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Satan: How he came to be through Milton and Rhetoric


John Milton’s Paradise Lost serves as a foundational text to those who study literature, language, and religion, especially in its dealings with who appears to be the epic hero, Satan.  The question of who in fact is the hero has been a topic of controversy among many literary critics, with William Blake going so far as to call Milton a Satanist because Milton gives Satan all of the main attributes of the epic hero including a level of diction and eloquence that is unprecedented by any other character within the poem.  However others critics such as Stanley Fish say that it is this very language that pulls the reader in and allows the reader to be persuaded by Satan, thus developing Milton’s point of seduction through temptation that is later realized as the poem continues. (Luxon)  This controversy is one of the main elements that allows this poem to work and through a study of the rhetoric used by Satan, it is evident that through his use of syntax and his use of three rhetorical appeals, the audience is drawn in and connected with Satan, even so much as to possibly cheer him on through some parts of the poem.  Because of the rhetoric used by Satan, the effectiveness of Milton’s poem and his thesis of “justifying the wayes of God to man” is fully realized.


Given the girth of the entirety of this poem, in order to take a closer look at Milton’s development of Satan’s character through his rhetoric, it is essential to focus on a smaller chunk of the text.  For these purposes, let’s focus on Satan’s Soliloquy to the Sun in Book IV, lines 1-113.  During this section of the poem, Satan has been thrown “headlong” from Heaven, chained to the fires of Hell, broken the chains, rallied his fallen angels, created a government of Hell and persuaded his followers to announce him as the head of said government, escaped the gates of Hell, escaped the oblivion of Chaos, and is currently hanging from the golden chain that connects Earth to Heaven.  After such an epic journey thus far, Satan is in the presence of the sun for the first time in a long time and he is able to be truly alone with his thoughts.  It is in these lines and this moment that the reader begins to see the first moments of Satan’s true humanistic spirit developing.  It is this humanistic spirit that develops within his use of appeals that makes him so enticing to the audience.  

Form and Structures:


In Milton’s earlier writings, specifically The Reason of Church Government, he expresses his desires to write a piece of literature that glorifies England and God and debates on his options for form.  After concluding that an epic is the best mode in which to complete this task, he immediately places himself in the likes of Dante and Homer and aspires to the same level of success these poets were able to attain. (Luxon)  Writing in blank verse, or unrhymed iambic pentameter, became his adopted form and structure.  He writes in a publication note entitled “The Verse” that since his goal was to write this epic in English as to glorify the language, he chose this “English heroic verse without rime, as that of Homer in Greek, and of Virgil in Latin.” (Milton 6)  He goes on to discuss why he did not choose a meter that includes rhyme and says, “rime being no necessary adjunct or true ornament of poem or good verse, in longer works especially, but the invention of a barbarous age, to set off wretched matter and lame meter.” (Milton 6)  It is evident from this statement that rhyming couplets, as was the normality during this time, were not an acceptable form due to their constriction and sing-song rhythm.  Milton’s desire to keep this piece of work elevated above the childish or “lame meter” is his reasoning for choosing a form of meter that was not common for the English language and especially not common for this genre of text.


One point in which to delve into his chosen meter is in Book IV, during the first lines of Satan’s Soliloquy to the Sun.  Milton’s goal is to show Satan’s softer side, his inner thoughts, the feelings that will attach the reader to Satan because he is so easily relatable.  As the narrator begins this passage, the tone is set by words carrying negative connotation such as “Dragon,” “Wo,” “rage,” “wreck,” “tumultuous,” and “Hell.” Yet, it is the syntactical elements of this passage that begin to draw the audience in.  The narrator develops the image of an “engine,” a powerful machine, that is out of control and continues to “recoil back on itself.”  He says, “Now rowling, boiles in his tumultuous breast,/ And like a devillish Engine back recoiles/ Upon himself; horror and doubt distract/ His troubl’d thoughts, and from the bottom stirr/ The Hell within him, for within him Hell/ He brings, and round about him, nor from Hell/ One step no more then from himself can fly/ By change of place.” (Milton 16-23) This image is further developed with the use of the syntactical strategy of epanalepsis in the line “The Hell within him, for within him Hell.”  By using the word Hell at the beginning of the line and then repeating it at the end of the line, the language reinforces the image of an engine recoiling back on itself; it is the circular nature of the repetition of Hell in the aforementioned line as well as the inclusion of the words “round about” in line 21 as well as “rowling” and “tumultuous” in line 16. This powerful image mentally pulls and draws the reader into the text, setting them up for persuasive language of Satan that is about to be thrust upon them.  


As Satan begins to speak, he too implores the use of syntactical strategies to present himself to the audience as a relatable character.  In the text, Satan’s character uses the repetition of the word “still” specifically through the syntactical strategy of anaphora when he says, “So burthensome, still paying, still to ow;/” in line 53 and then using anadiplosis shortly thereafter by saying “By owing owes not, but still pays at once/Indebted and discharged; what burden then?” (Milton 56-57)  But to what purpose?  It is that through using these syntactical strategies, Satan’s words become fluent; eloquent; pleasing to the ear.  Once the language is captivating to the audience and pleasurable, that’s when the audience begins to feel the effects of the rhetorical appeals that they aren’t even aware of because they are too entranced by the beauty and rhythmic nature of the language that has been created by the syntax. 

Rhetorical Appeals:


This syntax works well within the spectrum of the rhetorical appeals; ethos, pathos, and logos.  Satan’s character plays into these appeals continuously and develops such logic that the audience cannot help but to succumb to his tempting character.  In this excerpt, Satan, being completely alone with his thoughts, expresses his understanding that this situation has gone too far and that he is incapable of beating God.  He says, “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 Spheare;/ Till Pride and worse Ambition threw me down/ Warring in Heav’n against Heav’ns matchless King.” (Milton 37-41)  Satan begins his rhetoric by making this ethical appeal to himself as a credible speaker.  By stating that he understands his weaknesses, that being “Pride and worse Ambition,” and then going on to say that God is a “matchless King,” the reader sees a side of Satan that is vulnerable and truthful.  His humanistic spirit begins to develop here, because humans can identify with these concepts of pride and ambition and fighting a loosing battle.  Therefore, the readers are more trusting of a speaker who can place himself within his audience instead of above them.  


Satan’s rhetoric continues to develop with his development of logos, or his logical appeal.  As he says, “O had his powerful Destiny ordaind/ Me some inferiour Angel, I had stood/ Then happie; no unbounded hope had rais’d/ Ambition. Yet why not? some other Power/ As great might have aspir’d, and me though mean/ Drawn to his part; but other Powers as great/Fell not, but stand unshak’n, from within/ Or from without, to all temptations arm’d.” (Milton 58-65)  He uses logic in this argument to create a dialogue with himself in an attempt to understand why he responded differently than others.  He works his way through the problem, proposing that had he been made inferior he would not have tried to rebel, but then as the entire passage continues, he reasons that he would have still responded in the same manner because, as he later states, it is not in him to submit.  It is this incredibly well thought out and rationalized discussion that he has with himself that continues to pull in the audience.  All that is left now is the icing on his rhetorical cake; pathos.


Satan suffices with creating an emotional appeal at the end of this excerpt when he has already worked through the logic, realized that he will never be able to ask for forgiveness and be successful in that outcome, and that his understanding of his responsibility to his followers in Hell, that he decides to go all in.  He says, “So farewel Hope, and with Hope farewel Fear,/ Farewel Remorse: all Good to me is lost;/ Evil be thou my Good; by thee at least/Divided Empire with Heavn’s King I hold/ By thee, and more then half perhaps will reigne;/ As Man ere long, and this new World shall know.” (108-113)  With this rallying call to himself, his pledge to his newly understood and accepted role, Satan taps into the audience’s emotions and evokes a mixture of sadness because the audience can understand his choices as well as a type of “let’s go” feeling that unifies the reader with Satan and they begin to cheer him on.  This emotional appeal is effective because Satan’s character has been effectively developed through the previous rhetoric within this speech and then the syntactical structure of anadiplosis in these lines, building on the “hope” leading to “fear” leading to “remorse,” all of which are emotions.  Followed by the antimetabole in the next line using the words “Good” to “Evil” and back to “Good.”  These syntactical structures and the progression through the other rhetorical appeals, make for the largest emotional impact on the audience.


While this discussion centered on one small excerpt of an entire body of work, these are the types of patterns seen throughout Paradise Lost that cause the piece to work.  Speech after speech given by Satan follows these same patters of syntactical strategies being used to develop the appeals that inevitably lead to a rallying call of emotion from the audience or the other characters that he interacts with within the text.  It is the beauty of the language, the perfectly balanced structures and appeals that make Paradise Lost a text that English scholars read 500 years later.  And while the interpretation of whether or not Milton was successful in his thesis to “justify the wayes of God to man” may be up to an individual reader, the rhetoric and structure he uses to walk his readers through it, has certainly given us something to talk about.
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