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John Milton, Paradise Lost, and Me 

(Presented at the Sigma Tau Delta Annual Convention, March 30, 2019) 

 

“…opinion in good men is but knowledge in the making” (Milton 743). 

My first introduction to Milton came from the book Time Enough for Drums by Ann 

Rinaldi, a historical YA novel set during the American Revolution. Jem, the main character, is 

assigned some reading by her tutor while he is out of town; said reading involves “dry old Milton 

and Dryden” (Rinaldi 90). I encountered that passage for the first time when I was approximately 

13, and it intrigued me. Could Milton possibly be as dry as Jem believed? 

Curious, I picked up a copy of Paradise Lost. But it was an unannotated edition, and being 

a teenager, I greatly struggled with it. It seemed to me to be little more than the book of Genesis, 

slightly reimagined. I cannot bear to part with books except under the greatest duress, so I kept it, 

but I never read it again. It bored me, and life is too short to read boring books. 

As an English major, though, I suppose I could not reasonably have expected to never 

encounter Milton’s most famous text again. Yet in the intervening two decades between my first 

and second readings, I hardly gave it another thought, aside from the occasional wry smile each 

time I reread Time Enough for Drums. So when we began our discussion of Milton in Survey of 

English Literature I, Jem’s words echoed in my brain once again. 

Imagine my surprise, then, when I discovered how much more interesting Paradise Lost 

was this time around! Between the explanatory footnotes in the Broadview anthology and our in-

class discussions, I suddenly found Milton riveting. Had I realized all those years ago that America 

has him to thank for such things as our republican government, freedom of the press, and the ability 
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to end unhappy marriages by divorce, I believe my interest in him would have been piqued much, 

much sooner. 

That said, I still find his writing incredibly dense, and not just in Paradise Lost. 

Areopagitica is so balanced in its arguments that the first time I read it, I had a terrible time trying 

to pin down exactly what it was that Milton was arguing for. His use of baroque language and his 

ornate style threw me for a loop. But, as with Paradise Lost, repeated reading has been nothing if 

not illuminating. Either I’m gaining in grace or skill, and I’m not sure which it is. Perhaps it’s both. 

Either way, Adam and Eve are present here, as well, for in Milton’s defense of the press, 

he cites their fall: 

It was from out the rind of one apple tasted, that the knowledge of good and 

evil, as two twins cleaving together, leaped forth into the world. And perhaps 

this is that doom which Adam fell into of knowing good and evil, that is to say, 

of knowing good by evil (Milton 728). 

Adam and Eve learned of good by learning from evil, though by the time they realized what was 

good, it was already lost to them forever. Ostensibly to prevent mankind from suffering again as 

our forebears did in Eden, Milton argues that there should be no pre-publication censorship of the 

press because it is a far better thing to learn of the relationship between good and evil by reading 

about it than it is to learn by experience. Experience is a cruel teacher, and Adam and Eve learned 

that the hard way. 

Mankind still learns things the hard way. In that way, we have become like Eve – 

questioning, intelligent, exploring, engaged in existence. For the most part, we are fully a part of 

the world around us and we therefore seek to understand it, just as Eve did. Like the proverbial 

cat, Eve paid dearly for her curiosity, as have we all: 
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Thy sorrow I will greatly multiply 

By thy Conception; Children thou shalt bring 

In sorrow forth, and to thy Husband’s will 

Thine shall submit, hee over thee shall rule. 

… 

Curs’d is the ground for thy sake, thou in sorrow 

Shalt eat thereof all the days of thy Life; 

Thorns also and Thistles it shall bring thee forth 

Unbid, and thou shalt eat th’ Herb of the Field, 

In the sweat of thy Face shalt thou eat Bread, 

Till thou return unto the ground, for thou 

Out of the ground was taken, know thy Birth, 

For dust thou art, and shalt to dust return (Milton 411). 

In her sin, Eve is condemned – and condemns her daughters – to suffer twice. She must 

endure her own punishment, for one, but then she has to endure Adam’s as well. Not only is she 

condemned to give birth in sorrow and pain, not only is she required to submit to her husband, but 

she must also toil for her bread now as well. She does everything he does, and then some. Because 

while, according to some interpretations, a woman’s place is in the home, establishing that home 

so that it’s capable of sustaining a family requires the woman to be out of the home helping her 

husband, in addition to being in the home keeping it running. 

For Milton, the freedom of the individual to choose good or evil is an essential part of 

Christianity (Flannagan 81). God gave us the freedom to choose – good or evil, love or hate, belief 

or unbelief – and then hoped we would make the choices He wanted us to make, even while 
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knowing what the outcome of those choices would be all along. He knew that Adam and Eve 

would succumb to temptation, even as He hoped against hope that they would not. In Paradise 

Lost, God – like Milton – is supremely hopeful. After all, things can always be worse. Adam and 

Eve could have chosen not to repent their sins, but they did, thereby denying Satan the ultimate 

revenge he sought against God. He may have succeeded in corrupting mankind, but he did not 

utterly destroy us as he would have liked. 

It takes courage to have that kind of hope, and Milton possessed both. Like Abdiel, Milton 

fought for the things that he believed in, and the republican form of government was one of them. 

He has a way of tying all his most passionately felt causes together in his imagery (Flannagan 67), 

which is why some of the same themes recur in his writing again and again. “In case you missed 

it before,” he seems to say, “here it is again. Now pay attention this time!” 

And so, evidently feeling that mankind had missed God’s memo, Milton attempts to 

“justify the ways of God to man” (Milton 212). 

But does he? I’m not so sure. The God of Paradise Lost, keen to ensure that the temptation 

takes place, acts repeatedly to preserve the principle of free virtue under trial (Poole 279). Thus 

Adam and Eve are tempted and fall, but I’m not convinced that he succeeds in explaining why 

God allows for all of this to happen. I’m inclined to think that He wanted Adam and Eve to learn 

of good and evil, but if that’s the case, then why not just explain it to them Himself? Why all the 

subterfuge? 

The hungry Sheep look up, and are not fed, 

But swoln with wind, and the rank mist they draw, 

Rot inwardly, and foul contagion spread… (Milton 123) 

Since God would not feed his “hungry Sheep” (Adam and Eve), Satan did it for Him, and 
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from thence onward, all humanity has suffered for the knowledge gained from the forbidden fruit 

(“foul contagion spread”). Perhaps God did not explain the concepts of good and evil to Adam and 

Eve because he knew they wouldn’t simply take His word for it. They hungered for knowledge, 

for education, and I am not convinced it was a crime to seek out knowledge, which is all Eve – in 

innocence – sought, after all. The education that Adam and Eve received at the urging of the 

serpent was the cause of mankind’s expulsion from Paradise, true, but without that expulsion, there 

would be no hope of ever reaching the eternal paradise of Heaven. 

Milton certainly saw nothing wrong in seeking to be educated – he himself was a teacher, 

and wrote a whole pamphlet containing his ideas on the topic. In that pamphlet, he declared that, 

“The end then of learning is to repair the ruins of our first parents by regaining to know God aright, 

and out of that knowledge to love him, to imitate him, to be like him, as we may the nearest by 

possessing our souls of true virtue, which being united to the heavenly grace of faith makes up the 

highest perfection” (Milton 631). 

Jesus in Paradise Regained makes a good case for education in the pursuit of knowing 

God, as he himself demonstrated: 

When I was yet a child, no childish play 

To me was pleasing, all my mind was set 

Serious to learn and know, and thence to do 

What might be public good; myself I thought 

Born to that end, born to promote all truth, 

All righteous things: therefore above my years, 

The Law of God I read, and found it sweet, 

Made it my whole delight, and in it grew 
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To such perfection that, ere yet my age 

Had measur’d twice six years, at our great Feast 

I went into the Temple, there to hear 

The Teachers of our Law, and to propose 

What might improve my knowledge or their own… (Milton 487) 

If the Son of God believes education to be good, who are we to argue? 

“All men by their own and their children’s interest are obliged to honesty and justice…” 

(Milton 790). The same is true of Adam, for when the Father questions him about his “crime” in 

Book X of Paradise Lost, he admits his “crime,” though tries to justify what he has done for love 

of woman. It was not for hate of God that Adam fell, nor of a desire to do wrong, but for love of 

Eve, without whom he could not bear to live, though he knew he must once she confessed her 

“crime,” unless he did likewise, for “The mind is its own place, and in itself / Can make a Heav'n 

of Hell, a Hell of Heav'n” (Milton 217). 

While England during the Commonwealth period may have resembled Milton’s idea of 

Heaven on Earth, at least as far as governments go, by the time of the Restoration, he must have 

found it rather closer to Hell. The republic supplanted, his eyesight long gone, and his life in danger 

for his advocacy of regicide, things were no longer going his way. The idealistic young republican 

was now a bitter old man, far closer to his Samson than to the young poet eager to make his mark 

on the world, and it is interesting to trace his life through his writing. Writers put much of 

themselves in their work, and in this, Milton was no different from any other writer. Yet despite 

his change in circumstances, he was nothing if not patient and faithful. Again and again in his 

work, the words patience, justice, her, martyr, fortitude, and faith are linked (Flannagan 81). I 

can’t help thinking that Milton must have seen himself as a martyr to his country in the end, 
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ridiculed and mocked for his blindness, just as Samson is mocked in Samson Agonistes, dependent 

on help to continue with his writing, still treading onward down the lonely path of the just. 

I feel I have a better, though not a perfect, understanding of Milton’s life and works now. 

The connections between them all and the ways in which reading one work affects the reading of 

another are fascinating, unlike anything else I’ve encountered before, and learning to put away 

modern ways of thinking in order to understand Milton on his own terms has been a gratifying 

challenge. 
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