the senate of the Athenians; and perhaps as things now are, such power as the three estates 
exercise in every realm when they hold their chief assemblies), I am so far from forbidding them to withstand, in 
accordance with their duty, the fierce licentiousness of kings, that, if they wink at kings who violently fall upon and 
assault the lowly common folk, I declare that their dissimulation involves nefarious perfidy, because they 
dishonestly betray the freedom of the people, of which they know that they have been appointed protectors by God’s 
ordinance.” Calvin, Institutes of Christian Religion, 2 vols., ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 2.1519. 
80 Historical Milton, 154. 
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the words of Luther, or some other eminent Divine, then in Germany, when the Protestants there 

entred into solemn Covnant at Smalcaldia…If Luther, or whoever els thought so, he could not 

stay there” (CW 6.178). The account of Luther’s journey through Germany is upset by Milton’s 

reminders of Colchaeus’s uncertainty. Some important German divine spoke the quoted passage, 

but it may or may not have been Luther. As so often in Milton, the interpretive asides in the 

testimony section qualify or mitigate the power of the quoted material. Ultimately the speaker of 

the passage should not matter, not least because his or her identity cannot be determined with 

certitude.  The substance of the quote should carry the most weight. For those readers unswayed 

by Luther’s name alone, the passage suffices to prove Milton’s point that there are Protestant 

divines who agree with him. But for those readers scouring the Tenure for mention of their 

divines, Milton strips the power from Luther’s name mere lines after highlighting it. The passage 

retains value insofar as it is used in support of “reason,” but as a “testimony” it is rendered 

useless. 

 These techniques of framing and qualifying the power of testimony assume and play 

upon the tract’s bifurcated audience: there are those who recognize the evacuation of testimonial 

power in the Tenure and there are those who do not or, more likely yet, can not. For the latter 

group, the testimonies provide the assurance Milton promises on the title page of the second 

edition. They confirm the supposed orthodoxy of the Tenure’s radical propositions. Damned by 

its own narrow focus on the names of its divines, this Presbyterian second group cannot perceive 

how the Tenure erodes the power of divine testimony.  It is this blindness on the part of the 

Presbyterians that serves as the basis of satire for the Tenure’s other, non-Presbyterian readers. 

For them, if the work’s inclusion of testimonies fulfills its supposed polemical function, it proves 

the Presbyterians are both careless readers and thinkers devoid of reason, charges Milton levels 
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throughout his career. Ultimately, if the Tenure’s satire performs an educative function on par 

with Eikonoklastes, its instruction is directed at these readers privy to Milton’s joke.  While the 

nominal goal of the work is to exhort Presbyterians not to startle from their support of the 

regicides, the satire in reality exhorts the rest of its audience not to fall into the Presbyterian 

approach to public affairs. 

 As Milton himself claims, the move from the first edition of the Tenure of Kings and 

Magistrates to the second entails not merely the addition of quotes from Presbyterian divines, as 

is commonly described.81 Reflecting the sharp break in the additions’ ratiocinative procedures, 

the title page announces the inclusion of testimonies separate from the text’s long title, which 

outlines the Tenure’s polemical goal and methodology. Though likely little more than the result 

of a printer’s effort to promote the book, the division of the announcement from the rest of the 

title mirrors the series of radical shifts brought forth in the second edition: a shift in target 

audience from Presbyterians to non-Presbyterians, a shift in primary purpose from polemic to 

satire, and a shift in primary logic from “reason” to “testimony.” The revised edition of the tract 

prompts a return to one of the deepest divides in Milton criticism: it, like so many other 

passages, forces us to ask of Milton what Milton’s Satan asks of Christ:  

Since neither wealth, nor honour, arms nor arts, 
Kingdom nor Empire pleases thee, nor aught 
By me propos'd in life contemplative,   
Or active, tended on by glory, or fame, 
What dost thou in this World? (PR 4.368-372) 

 

                                                
81 Campbell and Corns give a representative account: “When Milton reissued [the Tenure] in a second edition, some 
time between October 1649 and February 1650, he significantly augmented his quotations from authorities 
supportive of his views that kings may be brought to justice. In a manoeuvre perfected in Tetrachordon, these are 
drawn from Presbyterian divines of impeccable credentials.” John Milton: Life, Work, and Thought, 199. 



 

54 
 

What does Milton hope to achieve? Is Milton “explicitly dedicated to the positive transformation 

in all spheres of human activity”?82 As the Tenure of Kings and Magistrates demonstrates, the 

question cannot always be answered with a ‘yes.’ Even Milton must, at times, surrender the 

possibility of persuading his entire audience. In those moments, the best alternative he has is 

standing back from the debate and laughing in self-satisfaction, beckoning the stronger of his 

readers to join him. 

  

                                                
82 Nigel Smith, Is Milton Better Than Shakespeare?, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), xvi. 
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Conclusion 

 

 In the introduction to this thesis, I established the contrast between the perceived urgency 

of sociopolitical events and the comparatively inessential academic concern for logic. For many 

Civil War era readers, the distinction between the educative and political realms probably was as 

sharply drawn as it has been for twentieth and twenty-first century readers of the period. For 

Milton, however, the two weave in and out of each other. In his day-to-day life, Milton’s 

teaching and thinking on education overlaps with his political writing. The discourse of one 

affected that of the other; ideas of education consumed his mind while his pen sealed the regicide 

in ink. But even more than this, Milton’s thoughts on the proper mode of logic flow through the 

1649 prose because the new republic had to be founded upon proper reason. If it was not, it was 

bound to fall back upon the monarchal custom authorized by the rational system of testimony.  

The fate of the nascent republic hinged on its ability to hold fast to logic. On the eve of the 

Restoration, Milton’s belief had not shaken; in the Readie and Easie Way he reminds his fellow 

Englishmen that “The happiness of the nation must need be firmest and certainest in a full and 

free Councel of thir own electing, where no single person, but reason only swaies” (CW 6.489). 

What had once been call for reform had evolved into one for preservation: if the nation intended 

to survive, if it hoped to restore its happiness and the dream of the Revolution, it had to retain the 

reason slipping through its fingers. A return to testimony would necessitate a return to monarchy,  
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a return to bondage and license. For Milton if not for his modern critics, the crisis facing England 

in 1660 was a version of the same crisis it faced in 1649: a crisis in the logic governing the 

nation.   
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