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Abstract

The seventeenth century in England was a period of
extraordinary turbulence, marked by political revolution, civil
war, and theological upheaval. The execution of Charles I in
1649, the rise and fall of the Commonwealth under Oliver
Cromwell, and the eventual Restoration of the monarchy in
1660 created a climate of uncertainty about authority, freedom,
and the nature of obedience. This was an age when questions
of liberty, conscience, and divine justice were debated not only
in politics but in philosophy, theology, and art. Against this
backdrop, John Milton composed Paradise Lost (written 1658-
1663, published 1667), a monumental epic that addresses these
moral and spiritual crises through the figure of Satan.

Satan emerges in Paradise Lost as one of literature’s most
complex characters - a figure whose “unconquerable will”
embodies both the grandeur and tragedy of rebellion. He
represents the paradox of human nature: the striving for
autonomy and freedom, and the peril of pride that blinds
conscience. Milton’s Satan becomes not only a theological
antagonist but also a moral archetype, embodying the tension
between defiance and duty, ambition, and ruin.

This paper highlights how Milton constructs Satan as a vehicle
for exploring the moral imagination. It examines the ways in
which Satan’s will reflect broader human concerns - our capacity
for resistance, the costs of pride, and the nature of moral
choice. By analysing the theological, psychological, and ethical
dimensions of Satan’s character, the study argues that Paradise
Lost is Milton’s profound meditation on the limits of freedom
and the moral necessity of humility. Satan’s “unconquerable
will” thus becomes a lasting symbol of the human condition
- revealing the tragedy of liberty divorced from moral truth.
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Introduction

The seventeenth century in England was an
age of profound intellectual and moral upheaval,
when old certainties gave way to new doubts.
The authority of Church and Crown - once
regarded as divinely ordained - was challenged
by the forces of individual conscience, scientific
discovery, and political revolution. The English
Civil War (1642-1651), the execution of Charles
I, and the Restoration of Charles II in 1660
marked not merely political transitions but deep
moral and spiritual reckonings. The Reformation
had already shifted the centre of faith from
ecclesiastical hierarchy to the individual believer,
and with that change came both the promise
of freedom and the peril of fragmentation. In
this crucible of conflicting ideologies - between
divine sovereignty and human will, obedience
and rebellion - the moral imagination of the age
was reborn.

It was within this climate of uncertainty
that John Milton (1608-1674) lived and wrote.
A staunch advocate of liberty and an ardent
believer in divine justice, Milton’s own life
mirrored the contradictions of his century.
His prose work Areopagitica (1644) proclaimed
intellectual freedom as sacred, yet the failure of
the Puritan Commonwealth and the return of
monarchy confronted him with the fragility of
such ideals. Out of this personal and national
disillusionment arose Paradise Lost (composed
1658-1663; published 1667) - a work that seeks to
reconcile divine order with the restless freedom
of the human spirit. For Milton, poetry became a
means of reasserting moral truth amid the ruins
of political and spiritual collapse.

Atthe centre of this vast theological epic stands
Satan, the fallen archangel whose “unconquerable
will” (Book I, line 106) embodies the paradoxes
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of human nature. Gifted with reason, courage,
and eloquence, he represents the grandeur and
the ruin of rebellion - the will to selfhood that
defies both God and moral restraint. Milton’s
Satan has been read variously as the first modern
hero, the archetype of defiance, and the emblem
of moral blindness. His fall dramatizes not only
cosmic disobedience but also the perennial
struggle within humanity between the desire for
autonomy and the necessity of submission to a
higher moral order.

This paper explores the moral and philosophical
dimensions of Satan’s “unconquerable will” as the
central axis of Paradise Lost. It argues that Milton’s
portrayal of rebellion and pride reflects both the
ethical dilemmas of seventeenth-century England
and the timeless questions of human freedom.
Through an analysis of Satan’s defiance, ambition,
and tragic consciousness, the study highlights
how Milton transforms the myth of the Fall into
a meditation on the limits of liberty and the moral
cost of pride. Ultimately, the paper contends that
Satan’s will - unbroken yet misguided - serves asa
mirror of humanity itself, revealing the enduring
tension between aspiration and obedience,
intellect and humility, freedom, and moral truth.

Literature Review

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries,
Romantic thinkers began to re-evaluate Satan’s
role in Paradise Lost, viewing him not merely
as the embodiment of evil but as a symbol of
individualism and rebellion. William Blake in his
work The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790-1793)
provocatively claimed that Milton was “of the
Devil’s party without knowing it,” suggesting that
Satan’s defiance and eloquence made him a more
compelling figure than the divine characters in the
poem. Blake’s assertion highlights the Romantic
valorisation of rebellion and the questioning of
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established authority. Percy Bysshe Shelley, in
his essay “A Defence of Poetry” (1821), admired
Satan’s portrayal as a tragic hero, stating “Nothing
can exceed the energy and magnificence of
the character of Satan as expressed in Paradise
Lost” (505-535) emphasizing the poet’s role
in challenging societal norms and expressing
profound truths. Shelley’s interpretation aligns
with the Romantic ideal of the artist as a visionary
rebel.

During the Victorian era, scholars began
to scrutinize the moral dimensions of Milton’s
work, questioning the portrayal of Satan and the
implications of his rebellion. In Paradise Lost and
Its Critics (1947), A.J.A. Waldock examines the
complex characterizations within the epic, noting
that Satan’s grandeur often overshadows the
divine figures, prompting readers to reconsider
the nature of good and evil. Waldock’s analysis
provides a nuanced understanding of the moral
ambiguities in Milton’s work. In Milton’s God
(1961), William Empson challenges traditional
interpretations by suggesting that Milton’s
depiction of God may be morally ambiguous,
thereby complicating the reader’s alignment with
either divine or infernal characters. Empson’s
critique invites readers to question the ethical
dimensions of divine justice.

In the 20th century, scholars approached
Paradise Lost through various lenses, including
psychology and existentialism, exploring the
complexities of Satan’s character. In Lucifer and
Prometheus (1952), R.J. Zwi Werblowsky draws
parallels between Satan and the Greek Titan
Prometheus, exploring themes of rebellion
and the quest for knowledge. This comparative
analysis provides insight into the archetypal
nature of Satan’s character and its resonance
across cultures. C.S. Lewis in 4 Preface to
Paradise Lost (1942) critiques the Romantic
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idealization of Satan, arguing that Milton’s
portrayal emphasizes the absurdity and ultimate
failure of Satan’s rebellion. Lewis’s perspective
offers a counterpoint to the heroic readings of
Satan, highlighting the moral lessons embedded
in the epic. In his essay “C.S. Lewis and Satan:
A Preface to Paradise Lost and Its Respondents,
1942-1952” (Connotations 93-112), David V. Urban
discusses Lewis’s influential analysis of Satan,
noting its impact on subsequent interpretations
and the ongoing debate between viewing Satan
as a tragic hero or a symbol of moral failure.

Contemporary scholars continue to explore
the ethical and theological implications of Satan’s
rebellion, examining themes of freedom, will, and
moral responsibility. Orlando Reade in What in
Me Is Dark: The Revolutionary Afierlife of Paradise Lost
(2024) examines how Paradise Losthas influenced
various political and philosophical movements,
suggesting that Satan’s character embodies the
tensions between freedom and authority. Reade’s
work underscores the enduring relevance of
Milton’s epic in contemporary discussions about
morality, autonomy, and divine justice.

The Unconquerable Will of Satan: Rebellion,
Pride, and the Moral Imagination

The nature of Satan’s will in Paradise Lost
Book I emerges as one of the most profound
philosophical and moral concerns of Milton’s
epic. From the very opening lines, Milton presents
Satan not merely as a figure of evil but as a
complex embodiment of pride, ambition, and
defiance. In his first speech to the fallen angels,
Satan declares:

“What though the field be lost,
All is not lost; the unconquerable will,
And study of revenge, immortal hate,

And courage never to submit or yield”
(Milton 54).
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This declaration encapsulates the essence of
Satan’s rebellion: a will that refuses submission
and asserts autonomy even in the face of ultimate
defeat. The phrase “unconquerable will” resonates
beyond the narrative of a fallen angel; it reflects
the human struggle to assert identity, agency, and
purpose in a world governed by higher moral and
divine laws. Milton presents Satan’s will as both
heroic and tragic — heroic in its fearless assertion
of selthood, tragic in its moral misdirection and
detachment from divine order.

Satan’s defiant proclamation, “Better to reign
in Hell, than serve in Heav’'n” (Milton 68), further
crystallizes this paradox. Here, Milton emphasizes
the seductive nature of pride: subservience to God
becomes humiliation, while rebellion masquerades
as freedom and sovereignty. Yet beneath this
bravado lies a profound moral blindness. Satan’s
“reign” in Hell is illusory, a kingdom of suffering
that symbolizes the ultimate consequences of
defiance divorced from virtue. As he boldly
states: “The mind is its own place, and in itself
Can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven”
(Milton 53), Satan reveals the intellectual
arrogance that underpins his rebellion: he believes
that perception and will alone can transform
reality, reflecting the dangerous potential of
unanchored pride. This autonomy, however,
carries a tragic cost, as Satan chooses defiance
over reconciliation, ambition over obedience.

The grandeur of Satan’s character ensures
he cannot be reduced to mere villainy. A. J. A.
Waldock observes, “Satan is the only developed
character in Book I and his grandeur eclipses
the moral clarity of other figures” (Paradise Lost
and Its Critics 23). Satan’s rhetoric, is carefully
constructed to inspire courage in his followers,
yet it also reveals his obsessive focus on revenge
and hatred - qualities that ultimately doom
him. This moral complexity makes him both an
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object of fascination and a subject of controversy,
inviting readers to grapple with the ethical tension
between will and obedience.

Moreover, Satan’s speeches often reveal
a tragic self-awareness. In one reflection, he
laments:

“Farewell happy fields,

Where joy for ever dwells: hail horrors, hail
Infernal world! and thou, profoundest Hell,
Receive thy new possessor” (Milton 49).

Here, the pathos of his fall is evident: his
choice of autonomy comes with exile and
suffering, demonstrating Milton’s meditation on
the consequences of pride. Critics such as William
Empson argue that Satan’s eloquence and
grandeur are inseparable from his damnation:
“He is noble because he is damned, and damned
because he is noble” (Milton’s God 83). Milton’s
intent is not to glorify rebellion but to reveal the
paradox of human will and the peril of moral
blindness.

Satan also embodies Milton’s broader
exploration of moral imagination. His rebellion,
vengeance, and hatred are not merely personal
traits but reflections of cosmic and political
questions that preoccupied seventeenth-century
England. The poem, composed during civil war
and political upheaval, mirrors the anxieties of
an age in which authority, liberty, and conscience
were in constant negotiation. Satan’s struggle
is simultaneously theological, political, and
psychological, demonstrating Milton’s genius
in interweaving personal, moral, and historical
dimensions into the epic narrative.

Ultimately, the ethical paradox of Satan’s
will remains central: his courage and intellect,
admirable in isolation, become instruments of
his undoing when exercised without humility

«

or moral reflection. The “unconquerable will”
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thus functions as both a testament to human
aspiration and a warning of pride unrestrained by
ethical principles. Satan embodies the duality of
human freedom: the capacity for greatness and
the susceptibility to ruin. Through Satan, Milton
interrogates rebellion, pride, and the limits of
moral imagination, making the character a mirror
of both cosmic order and human frailty.

Conclusion

John Milton’s Paradise Lost remains an
enduring meditation on moral freedom and
the peril of unrestrained pride. Through the
figure of Satan, Milton reveals the inner conflict
between defiance and obedience, showing how
the will that aspires to greatness can also lead to

(13

ruin. Satan’s “unconquerable will” embodies the
paradox of human ambition - its grandeur and
its fallibility. What appears as heroism gradually
unfolds into isolation and despair, reminding
readers that rebellion detached from moral truth
becomes self-destructive. The poet’s aim was not
to glorify rebellion but to illuminate its tragic

futility.

In the end, Paradise Lost becomes more
than a story of the Fall; it is a study of the moral
imagination. Milton transforms theological
conflict into a reflection on the human condition
— the struggle between the desire for autonomy
and the call to humility. The poem’s moral power
lies in its reminder that true freedom does not
spring from pride but from self-knowledge and
obedience to divine reason. Through Satan’s fall,
Milton reaffirms the necessity of moral restraint
and the redemptive power of faith.

Satan’s voice continues to echo through our
own age — an age equally haunted by the pursuit
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of autonomy and the loss of moral grounding.
Milton’s epic compels us to ask whether the will
can remain “unconquerable” without becoming
destructive, whether liberty can endure without
obedience to a higher ethical law. The grandeur
of Paradise Lostlies not in Satan’s rebellion but in
Milton’s faith in the possibility of moral renewal.
Through Satan’s fall, the poet reaffirms that
true greatness resides not in self-assertion but in
humility — the harmony between human freedom
and divine order.
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