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The Relationship Between John Milton and Republicanism—Focusing on The
Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (1649)

Chine SONOI

In this essay, I will explore the relationship between John Milton and republicanism by analysing his
standpoint in justification of abolishing tyranny to protect civil liberty and safety. =~ Milton’s concept of reforming
the political system of England profoundly related to his religious and political ideal. The theme of The Tenure of
Kings and Magistrates (1649) clearly demonstrated what Milton regarded as significant for maintaining the liberty of
human minds and his interest in republican polity. [ will investigate how his sense of liberty responded to the rise of
republican government in England. In The Tenure, Milton insisted that the people should have the right to reject and
dispose the ruler who repressed their safety and happiness. This attitude was quite modernised in the age when the
established power was regarded as almost absolute. Milton’s insistence on the importance of the civil government was
derived from his conviction that the subjects should be equal to or more important than the governor. Milton’s
republican ideal was fundamentally related to his moral doubt against the close relationship between political power
and religion. During civil wars, it is significant to analyse his ideological conflict with Presbyterianism that became
the mainstream of the Parliament in the middle of 1640s. By analysing Milton’s critical attitude against the

established system in England, I will figure out the origin and the truth of his republican sensibility.
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My discourse, indeed, will be of matters neither
small nor mean: a king in all his power, ruling
according to his lust after he had overthrown our
laws and oppressed our religion, at length overcome
in battle by his own people which had served a long
term of slavery . . . when neither in word nor deed
had he given slightest ground for hope of his
improvement, condemned to capital punishment by
the highest court of the realm and beheaded before
the very gate of the palace. (4 Defence of the People

of England, CPW 4, pp. 302-3) !
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It is nature which gave the people fathers, and the
people who gave themselves a king; the people
therefore do not exist for the king, but the king for
the people, . . . we do not endure even a father who
is tyrannical. (4 Defence, CPW 4, p. 327)
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That it is Lawful, and hath been held so through all
Ages, for any, who have the Power, to call to
account a Tyrant, or wicked KING, and after due
conviction, to depose, and put him to death; if the
ordinary MAGISTRATE have neglected, or deny’d
to doe it. (The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates,



CPW 3, p. 189)°
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.. the power of Kings and Magistrates, how it was
and is originally the peoples, and by them conferr’d
in trust onely to be imployd to the common peace
and benefit; . . . if by Kings or Magistrates it be
abus’d; or to dispose of it by any alteration as they
shall judge most conducting to the public good.

(The Tenure, CPW 3, pp. 211-12)
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“No man . . . can be so stupid to deny that all men
naturally were borne free, being the image and
resemblance of God himself, and were by privilege

above all the creatures, born to command and not to

obey...” (The Tenure, CPW 3, pp.198-99)
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then are more important than the king and above him . . .”
(A Defence, CPW 4, p. 425.)
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. the king exists for the people: the people
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I Authorise and give up my Right of Governing my
selfe, to this Man, or to this Assembly of men, on
this condition, that thou give up thy Right to him,
and Authorise all his Actions in like manner. This
done, the Multitude so united in one Person, is
called a COMMON-WEALTH, . .
120)'?

. (Leviathan, p.
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First, because they Covenant, it is to be understood,
they are not obliged by former Covenant to any
thing repugnant hereunto . . . Consequently they
that have already Instituted a Common-wealth,
being thereby bound by Covenant, to own the
Actions, and Judgements of one, cannot lawfully
make a new Covenant, . . . (Leviathan, pp. 121-22)
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Secondly, Because the Right of bearing the Person
of them all, is given to him they make
Soveraigne,. . . there can happen no breach of
Covenant on the part of the Soveraigne; and
consequently none of his Subjects, by any pretence
of forfeiture, can be freed from his Subjection.

(Leviathan, pp. 122)
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. there be some Rights, which no man can be
understood by any words, . . . to have abandoned,
or transferred.  As first a man cannot lay down the
right of resisting them, that assault him by force, to
take away his life . . . (Leviathan, p. 93)
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“Nature hath made men so equall. . .” (Leviathan,

p.86),

“The RIGHT of NATURE, . . . is the Liberty each

man hath, to use his own power, . ..” (Leviathan,
p-91)
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When a people is bound by such an oath and their
king turns tyrant or degenerates through his
worthlessness, they are released from their bond by
his faithlessness, by justice herself, and by the very
law of nature; . . . (4 Defence of the People of
England, CPW 4, p. 421)
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It follows.. . . that since the King or Magistrate holds
his autoritie of the people, both originally and
naturally for their good in the first place, and not his
own, then may the people as oft as they shall judge
it for the best, either choose him or reject him,
retaine him or depose him though no Tyrant, . . . by
the liberty and right of free borne Men . . .

(The Tenure, CPW 3, p. 206)
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There be other names of Government, in the
Histories, and books of Policy; as Tyranny, and
Oligarchy: But they are not the names of other
Formes of Government, but of the same Formes

misliked. (Leviathan, pp. 129-30)
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When Kings . . . become blasphemers of God,
oppressors and murderers of thir Subjects, they
. but as
privat men to be . . . punisht by the Law of God, . . .
(The Tenure, CPW 3, p. 250)

ought no more to be accounted Kings . .
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. . being the best and chief of Protestant Divines,
we may follow them for faithful Guides, and
without doubting may receive them, as Witnesses
abundant of what wee heer affirme concerning

Tyrants. (The Tenure, CPW 3, p. 257)
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Of this faction, diverse reverend and learned

Divines . . . pleading the lawfulnes of defensive



Arms against this King in a Treatise called Scripture
and Reason, seem in words to disclaim utterly the
deposing of a King. (The Tenure, CPW 3, p. 252)
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