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O Theodicy: John Milton’s Circular Theodicy as Teleological Argument in Paradise Lost 

One foot he centred, and the other turned 

Round through the vast profundity obscure, 

And said, Thus far extend, thus far thy bounds, 

This be thy just circumference, O world 

— Paradise Lost VII 228-231 

 A theodicy is a religious argument that attempts to reconcile a belief in an omnipotent 

and wholly good God with the existence of evil. The existence of evil indeed appears to prove 

that, if God does exist, then God must either be omnipotent and responsible for evil, or wholly 

good, yet incapable of preventing evil. But perhaps this dilemma, as well as the additional dilem-

mas which it implies, can be resolved. In his epic poem Paradise Lost, John Milton offers a cir-

cular theodicy in which divine providence lies at the centre. To move into the curvature of this 

circle, I will begin with his conception of free will, since Milton believes that free will is the key 

to any valid theodicy. His conception of free will depends upon the existence of good and evil. 

Conversely, he argues that the existence of good and evil depends upon the existence of free will, 

and that good presupposes evil, and that evil presupposes good. The three, therefore, exist in a 

causal circle wherein they are all ontologically dependent upon one another. Thus, Milton con-

cludes, Adam and Eve necessarily possess free will and a knowledge of good and evil before the 

Fall. In fact, their knowledge of good and evil, as well as their free will to choose between the 
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two, makes their act of disobedience possible and thereby morally justifiable. What grounds Mil-

ton’s theodicy is God’s providence. However, his theodicy does not simply presuppose the exist-

ence of God’s providence; it also attempts to justify it. This justification takes the form of a tele-

ological argument—an argument for God’s existence based on the appearance of design in the 

universe. Milton thus presents a circular theodicy that is simultaneously a teleological argument 

for the existence of God.  

 According to Milton, free will is the only way to justify God’s omnipotence and good-

ness in the face of the Fall and the existence of evil. As he writes in Christian Doctrine—a theo-

logical manuscript written near to Paradise Lost, though the precise date is unknown—“if God . . 

. inclines the will of man to moral good or evil, according to his own pleasures, and then rewards 

the good, and punishes the wicked, the course of equity seems to be disturbed; and it is entirely 

on this supposition that the outcry against divine justice is founded” (1140). In other words, if 

each human action is causally determined by God, then God is omnipotent, but arbitrarily sadis-

tic and benevolent rather than wholly good. If the proposition and conclusion of that conditional 

statement were true, then the most sympathetic and heroic character in Paradise Lost would nec-

essarily be Satan. One would have no choice, perhaps, but to agree with Percy Shelley that  

Milton's Devil as a moral being is as far superior to his God, as One who 

perseveres in some purpose which he has conceived to be excellent in 

spite of adversity and torture, is to One who in the cold security of un-

doubted triumph inflicts the most horrible revenge upon his enemy, not 

from any mistaken notion of inducing him to repent of a perseverance in 

enmity, but with the alleged design of exasperating him to deserve new 

torments. (60)  
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However, Shelley’s assessment, while insightful, entirely disregards Milton’s religious views 

and his theodicean statement at the beginning of the poem—his intention to “assert eternal provi-

dence, / And justify the ways of God to men” (I 25-26). Indeed, Milton markedly believes “that 

God is not the Devil” (Christine Doctrine 1159), contrary to what Shelley may lead one to be-

lieve. But perhaps most importantly, Shelley mistakenly believes that Milton does not even pre-

sent a conception of free will in Paradise Lost. 

 Milton believes in free will to a radical, almost existentialist degree. As God states in 

Paradise Lost, one cannot “justly accuse / Their maker, or their making, or their fate” (III 112-

13) for one’s actions. This radical self-responsibility makes neither the Fall of Satan, nor the Fall 

of Adam and Eve inevitable, according to Milton. He does not show “with harsh and startling 

logic, that God was working for the Fall all along” (Empson qtd. in Ulreich 355). Rather, all 

three, as God states in reference to Adam and Eve, were “sufficient to have stood, though free to 

fall” (III 92-99). But what exactly does Milton mean by freedom?  

 In order to act freely, according to Milton, one’s will must be guided by “right reason,” 

that is to say, empirically or morally correct reason (XII 85). As he states in his prose polemical 

Areopagitica, “when God gave” humanity “reason, he gave” humanity the “freedom to choose, 

for reason is but choosing” (18). In Paradise Lost, it is God who first reiterates this point, claim-

ing that “reason also is choice” (III 103). Accordingly, as Michael informs Adam near the end of 

the poem about the state of Adam’s progeny, when “reason in man obscured, or not obeyed / Im-

mediately inordinate desires / And upstart passions catch the government / From reason, and to 

servitude reduce / Man till then free” (XI 86-90). Essentially, Michael warns that if we reason 

incorrectly (for example, when falling for a specious argument) or choose to not serve reason, we 

will fall under the service of our passions and lose our freedom until we once again let reason be 
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our guide. While freedom is achieved through the exercise of reason, according to Milton, it is 

still ontologically dependent upon that which it deliberates.  

 Milton’s conception of free will ontologically depends upon the existence of empirical 

and moral truths, yet his epistemology depends upon his conception of free will. This results in 

the following paradox: in order to possess free will, we must rationally choose an action in ac-

cordance with, insofar as we can, an empirical or moral truth, but in order to do so, we must 

know what is empirically and morally true and false; however, in order to have such an episte-

mological understanding, we must first possess free will in order to determine such truths. In 

other words, reason, according Milton, is the process through which we make choices and differ-

entiate between what is empirically and morally right with what is empirically and morally false. 

Yet we cannot do so (that is to say, act freely) without first knowing what is right and what is 

wrong. But again, we cannot determine what is right and what is wrong without the freedom to 

rationally do so. Therefore, both free will and an understanding of good and evil must neces-

sarily come into existence at the same time. In attempting to trace back the beginning of one, one 

is led into a causal circle, an infinite exchange of presuppositions without an end. It should come 

as no surprise, then, that Adam and Eve already possess a knowledge of good and evil before the 

Fall; indeed, the validity of Milton’s theodicy depends on it.   

 If Adam and Eve do not possess a knowledge of good and evil before the Fall, then they 

do not freely choose to disobey God, making God wholly responsible for the Fall and all human 

suffering. God becomes the arbitrary sadist of Shelley’s and many others’ imaginations. This is 

certainly a “persistent line of criticism”—the view that “the Fall is an inevitable manifestation of 

weakness inherent in man: in particular Eve’s vanity and Adam’s intemperance” (McColley 
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104). But theological determinism is not what Milton’s God urges us to believe. In reference to 

Adam and Eve, God asks, 

Not free, what proof could they have given sincere 

Of true allegiance, constant faith or love, 

Where only what they needs must do, appeared,  

Not what they would? what praise could they receive?  

What pleasure I from such obedience paid,  

When will and reason… 

Useless and vain, of freedom both despoiled,  

Made passive both, had served necessity, 

Not me. (III 103-10) 

Namely, God contends that Adam and Eve are endowed with free will so that they can serve God 

by understanding what is empirically and morally true through rational deliberation. And in order 

to do so, they necessarily have to be not just vulnerable to temptations, illusions, and sophistry, 

but also able to contemplate such things, if only so that they can expose them as falsehoods and 

willingly deny them.  

 Indeed, Milton insists that free will does not solely depend upon what is right and good. 

Rather, he contends that sinful acts are “the very ingredients of virtue” (qtd. in McColley 108). 

As he asks in Areopagitica, “what wisdom can there be to choose, what continence to forbear, 

without the knowledge of evil?” (13). In essence, Milton maintains that we cannot rationally 

choose to act morally—to abide by what is good—without first knowing evil. Conversely, the 

opposite is also true: it is impossible to willingly act immorally—to disobey what is good—with-
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out first knowing what it means to be good. Good and evil thus “grow up together almost insepa-

rably”; they are “involved and interwoven” with each other from the very beginning (Areopa-

gitica 13). Good presupposes evil, and evil presupposes good, and each necessarily presupposes 

free will, as free will necessarily presupposes both. Therefore, Adam and Eve must not only pos-

sess free will; they must also possess knowledge of good and evil before the Fall. Their posses-

sion of all three is what allows God to remain both omnipotent and wholly good in the face of 

evil.  

 Both Adam and Eve demonstrate free will and a knowledge of good and evil as soon as 

they become aware of their existence. At the moment their self-consciousness emerges, each im-

mediately asks a perennial question: how did everything come into existence? Eve awakes, as 

she states, “much wondering where / And what I was, whence thither brought, and how” (IV 

451). Likewise, when Adam awakes, he asks, “how came I thus, how here?” (VIII 277). They 

immediately try to rationally understand their surroundings and themselves, and as such, they 

demonstrate their Miltonic freedom. But only Adam arrives at a conclusion on his own, and in-

deed a rational one for Milton: “Not of myself,” he deduces, “by some great maker then, / In 

goodness and in power pre-eminent” (VIII 277-79). Eve, on the other hand, before being guided 

to such a conclusion, becomes entranced by her own reflection in a pond, demonstrating her nar-

cissism and propensity to be deceived by false appearances, as well as the sexism present in the 

text. Unlike Eve, Adam continues to question. Moments after reaching his conclusion, he enters 

into a conversation with God wherein he determines that he will not be content in Eden unless 

there is another of his kind with whom he can share it. His rational deliberation causes God to 

“smile” (VIII 368). God does not immediately agree with him; instead, he gives him opposing 

views to consider—that perhaps Adam can find companionship in the animals in Eden (VIII 369-
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375), and that perhaps, like God, he does not need a companion of equal stature in order to be 

content (VIII 399-410). But of course, God is only letting Adam exercise his free will by testing 

his “good reason” (VIII 443). As is revealed, God “knew it not good for man to be alone, / And 

no such company as then thou saw’st / Intended thee, for trial only brought, / To see how thou 

couldst judge of fit and meet” (VIII 445-448). God does not just know that Adam’s solitude is 

objectionable; God also knows that Adam will find it objectionable. Yet Milton urges us to be-

lieve that Adam freely arrives at this conclusion.  

 An apparent contradiction occurs here, one which is persistent throughout Paradise Lost, 

between divine providence and free will. In the first five lines of the poem, Milton illustrates the 

entire Christian trajectory of humanity—our fall and salvation—suggesting that all of the actions 

and events involved have already taken place. This trajectory perhaps even unfolds in the first 

line of the poem: “of man’s first disobedience, and the fruit” (I 1). “Fruit,” we find out in the fol-

lowing line, refers to the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil—the fruit that results in Adam 

and Eve’s fall. But analyzed on its own, “fruit,” which stands out because of its position before 

the line break, also appears to signify the fruit for which the Fall allows: humanity’s salvation. 

Thus, it is as if in the first line Milton presents the Fall and salvation simultaneously, giving the 

reader a glimpse of the end at the very beginning, of Christianity’s entire circular story, “of 

things invisible to mortal sight” (III 55). This is a sight that is only truly held by God, whose ac-

tions are more “immediate” and “more swift / Than time or motion” (VII176-177), who knows 

beforehand that Adam and Eve will fall for Satan’s “glozing lies” (III 93), as will all of human 

history (XI-XII). Yet the poem still exhorts us to believe that Adam, Eve, Satan, and all others 

possess free will—that individuals are neither constrained nor compelled by God’s providence. 
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In order to understand Milton’s theodicy, one must confront this paradox, if only to realize that it 

does not exist. 

 According to Milton, the existence of God’s providence does not entail that all actions 

are predetermined; in fact, God’s providence is what allows for free will. In Christine Doctrine, 

Milton states that while it is “certain…that God really does foreknow everything that is going to 

happen,” neither actions nor events “will happen by necessity, because foreknowledge, since it 

exists only in the mind of the foreknower, has no effect on its object” (1158). While God knows 

all that will happen, God’s foreknowledge does not possess retroactive causal efficacy; it does 

not cause what will happen to occur. Rather, God’s foreknowledge allows for the existence of 

reason, and, as Milton reminds us, “reason also is choice” (III 103).  

 Reason, as Milton conceives it, is only possible if one presupposes that the universe has 

been divinely structured so as to be knowable. As John Ulreich explains, Milton believes that 

“the premise of man’s rationality is God’s truth” (357), that is to say, the logos—the “divine rea-

son” capable of creating “order” out of chaos, or in more metaphorical language, that which is 

capable of creating both the physical world and the interior world of human existence out of 

“matter unformed and void” (VII 233), as God does in Book VII of Paradise Lost. “Without 

God’s Providence,” Ulreich continues, “the universe,” for Milton, “becomes completely arbi-

trary; if there is no order, there can be no truth, no rationality, and hence no freedom” (357). In 

other words, for reason to be valid, everything in the universe must necessarily possess a teleol-

ogy (that is to say, a designed and knowable purpose). Indeed, the universe is governed accord-

ing to laws that we can apprehend through rational deliberation. For Milton, this means that it 

must have been created as such; there must exist an all-knowing God who created the universe in 

such a teleological manner. It is God’s providence, along with God’s omnipotence (for God must 
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necessarily be all-powerful in order to create a knowable universe), that grounds the circular cau-

sality in Milton’s theodicy; God is the presupposition under which there can be no others. With-

out God, his theodicy becomes an infinite exchange of presuppositions. By grounding his theod-

icy in God, Milton simultaneously argues that God must exist, or else truth does not exist.  

 On one level, Milton’s theodicy depends upon the following circular argument: that free 

will and good and evil all ontologically presuppose one another. Since all three are ontologically 

interdependent, Milton argues that Adam and Eve necessarily possess a knowledge of both good 

and evil before the Fall, and the freedom to choose one over the other. He reconciles free will 

with God’s providence by arguing that it is only by presupposing the latter—that the universe 

was created to be understood—that the existence and use of reason (which is synonymous with 

free will) is justified. In doing so, Milton does not just position God as the centre of his theodicy; 

he also subtly offers a teleological argument for the existence of this centre. In fact, his entire 

theodicy would fail if he could not logically justify his conception of rational free will, and in or-

der to do so, he must rationally justify the existence of divine providence. Perhaps his theodicean 

statement at the beginning of the poem—that his aim is to “assert eternal providence, / And jus-

tify the ways of God to men” (I 25-26)—encapsulates the twofold purpose of his poetic argu-

ment: to prove the existence of God’s providence as well as justify it. In attempting to do so, he 

presents a causal circle of divine origin, one that arguably encapsulates, though in a simplified 

manner, the world of human experience—all that is good and bad, and our freedom to choose 

and be one or the other—as well as an argument for why it is a “just circumference” (VII 231).  
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