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     COML 100

Free Will and Personal Responsibility in Paradise Lost
John Milton’s Paradise Lost is largely considered to be the first great epic of English literature, celebrating deeds told in the Bible through Genesis.  The creation of the world and the fall of mankind are certainly deeds worthy of epic verse, but to refer to Paradise Lost as an epic then begs the question: Who is the hero whose deeds are celebrated?  The reader is offered only a few choices, and among them are Adam, Eve, God and Satan.  Yet, even when presented with limited options, the answer to the question is not made clear.  It is in this sense that Milton’s interpretation of the epic style is unique.  Rather than choose a single person to assume the role of hero he allows the position to remain ambiguous, choosing instead to advocate his ideals in life and religion through the text.  Milton hopes to engage his readers, supporting personal responsibility and helping them to become better Christians as a result of reading Paradise Lost.
The epic opens with Milton's voice, and he declares his intentions in writing Paradise Lost: that is, to "assert Eternal Providence, / And justifie the wayes of God to men" (Book I, ll. 25-26)
.  Milton's audience is, of course, a fallen audience, just as Milton himself is a fallen narrator.  It is because of this inherent flaw in the addressees that there is a danger of misinterpreting the text, and reading it in a manner that Milton did not intend.  Some may come to perceive Satan as the tragic hero of the poem; others still may be given to place blame on God for allowing the fall of angels and then the fall of men to transpire.  Each of these assessments is essentially flawed, and does not reflect Milton’s true intention.  In order to deter these aberrant readings, Milton has masterfully incorporated the motif of personal responsibility into his language, exonerating God from any accusation of wrongdoing.  He also manages to render Satan as not the tragic hero but the great deceiver in this manner, as well as to give reason for the falls of angels and men.  
As a deeply religious man, Milton’s first task in the use of this language of responsibility is to clear God’s name from the blemishes of blame.  It is important, then, for Milton to separate the Lord’s omniscience from predestination.  This is artfully done in Book III when God, speaking with regard to the rebel Angels, says to His Son, “they themselves decreed / Thir own revolt, not I: if I foreknew, / Foreknowledge had no influence on their fault, / Which had no less prov'd certain unforeknown” (Book III, ll. 116-119).  God goes further to explain that “in Mercy and Justice both, / Through Heav’n and Earth, so shall my glorie excel, / But Mercy first and last shall brightest shine” (Book III, ll. 132-134).  This establishes God’s prerogative, which is not to punish but rather to nurture His creations.  Ultimately, responsibility lies with the free will of the individuals, be they men or angels.  This, then, becomes Milton’s key in explaining the falls and suitably assigning guilt.
Free will becomes integral to understanding God’s role in the fate of His creations.  In describing man, God “made him just and right, / Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall” (Book III, ll. 98-99).  Even among the angels, those capable of standing stood, and those who failed fell.  It is in that freedom that God’s creatures may show Him true allegiance, and not merely blind obedience.  “What pleasure I from such obedience paid, / When Will and Reason… / Made passive both, had serv’d necessitie, / Not mee” (Book III, ll. 107-111).  This illustrates, without a doubt, that servility is neither what God expects nor desires.  Such empty praises destroy whatever pleasure might have been in them, and worse, they destroy the crowning achievement of creation: the free will to act as one sees fit, and to claim responsibility for those actions.

Milton must next turn to addressing the character of Satan, and the pitfalls surrounding his image as the tragic hero.  His portrayal as authoritative and dignified is not without a basis.  Satan was, after all, Lucifer the Light-Bearer, one of the highest-ranking angels in Heaven prior to the revolt.  Milton even goes so far as to give many of Paradise Lost’s great speeches to the Arch Fiend, providing them with a semblance of reason.  Nevertheless, like Satan’s form, his speech is twisted, rarely managing to create a sound argument.  Milton takes full advantage of this from the very beginning in an attempt to discredit Satan in the eyes of an observant reader.  Satan claims to have been mistreated in Heaven, to have brought a force greater than God’s to bear against Him, and to have shaken His throne.  In actuality, we see none of this transpire and what images we are given of the revolt paint a contradictory picture.  Satan was never mistreated by God, but was rather blinded by his own pride.  His force was less than half of those angels still loyal to God, and never did the demons succeed in rocking God’s throne.


In depicting Satan as this brand of smooth-talking con-man, Milton is able to express to his audience the way in which language can be misleading.  Not only does this encourage self-awareness and responsibility to ensure that a good Christian does not go astray, but it also speaks to the contemporary political landscape.  The execution of King Charles I would still be fresh in Milton’s memory and the memories of the English people, and Charles too had made attempts at using language to falsely justify his tyranny.  Milton has the presence of mind to understand that those among his audience who will understand his message are few (Book VII, l. 31), but he nevertheless reaches out to them, hoping that his text will help them to understand that Satan and his horde fell from grace not because God willed it to be so, but because of their own misjudgment, and choices that they themselves made.

Even in the villain, however, Milton is able to convey the glory of God.  It is for only a few brief moments, but even Satan’s mind can grasp his fallen condition and take the responsibility for it upon himself.


O Sun, to tell thee how I hate thy beams



That bring to my remembrance from what state



I fell, how glorious once above thy Sphear;



Till Pride and worse Ambition threw me down



Warring in Heav’n against Heav’ns matchless King:



Ah wherefore! He deserv’d no such return



…nor was his service hard.



What could be less then to afford him praise



The easiest recompence, and pay him thanks



How due!






(Book IV, ll. 37-48)
Satan has realized that it was his own ambition, not any mistreatment from God, that prompted his fall.  He has also come to understand that to pay thanks to God is hardly a hefty price to pay for the glory of creation and ability to reason on one’s own, a far cry from his earlier assertion that it is “Better to reign in Hell, then serve in Heav’n” (Book I, l. 263).  Continuing in the same line of thought, Satan further rationalizes his situation and his punishment: “…other Powers as great / Fell not, but stand unshak’n” (Book IV, ll. 63-64).  He continues by asking, “Hadst thou the same free Will and Power to stand / …since against his thy will / Chose freely what it now so justly rues” (Book IV, ll. 66, 71-72).  Satan has taken personal responsibility for his fall, recognizing his faults.  Milton would, at this point, hope that his reader understands that through this recognition, one can better oneself.  Satan, however, never seizes the opportunity to repent and continues in his wretched state, unwilling to partake of God’s infinite mercy after the acts he has committed.  He asks himself, “is there no place / Left for Repentance, none for Pardon left? / None left but by submission; and that word / Disdain forbids me, and my dread of shame / Among the Spirits beneath” (Book IV, ll. 79-83), much as he must try to convince himself that he has no other recourse but to cause the fall in Eden.  As the work progresses, Satan becomes less and less empowered by the chaos he causes, gradually wishing that he could return to Heaven’s glory but never willing to take the final step towards forgiveness due to his stubbornness and free will.
Paradise Lost turns finally to Adam and Eve, an interesting choice for Milton as they are the two at the center of the events that lose Paradise.  These two perhaps best represent Milton’s ideals of free will, for as Adam says, “God left free the Will, for what obeys / Reason, is free, and Reason he made right” (Book IX, ll. 351-352).  The question that then arises is whether or not this ‘right reason’ is impaired after the fall.  God would have us believe otherwise, decreeing earlier in the work that, “Man shall not quite be lost, but sav’d who will, / Yet not of will in him, but grace in me” (Book III, ll. 173-174).  At first glance, this may seem to contradict the values of free will, for it is only through God’s grace that man can be saved.  Still, even this requires an implicit choice on the part of Adam, Eve and their descendents: that is, to choose to be saved and act accordingly in a manner pleasing to God.
Eve’s temptation may provide an even clearer example of how strong reason and free will have become in mankind.  “But of this Tree we may not taste nor touch; / God so commanded, and left that Command / Sole Daughter of his voice; the rest, we live / Law to our selves, our Reason is our Law” (Book IX, ll. 651-654).  If reason is indeed choice, as aforementioned in Book III, then choice becomes the law by which mankind must live.  Eve must now make a choice amid the Serpent’s temptations, whether to follow the one law set forth by God or to surrender to her own mortal desires for independence.  When she finally makes her decision to strive for independence she has divided reason, not between obedience and disobedience as in the pre-lapsarian world of free will, but rather between good and evil, the knowledge of which is bestowed upon her by the apple.  “Fixt on the Fruit she gaz’d, which to behold / Might tempt alone, and in her ears the sound / Yet rung of his perswasive words, impregn’d / With Reason, to her seeming, and with Truth” (Book IX, 735-738).  Human reason has now become entangled with the Serpent, and Satan’s lies will form a part of further choices to be made.  With deception now forming an integral part of human reason, it can no longer be considered to be the same sense of free will that existed prior to the fall.

Despite this change, Milton’s strongest arguments for free will come after the fall of Adam and Eve.  They revert to accusing one another and God, suggesting that they should have been forced not to eat of the Tree of Knowledge so as to preserve their state of perfection.  Still, with free will as the Lord’s crowning achievement in creating man, it is said that, “force upon free will hath here no place” (Book IX, l. 1174).  They go on accusing one another for hours, seemingly without end or progress, because neither will put themselves at fault.  Only in taking personal responsibility can their situation be resolved, and Milton makes this very clear, first in the voice of God and later through Adam.


O Sons, like one of us Man is become



To know both Good and Evil, since his taste



Of that defended Fruit; but let him boast



His knowledge of Good lost, and Evil got,



Happier, had it suffic’d him to have known



Good by it self, and Evil not at all.






(Book XI, ll. 84-89)
In this way, God is able to make positive the fall, for mankind will experience that which it otherwise would have remained ignorant to, despite the oftentimes painful nature of evil.  “O goodness infinite, goodness immense! / That all this good of evil shall produce, / And evil turn to good; more wonderful / Then that which by creation first brought forth / Light out of darkness!” (Book XII, ll. 469-473).  Adam, too, is able to find something positive in the fall after he sees what good will come to exist in the world through the visions imparted by Michael.  Still, it is most important to note that none of this will transpire until Adam and Eve accept their transgression, as they finally are able to at the end of the work.  In the words of Eve, and the last spoken words of Paradise Lost:


…all places thou,



Who for my wilful crime art banisht hence.



This further consolation yet secure



I carry hence; though all by mee is lost,



Such favor I unworthie am voutsaft,



By mee the Promis’d Seed shall all restore.






(Book XII, ll. 618-623)
In this way, personal responsibility ends the work, and heralds the future that is to come.

Though Paradise Lost is, without question, an epic poem, it allows the heroism to lie with individuals rather than with any one, specific figure.  Ultimately, Milton’s purpose in this work was clear from the very beginning.  He has explained God’s providence without venerating Satan or shifting blame for the falls away from the individual participants.  Through a masterful use of language he is able to exonerate God of all blame in orchestrating or predestining the falls.  Rather, these events are attributed to the individuals involved in them, for it was with their free will that they chose to revolt or to disobey.  Satan is then illustrated not as the tragic hero, but rather as a well-spoken con-man and little else.  He ultimately accepts personal responsibility for his own fall, recognizing his unnatural pride and ambition, but is never willing to move beyond that and repent for his sins, asking a merciful God for forgiveness.  Adam and Eve, however, represent the pinnacle of free will and personal responsibility within Paradise Lost.  It is their reasoning decisions that allow them to fall, and it is not until they accept that fact, their culpability, that they can move on with their post-lapsarian lives and redeem themselves.  Free will has become the crowning achievement of all God’s creations, and with that free will mankind is offered the chance to choose to redeem itself, until the coming of the Son and his ultimate, heroic deeds in Paradise Regain’d.
� Milton, John.  The Complete Poetry of John Milton, ed. John T. Shawcross (New York, New York: 


Doubleday Publishing Group, Inc., 1971).  All subsequent quotations are from this text.





