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Milton and Seventeenth-Century English Millenarianism 

 

Introduction 

The 1970s witnessed a burst of enthusiasm for studies in seventeenth-century 

English millenarianism,1 but Milton never occupied the spotlight of scholarly 

attention.2 “There is no work on Milton and contemporary millenarianism,” 

complained Christopher Hill in 1977 (Milton and the English Revolution 6). Hill’s 

complaint was not adequately responded to until two decades later. The Sixth 

International Milton Symposium, held at the University of York in July 1999, chose 

“Milton and the Millennium” as one of its topics. Perhaps the advent of a new 

millennium kindled scholars’ interest in that issue. Four years later, a book entitled 

Milton and the Ends of Time was published as a direct result of that symposium. Some 

of the essays are revisions of the papers delivered at the conference, others being 

responses to them. The book is divided into two parts, and the six essays of the first 

part are grouped under the title of “Millennium.”3 

One of the issues vigorously discussed at the symposium is whether Milton 

                                                 
1 Many scholars take “millenarianism,” “millennialism,” and “chiliasm” to be interchangeable. I stick 
to the usage of “millenarianism” in my discussion except for citations. For my reasons, see notes 41 
and 44 of the first chapter. 
2 Books particularly relevant to my research are William Lamont’s Godly Rule: Politics and Religion, 
1603-1660 (1969), John Wilson’s Pulpit in Parliament: Puritanism during the English Civil Wars 
1640-1648 (1969), Peter Toon’s Puritans, the Millennium And the Future of Israel: Puritan 
Eschatology 1600 to 1660 (1970), Iain Murray’s The Puritan Hope: Revival and Interpretation of 
Prophecy (1971), Bernard Capp’s The Fifth Monarchy Men: A Study in Seventeenth-century English 
Millenarianism (1972), Tai Liu’s Discord in Zion: The Puritan Divines and the Puritan Revolution 
1640-1660 (1973), Viggo Olsen’s John Foxe and the Elizabethan Church (1973), Bryan Ball’s A Great 
Expectation: Eschatological Thought in English Protestantism to 1660 (1975), Paul Christianson’s 
Reformers and Babylon: English Apocalyptic Visions from the Reformation to the Eve of the Civil War 
(1978), Richard Bauckham’s Tudor Apocalypse: Sixteenth Century Apocalypticism, Millenarianism 
and the English Reformation: from John Bale to John Foxe and Thomas Brightman (1978), and 
Katharine Firth’s The Apocalyptic Tradition in Reformation Britain 1530-1645 (1979). 
3 They are Barbara Lewalski’s “Milton and the Millennium,” Sarah Hutton’s “Mede, Milton, and More: 
Christ’s College Millenarians,” Stella Revard’s “Milton and Millenarianism: from the Nativity Ode to 
Paradise Regained,” Malabika Sarkar’s “Astronomical signs in Paradise Lost: Milton, Ophiucus, and 
the Millennial Debate,” William Hunter’s “The Millennial Moment: Milton vs. ‘Milton’,” and John 
Shawcross’s “Confusion: The Apocalypse, the Millennium.” The other six essays of the book are 
collected under the category of “Apocalypse.” 
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abandoned his earlier millenarian position after the Restoration. Milton’s writing 

career is customarily divided into three stages: a young poet writing short poems in 

the 1620s-1630s, a combative prose writer engaged in pamphlet wars in the 1640s- 

1650s, and a chastened bard after 1660. It had been generally agreed that Milton took 

a millenarian position during the English Revolution, but that he discarded it after the 

Restoration. However, the traditional assessment of Milton’s millenarianism was 

challenged at the symposium. Several essays in Milton and the Ends of Time propose 

that Milton still held fast to millenarianism in his third and final stage. 

In “Milton and the Millennium,” Barbara Lewalski stresses the importance of the 

millennium for both Milton’s poetry and prose from beginning to end (14-15), by 

investigating the millenarian passages throughout Milton’s oeuvre. She concludes that 

Milton always appealed to “the idea of the millennium to urge personal, ecclesiastical, 

social, and political reformation” (15). 

Sarah Hutton in “Mede, Milton, and More: Christ’s College Millenarians” 

evaluates Milton’s relationship with two major millenarians of Christ’s College— 

Joseph Mede and Henry More. She points out that Milton moved among millenarians 

during the 1640s and 1650s (34). Though conceding that “[i]t is an open question 

whether Milton abandoned his millenarianism in later life” (39), Hutton suggests that 

“it would have been consistent for Milton to continue to maintain his millenarianism” 

(39). 

Stella Revard’s “Milton and Millenarianism: From the Nativity Ode to Paradise 

Regained” postulates that Milton’s early poetry did not unequivocally articulate 

millenarianism and that Milton’s millenarian expectations were not awoken until the 

1640s (55-56). She argues that millenarianism undergirds Milton’s political tracts 

from 1641 to 1660 (54). Moreover, she finds “the unmistakable undercurrent of 

millenarianism” in Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained and asserts that both epics 
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fulfilled the millenarianism that Milton held in the preceding decades (71). 

To sum up, Lewalski, Hutton, and Revard contend that Milton did not relinquish 

his millenarian position after the Restoration.4 They build their arguments upon the 

millenarian passages they detect from Milton’s later works, primarily Paradise Lost 

and Paradise Regained. They challenge the decades-old traditional view held by 

Arthur Barker, Michael Fixler, Austin Dobbins, and C. A. Patrides.5 

Barker in Milton and the Puritan Dilemma 1641-1660 (1942) states that Milton’s 

confidence in the immediacy of Christ’s coming diminished as the revolution 

progressed (195). Fixler’s Milton and the Kingdoms of God (1964) remains one of the 

most influential books in the studies in Milton’s millenarianism. Tracing the 

development of Milton’s millenarian ideas in his whole career, Fixler believes that 

Milton in his later life “abandoned his hope in the imminent materialization of the 

Kingdom of Glory” (97). Dobbins’s Milton and the Book of Revelation: The Heavenly 

Cycle (1975) extensively explores the influence of the book of Revelation on the 

“heavenly cycle” of Paradise Lost (Books I-VI, IX). Dobbins argues that “Milton no 

longer anticipated an imminent, earthly regnum Christi” after 1655-1660; in other 

words, he “rejected the millennial position” (70). Patrides’s “‘Something like 

Prophetick Strain’: Apocalyptic Configurations in Milton” (1984) examines the 

impact of the Apocalypse on Milton’s works. Patrides claims that Milton’s emphasis 

on the imminence of the millennium decreased as time went by (226).6 In short, 

before the Sixth International Milton Symposium it was commonplace that the later 

Milton did not stick to his earlier millenarian ideas. 
                                                 
4 Juliet Cummins, the editor of Milton and the Ends of Time, and David Loewenstein also agree with 
them. See, Cummins, Introduction 3; Loewenstein, Afterword 241. 
5 According to Juliet Cummins, the traditional view was only held by Fixler, Dobbins, and Patrides 
(Introduction 9 n. 6). I include Barker because both Dobbins and Patrides mention that Barker agrees 
with them (Dobbins 148, n. 20; Patrides, “‘Something like Prophetick Strain’” 236, n. 72). 
6 In his earlier Milton and the Christian Tradition (1966), Patrides argues that Milton in the 1640s 
“committed himself but once to the belief that the Second Advent was to occur ‘shortly’” (272) but 
“silently passed over chiliasm” in Paradise Lost (279). 
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The crux of the problem inspired my research: “Was Milton a millenarian after 

1660?” A similar question is raised by Palle Olsen in “Was John Foxe a millenarian?” 

Olsen acutely points out that “[t]he answer to the question ‘who is a millenarian?’ 

obviously depends on the answer to the question ‘what is a millenarian?’” (620). In 

other words, a broader definition of “millenarianism” will certainly include more 

“millenarians” and vise versa. Richard Emmerson, while reviewing four essays about 

millenarianism in the special issue of The American Historical Review (1999),7 also 

remarks on a lack of an “accepted terminology applied to the study of millenarianism” 

(1605). As a result, it is difficult for the readers to determine if scholars “are 

examining similar phenomena or conflating or even confusing related phenomena that 

for analytical purposes would be better kept distinct” (1605). 

I am convinced that “millenarianism” is a word too readily used by those Milton 

scholars who do not have an agreed-on definition of it, and I believe that the lack of 

an accepted definition of millenarianism gives rise to the disagreements on the 

question of whether Milton denied his earlier millenarian position in his later career. 

The question as to whether Milton abandoned millenarianism after the Restoration 

presupposes that Milton was a millenarian before 1660. That presupposition, in my 

view, leads to other related questions: When did Milton become a millenarian? Which 

millenarian position did he hold? Did he always abide by his millenarian position 

before 1660? To answer those questions, we need a clear, well-defined terminology. 

Unfortunately, none of the Milton scholars has paid much attention to the definition of 

millenarianism. Lewalski, Hutton, and Revard never clarify their usages of 

“millenarianism” in Milton and the Ends of Time. Lewalski admits that “changing 

                                                 
7 The four essays are David Ownby’s “Chinese Millenarian Traditions: The Formative Age,” Alida 
Metcalf’s “Millenarian Slaves? The Santidade de Jaguaripe and Slave Resistance in the Americas,” 
Susan Juster’s “Demagogues or Mystagogues? Gender and the Language of Prophecy in the Age of 
Democratic Revolutions,” and David Rowley’s “‘Redeemer Empire’: Russian Millenarianism.” 
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political circumstances led Milton to adjust his views as to the timing of the 

millennium” (15), but the imminence of the millennium is one of the fundamental 

constituents in Barker’s, Fixler’s, Dobbin’s, and Patrides’s discussions of Milton’s 

millenarianism. Hutton claims that Milton in his later life adopted “a more muted 

expression of it which focused on the interior millennium of the spirit” (39), but many 

scholars do not count the idea of “spiritual millennium” as millenarianism. Revard, 

like Hutton, stresses the “spiritual” aspect of the millennial hope in Paradise Lost and 

Paradise Regained. It is regrettable that the persuasiveness of their argument is 

eclipsed by a lack of lucid definition of millenarianism. 

In fact, the revision of the traditional view of Milton’s millenarianism can be 

seen from a broader picture as part of a new trend of studies in seventeenth-century 

English millenarianism. Most of the studies of the 1970s agreed that 1660 marked the 

end of English millenarianism. “For those who work on the rich outburst of 

millenarian theories in England in the seventeenth century,” Richard Popkin observed 

in 1985, “it is often claimed that belief in these views ended with the death of 

Cromwell and the Restoration of Charles II” (Foreword to William Whiston xi). But 

some later scholars postulated that English millenarianism continued to flourish after 

1660.8 Like them, the contributors of Milton and the Ends of Time tried to argue that 

Milton’s millenarianism did not end with the Restoration. However, they never 

discussed how the early studies came up with the conclusion of the 1660 divide in 

Milton’s career.9 The revisionists of seventeenth-century millenarianism, by contrast, 

                                                 
8 Studies of post-1660 millenarianism started with the examination of the relationship between natural 
science and millenarianism. See, for example, Margaret Jacob’s “Millenarianism and Science in the 
Late Seventeenth century” (1976). For a general survey of English millenarianism after the Restoration, 
see Paul Korshin’s “Queuing and Waiting: The Apocalypse in England, 1660-1750.” For more 
Restoration millenarianism, see chapter six of this thesis. 
9 John Shawcross in “Confusion: The Apocalypse, the Millennium” notices the scholars’ confusion 
over the terminology. He maintains that “millennium/millenarianism” should be distinguished from 
“apocalypse/apocalypticism,” but he does not examine the question of critical approaches that lie 
behind the problem of terminology. 
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perceived the question. Jeffrey Jue pointed out that the 1970s’ seventeenth-century 

English studies were dominated by Marxist critics who equated millenarianism 

“precisely with revolution” (3). Therefore, it was only natural for them to conclude 

that English millenarianism vanished after the Restoration. The revisionists 

challenged the assumption of the old approach, questioned its applicability, and 

revised seventeenth-century English millenarianism. 

It is clear by now that the problem of the definition of millenarianism is bound 

up with the critical approaches adopted by scholars. My research aims to place Milton 

in the context of seventeenth-century English millenarianism. The first chapter deals 

with theories of millenarianism. I opine that the existing scholarly works concerning 

study of millenarianism roughly fall into two primary disciplines: anthropology/ 

sociology and theology. I will explicate why I adopt a theological approach to 

examine Milton’s millenarian ideas and to place them in the context of seventeenth- 

century millenarianism. The rise of English millenarianism constitutes chapter two, in 

which I depict its development up to the eve of the English Revolution. The next four 

chapters scrutinize Milton’s millenarianism throughout his corpus. De Doctrina 

Christiana is singled out because its authorship has been recently questioned by 

several critics. I will present the historical, political, and religious backgrounds 

against which Milton’s contemporary millenarianism was situated. I will examine 

when Milton became a millenarian and how he participated in his contemporary 

millenarianism from 1640 to 1660. I will reject the revisionists’ conclusion by arguing 

that Milton ceased to hold millenarianism after the Restoration. 

There is no single-authored book-length work dedicated to an overall study of 

Milton’s millenarianism, which has hitherto been treated fragmentarily. I contend that 

Milton’s millenarianism is a legitimate academic topic and deserves more academic 

attention. It is hoped, then, that my study will provide new insights into Milton’s 
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position in seventeenth-century English millenarianism and entail more critical 

conversation regarding the Milton problem. 


