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Seventeenth-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities HPEN5003/6003

[bookmark: _Hlk3220975]To what extent do the ‘persuasive words’ of Satan appear as the principal cause of the Fall of Man in John Milton’s Paradise Lost? Make close reference to the text of the poem in your answer. 
The purpose of this essay is to examine to what extent Satan played a role in The Fall of Man in Milton's poem Paradis Lost (1667).[footnoteRef:1] In other words, to what degree did the ‘persuasive words’ of Satan cause of the Fall of Man? For this purpose, a close reference to the text of the poem will be made.  [1:  John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. by John Leonard (Bury St Edmunds Suffolk: Clays in GB, 2000), p. 2-271.] 

This essay is going to examine Milton’s unique interpretation of the Book of Genesis from the Bible and specifically explores the significance of the characters of Satan and Eve in his epic poem. Milton paints a very believable portrait of all the main characters in the story: God, the Archangels, Satan, Adam and Eve. Satan is brought alive by Milton in a very vivid way, unique to anything that had been written by him before and it will be considered why Milton might have chosen to do so. For this purpose, this essay is going to focus primarily on the circumstances that led to the point where Satan chose to enter as a serpent and make his speech to Eve in Book IX. The reasons why Satan, being very opportunistic, chose that particular moment and what made him think he could persuade Eve will be explored.
Before getting deeper into the essay, the political and religious context of the time is going to be referred to and also Milton’s position and views are going to be touched upon. How much influence these turbulent times might have had on Milton’s writing will also be considered. First, some aspects of John Milton’s personal life are going to be discussed since they seem to have influenced him, not only as a person but also as a writer and a poet.
[bookmark: _Hlk3286490]John Milton, who was born in 1608 and died in 1674, was an English poet, debater and worked for the Commonwealth of England under Oliver Cromwell. He wrote pamphlets and poetry at a time of religious unrest and political turmoil and is most known for his epic poem Paradise Lost (1667). The whole poem of Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) is written in blank verse. Composing in English, Latin, Greek and Italian, he attained worldwide recognition during his lifetime. His famous work Areopagitica (1644) [footnoteRef:2]  was considered at the time to be one of the most significant and passionate justifications of liberty of speech. His yearning for freedom was reflected in his work; he also presented new words to English writing. Milton continues to be looked upon as one of the outstanding authors in the English language. Poets such as William Wordsworth and William Blake and Thomas Hardy to only mention a few that admired him. [2:  John Milton, Prose. Major Writings on Liberty, Politics, Religion, and Education, ed. by David Loewenstein (Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), p. 181-213.] 


Milton was engaged politically in England at his time. A productive debater, Milton had various philosophies concerning how to progress England during the seventeenth century. He was a known Republican in a time when also English civil war took place. Regrettably, his radical thoughts and ideas became unpopular during these rapidly changing times. In the end, his political views and his stance during the civil war led to a prison sentence. Milton had, at this point, gone blind and waited to be executed with the reinstatement of the King he had so passionately fought against. Fortunately for Milton, influential scholars came to his defence and Milton succeeded to evade the death sentence under King Charles II. He soon after undertook to write the most significant and profound, and also maybe the most political poem of the seventeenth-century England: Paradise Lost (1667) [footnoteRef:3]  [3:  The Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton Kerrigan, William, John Rumrich, and Stephen M. Fallon.New York: Modern Library, 2007.)] 


At the beginning of Paradise Lost (1667), Milton first presents Satan, the archetype of evil, and his ‘army’ of fallen angels that assisted him in his rebellion against God (Paradise Lost 1667 p.35). Only later on in the text does Milton present the reader to the all-prevailing God, the supreme creator of all mankind. What is Milton trying to say to the readers by this order? Is Satan the cause of the Fall of Man or did he merely enlighten Eve and play the part of an ‘usher’ that lit up the path for Eve and Adam towards the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge towards their own fall? 
[bookmark: _Hlk3367553][bookmark: _Hlk3405570][bookmark: _Hlk3368518]In an attempt to answer these questions, the main characters to be analysed in the poem will be Satan, Eve and Adam. Some other characters/speakers will also come into play, but that will be more from the standpoint of making the main argument lucid. Milton's Satan is one of the most charismatic and complex characters in Paradise Lost (1667). While he possesses an insatiable thirst for revenge and destruction, Milton's Satan is also to some extent the most likeable persona in the poem. For centuries, readers and scholars have discussed why Satan takes such a prominent place in Paradise Lost (1667). Early in the poem, Satan makes a compelling speech to his defence.[footnoteRef:4] Satan presents his justifications for his actions which led to the Fall of Man. The reader becomes sympathetic towards him which makes him more likeable.  Why was Milton giving Satan such an elevated platform as a speaker in this poem? This essay will touch upon some aspects that might have played a part in how Milton fashioned Paradise Lost (1667).  [4:  John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. by John Leonard (Bury St Edmunds Suffolk: Clays in GB, 2000), Book II] 

The poem of Paradise Lost (1667) is the tale of Genesis. In this epic poem, Milton is expanding and deepening the story of Genesis and giving it his own interpretation with Satan as one of the main characters in the story. God is having a lesser presence in the poem, which could persuade the reader to think that Satan’s opinion of God as a tyrant might have some truth to it. Satan is described as something of a likeable crook, rather than the villain in the poem. Still, he has features of a misunderstood rebel, and that could cause the reader to form a relationship with Satan and feel empathy for him to some extent. 
In  Paradise Lost (1667), Milton is giving a slightly different account of the otherwise black-and-white Genesis narrative where Satan is mostly depicted as evil. Milton creates a new perspective which portrays Satan with more sympathetic characteristics. Milton raises questions about morality that challenge the reader's response to the poem. The poem evokes questions such as “ Is God a tyrant?”,  “Is It right for us humans to rebel against absolute authority?” 

Milton’s Satan is a many-layered character full of contradictions. On the one hand, he is charismatic and has qualities such as bravery, courage and charm that would qualify him to be an epic hero. As a reader, it is possible to feel sympathy towards him and even to be attracted by him. Gradually, Milton reveals the uglier side of Satan. All his qualities aside, what Satan is motivated by are feelings such as revenge, self-righteousness, pride and personal ambition. He feels indignant, hurt and bitter, full of self-righteous anger and he plans to hurt God where it hurts the most i.e. causing the Fall of Man to destroy God’s plan for the humans.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Peter Michell, 'Seventeen-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities Milton Paradise Lost', Genre, structure and theme, theology, & Politics, , (2019), . 
Peter Michell, 'Seventeen-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities Milton Paradise Lost', The Body& soul Difference, sexuality, appetite chastity & temperance, , (2019), . 
Peter Michell, 'Seventeen-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities Milton Paradise Lost', Narration, reading, freedom, & style, , (2019), .] 

 Satan exalted sat, by merit raised
To that bad eminence, and from despair
Thus high uplifted beyond hope, aspires
Beyond thus high, insatiate to pursue
Vain war with Heav’n and by success untaught
His proud imaginations thus displayed.
It seems that Milton is very cleverly playing with the reader’s feelings in Paradise Lost (1667). The way Satan is portrayed by Milton makes it easy for us to identify with and we all can recognise how he feels and have sometimes felt like that ourselves. He is also an attractive hero and to feel attracted to him as a being (angel) causes unease: we do know he is Satan and Satan is evil.
As the story unfolds, Milton makes clear to his readers that it is the motivation, the reason for a person’s actions that makes a true hero, not their courage, intelligence or brilliance. If those attributes only serve man’s (woman’s) selfish motives, they are not serving goodness and God. When Satan makes his self-justifying speech in Book IV, the reader still can relate to him, but nearly shamefully so since his motives are now clear.


And fierce demeanour seems the prince of Hell,
Not likely to part hence without contest; 
Stand firm for in his look defiance lours 
Paradise Lost (1667 Book IV line 870-873)

Eve’s seduction was very cleverly planned and even had some sensual elements in it. 
When Satan first saw Adam and Eve in Paradise, he marvelled at them and the bliss they lived in. He looked at Paradise from where he was banished to Hell and he felt bitter, hurt and misunderstood. Since his sense of self was that he, Satan, should be treated as more or less equal to God, he felt indignant and full of envy. He, the most powerful of angels should have been allowed to independently exercise his own brilliance, his free will. 
"Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heav'n" (Paradise Lost, 1667, Book 1, 263). 
These ambitions had only brought misery upon him, and his revenge plan was to destroy God’s most precious creation, human beings and their possibility to join God in eternal existence in the heavens above. If he could not be in Paradise, then neither should humans.   He had fallen from the Grace of God, and so must they.
Satan observed the goings on in Paradise and soon discovered that Adam does not really see Eve as an individual person but more like an extension of himself. Adam adores Eve and feels that something is missing when Eve is gone. Eve was created to offer comfort and companionship for Adam, therefore, clearly Adam is the reason for Eve’s existence.
Daughter of God and Man, immortal Eve, 
For such thou art, from sin and blame entire: (9.291-2) 



Satan enters a serpent, lowest form of the animal life and approaches Eve whom he finds alone. 
He bolder now, uncalled before her stood;
[bookmark: _Hlk3318898]But as in gaze admiring: oft the bowed (Book IX, line 523-524)
He becomes quite taken by Eve’s beauty and nearly forgets himself for a moment. 
Angelic, but more soft, and feminine,
Her graceful innocence, her every air
of gesture or least action overawed
His malice, and with rapine sweet bereaved
His fierceness of the fierce intent in brought:
That space the Evil One abstracted stood
From his own evil, and for the time remained
Stupidly good, of enmity disarmed. (Book IX, line 458-465)
Eve is not afraid when she discovers the serpent. She is used to animals in the Garden of Eden and they represent no danger but she is totally in awe that this low creature can speak.
What may this mean? Language of man pronounced
[bookmark: _Hlk3321157]By tongue of brute, and human sense expressed? (Book IX, line 553-554)
Satan starts his persuasion by telling Eve about the miracle of transformation that happened to him after he ate a fruit of this Tree of Knowledge.
“Strange alteration in me, to degree
Of reason in my inward powers, and speech
[bookmark: _Hlk3391159]Wanted not long, though to this shape retained” (Book IX, line 598-601)
[bookmark: _Hlk3393134]Satan’s speech to Eve is nearly like a speech of a seducer. He (now in the form of a serpent) understands Eve, who she is and her true nature. He, the serpent, is the only one who sees what Eve needs, unlike Adam. 
Who sees thee? (and what is one?) who shouldst be seen
A goddess among gods, adored and served
By angels numberless, thy daily train.
So glozed the Tempter, and his poem tuned;
Into the heart of Eve his words made way, (Book IX, line 546-550)
Eve askes the serpent which tree gave him the abilities of speech and reason. The serpent guides Eve to the Tree of Knowledge. Eve wants to obey God and tells the serpent that God has forbidden them to eat from that tree and therefore she will not. 
The serpent (Satan) has the combined brilliance of a lawyer and a salesman and uses persuasive reasoning to convince Eve that eating from the Tree of Knowledge is a very good thing to do. After all, he ate from the tree and did not die. 
The serpent calms Eve and convinces her that, of course, she will not die either but gain wisdom and power. The serpent did not die but got elevated and now has these great abilities. What will happen to Eve, surely, she will become so much more accomplished than a lowly serpent! 
The Tempter all impassionated thus began.
O sacred, wise and wisdom - giving plant
Mother of science, now I feel thy power
Within me clear, not only to discern
Things in their causes, but to trace the ways
Of highest agents, deemed however wise.
Queen of this universe, do not believe
Those rigit threats of death; ye shall not die:
[bookmark: _Hlk3392717]How should ye? By the fruit? It gives you life (Book IX, line 677-686)

Therefore, clearly God must have tricked her and Adam. Instead, they will get knowledge that will make them like God if they eat the forbidden Fruit. God does not want them to have all that knowledge, it would make Him envious and that is why He has forbidden it. Satan’s words are very persuasive.
Why then was this forbid? Why but awe,
Why but to keep ye low and ignorant,
His worshippers; he knows that in the day
Ye eat of thereof, your eyes that seem so clear,
Yet are but dim, shall perfectly be then 
Opend and cleared, and ye shall be as gods,
Knowning both good and evil as they know
That ye should be as gods, since I as man,
Internal man, is but proposition meet,
[bookmark: _Hlk3393537]I of brute human, ye of human gods. (Book IX, line 704-712)
He also alleviates Eve’s fear of evil by reasoning that she, of course, would be far more able to distinguish between good and evil if she has the knowledge, which she will gain if she eats the forbidden fruit from the tree. Eve is persuaded by the serpent’s clever reasoning and she finally convinces herself to eat the forbidden fruit. 

Fixed on the fruit she gazed, which to behold 
Might tempt alone, and in her ears the sound 
Yet rung of his persuasive words, impregned
[bookmark: _Hlk3394204]With reason, to her seeming, and with truth: (Book IX, line 735- 738)


So saying, her rash hand in evil hour
Forth reaching to the fruit, she plucked, she ate;
Earth felt the wound, and Nature from her seat (Book IX, line 780-782)
Satan’s speech in Book IX is a cleverly constructed masterpiece. After he had closely observed Adam and Eve and their interactions, he figured out the dynamics of their relationship and that Eve, because of her nature and psychology, her doubts and unfulfilled needs would be more open and responsive to his arguments. 
His arguments are designed to undermine any resistance Eve might have and manipulate her through her hopes and desires and through her fears. It clearly is Satan’s speech that persuades Eve to eat the forbidden fruit that then leads to Eve’s and Adam’s banishment from Paradise, however, the picture that Milton paints is much more complex and multi-faceted.
In Paradise Lost (1667), Milton presents Satan as a tragic character and gives him a defence speech in Book IV that makes him relatable for us humans and therefore also to Eve and Adam. He has all the attributes for making him a hero, and his wish to outrival is understandable (from a human standpoint). 
Satan even comes close to repenting, but then he realises that he has nothing to gain, he cannot escape Hell. Hell will follow him and torment him where ever he goes. So sadly, even his reasons to repent turned out to be ultimately selfish.
Of us outcast, exiled, his new delight,
Mankind created, and for him this world.
So farwell hope, and with hope farewell fear,
Farwell remorse: all good to me is lost;
Evil be thou my good; by thee at least
Devided empire with Heav’n’s King I hold
Milton makes Satan to be an emotionally appealing character to whom we can relate. We are always more likely to be tempted by something we find attractive and can also relate to. Of course, he has to be extremely clever too. How could he otherwise so successfully tempt humans, in this case Adam and Eve, to disobey God?
Satan’s deception is genius; he does deceive not only Eve and Adam but also us, the readers of Paradise Lost (1667). Milton’s description of Satan is full of contradictions. He is a mesmerizing and philosophical creature, appealing in his role and this allows Satan to tempt and mislead the human race without revealing his vile and repulsive intentions before it is too late. 
His arguments are most convincing and his speech a Machiavellian masterpiece. Satan plays with Eve’s vanity, her hunger for identity and longing to be equal to Adam. He plays with her fears and convinces Eve that God actually wants them to eat from The Tree of Knowledge.

Thy praise he also who forbids the use,
Conceals not from us, naming the Tree
Of Knowledge, knowledge both of good and evil;
Forbids us then to taste, but his forbidding
[bookmark: _Hlk3394418]Commends thee more, while it infers the good (Book IX, line 750-754)
Eve cannot resist Satan. She is still innocent and pure, and she lacks knowledge. According to Milton, her ability to reason is not quite equal to Adam’s, but her beauty is much greater. 
Eve surrenders to Satan’s persuasion because she wishes for a different kind of existence. She wants to understand who she is, become her own person independent from Adam. Satan’s clever manipulation makes her feel even stronger than both Adam and God who are imposing rules upon her and claiming ownership of her. Satan’s speech makes her believe that she will gain independence, identity and power by disobeying God and eating the forbidden fruit from the Tree of Knowledge.  
Therefore, in conclusion: Firstly, it is Satan’s own journey as a fallen angel and who he becomes that starts the process that leads to the “Fall from Paradise”.  It is the enormous consequences that Satan’s fall have, the creation of Hell, the births of his daughter Sin and his son Death that change the fabric of Creation forever. It is a birth of antitheses for God and Creation that is described in Milton’s take on Genesis. The question is if that was necessary for there to be movement or was it only one possible outcome because of the free will? 
For Satan to persuade Eve to eat the forbidden fruit many things had come together. Eve’s newly awakened doubts of her place and identity and Adam and Eve working separately in The Garden of Eden – Satan himself thinks that it would have been much harder to convince Adam. Eve could convince Adam after she had eaten since Adam’s longing to be with her was greater than his fear of God. 
All in all, Satan’s clever and well-calculated plan worked to an extend. Adam and Eve became mortal, they had to leave Paradise and their offspring have suffered because of the fall and sin. Ultimately, it is Satan who lost. For him there is no Salvation, whereas for a human, according to Milton, eternal life is still possible.
It is interesting that in Genesis in the Bible, Satan does not figure, only the serpent but here in Paradise Lost (1667) Satan is one of the main players and apart from God and God’s Son Jesus, has more influence than anybody else in the affairs of Creation.
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