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Chapter 5: Speculative Learning: Debt, Praise, and Repetition in Paradise Lost 
 
 This chapter is the last in a book that examines acts of speculative valuing—speculative 
praise in particular—prior to the advent of modern finance capital at the end of the seventeenth 
century. (i.e., the “financial revolution” described by Carl Wennerlind and capped by the 
founding of the Bank of England [1694] and the Great Recoinage [1696]).1 It explores whether 
economic (even quantitatively economic) and aesthetic evaluations are much more akin than 
modern readers, particularly those trained in humanistic disciplines, prefer to assume. The 
project focuses on the relationships between value, counting, and time in Jonson, Herrick, 
Marvell, and Herbert, in addition to Milton. 
 I focus on poems of praise (and not poems about the economy, trade, or debt) so as to 
analyze the act, however duplicitous, mercenary, or parasitic, of valuing in verse: how poets 
present their own evaluative gestures, laudatory statements, etc. in relation not only to their 
supplicating self-interests, but also to their future profit, benefit, etc. I’m not just planning to 
show that those poetic acts are belated in the same way that finance capital is parasitic, but rather 
that there’s an analysis of future value and valuing at work in these poems that’s worth 
considering if we’re interested in attempting to imagine a better economic future for ourselves. 
In the case of Milton’s epic poem, the project’s broader aims narrow to an examination of 
moments of praise in the epic, especially repeated ones, and whether one ever learns anything 
from praise—either witnessed or received. 
 In focusing on “speculative finance,” I’m thinking of several interlocking features, some 
of which might actually develop independently of industrial capital:  
 

1) Marx’s notion that capital, but especially speculative finance, fantasizes about 
eliminating the mediating role of the commodity in the sequence M-C-M´ and, moreover, 
installing measure immanently, at the level of the things priced (e.g., the derivative);  

2) the role of future possibilities (e.g., as yet unrealized profits or gains) in determining, and 
not just gambling on, present prices/valuations—i.e., the ability of a future fiction to 
create, and not just influence, the real (i.e., reverse causality);  

3) the centrality of ground or fundament—the real economy—to finance capital’s self-
conception as extractive, redistributive, even parasitic;  

4) the left productivism and sovereignty fetishism that animates radical left critique of 
speculative finance, most notably those indebted to Modern Monetary Theory or the 
history of debt amnesty in the Bronze Age Near East undertaken by Michael Hudson.2 
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Chapter 5 

Speculative Learning: Debt, Praise, and Repetition in Paradise Lost 

 

I 

 God the Father, the Son, and Satan all, in quick succession, offer meditations on debt in 

Books 3 and 4 of Paradise Lost. Within the poem, these aren’t just doubled moments of sinful 

versus holy appropriations of the concept, the Son washing clean what Satan later sullies. The 

concept of debt, its appearance in the poem, prompts both the Son and Satan to tell speculative 

tales about the future, what will or could happen and what God will or could do. I think what is 

most important about these gestures is that both imagine speculation as a practice that issues in 

narrative scenarios, inevitable or conditional. That is, in both the Son’s and Satan’s speeches, 

debt is not an airy, insubstantial imposition, the quantitative abstraction of speculative finance 

that has real negative consequences; rather, debt tethers speculation to a narrative ground in a 

way that Milton’s epic sometimes seeks to resist. That resistance, as we’ll see, does not reside in 

yet more alternative possibilities, but rather takes the form of repetitive, even unproductive 

praise and songs.  

 God-the-Father affirms the logic and language of debt, going so far as to identify an 

unpaid or even unpayable debt as the consequence, not the premise, of human renovation: 

… yet once more he [the Father speaks here of humankind in general] shall stand 

On even ground against his mortal foe, 

By me upheld, that he may know how frail  

His fall’n condition is, and to me ow 

All his deliv’rance, and to none but me. (3.178-182)3 
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God is a jealous creditor in this passage, but one who does not use debt as a pedagogical device: 

humans learn “how frail / His fall’n condition is” by being elevated, having their sight and virtue 

restored through grace. Owing all their deliverance doesn’t lead to this knowledge, but is part of 

this knowledge. Human debt isn’t a piece of an exchange, but rather a situation that doesn’t 

imply a remedy, or the need for one. Rather, what’s striking here is that this is owing without the 

possibility of paying back: humans are to learn that they owe all their deliverance only to God, 

full stop, and that knowledge is part of their renovation. That’s a radical dependency without 

comparison to other brands of dependence, or the negotiated exchanges that one would expect 

from a logic of debt—with payback and ultimate equivalence the final resting place. The fact that 

humans have to be taught this reveals the poem’s acknowledgment of comparison’s intemperate 

persistence, as well as well as value’s essentially futural and comparative logic.4 I think we’re 

supposed to recognize this as a counter to Satan’s endless machinations and swaps in his 

soliloquy about gratitude and recompense: in that respect, it also prepares the way for the 

loquacious Satan and withdrawn Son of Paradise Regained.5 The didactic aim of the poem is to 

train readers to rest in that indebtedness without jumping to the conclusion that one must busy 

oneself with producing value (even in one’s mind) that will ultimately balance the scales. 

Speculative value, in sum, rests on a future virtuality that never needs to return to equilibrium to 

have real effects in the present.6 Paradoxically, a speculative future without such settling up leads 

to less perverse productivity, the perversion to “meanest use” of which God complains (4.204). 

“Much more” is not the epic’s motto, regardless of its expansive, even encyclopedic character (in 

fact, that’s one way to read the proem of Book 9: not merely authorial self-aggrandizement, but 

an attempt to cut epic off from this long radial series of productive fabling: “The skill of Artifice 

or Office mean, / Not that which justly gives Heroic name / To Person or to Poem” [9.39-41]).7  
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 What comes next from God in this passage is something of a non sequitur: “Some I have 

chosen of peculiar grace / Elect above the rest; so is my will” (3.183-184). Peter Herman notes 

that this intrusion of predestinary election introduces an inconsistency in the poem’s theology for 

no discernible reason.8 “So is my will” only accentuates the fact that this is an arbitrary intrusion: 

i.e., God decrees it because … God chooses to decree it. The tautology of God’s explanation 

isn’t a flaw but the entire point of Milton’s theodicy: the saying or explanation of God’s ways is 

not, for all that, an invitation to elaborate on them. Yet that’s what an interpretive approach to the 

poem assumes: there’s a valuable story here from which I can derive appropriate lessons and, 

just as importantly, lessons slightly different in form. The didactic narrative thesis is that what a 

reader learns comes in a form other than the way she receives it: the meaning and its injunctions 

repeat the narrative with a difference. This chapter focus on the repetitious, even echoic moments 

of praise in Paradise Lost and argues for a counter-tendency: viz., a validation of repetition, even 

pointless, rote repetition, as a component of learning. More specifically, these repetitions appear 

as practice in valuing, a reflective, speculative valuing that’s important in the inculcation of a 

restrained taste, or a taste for restraint. That’s not to suggest that speculative valuing, a future-

oriented reflection, will set us free and has no negative consequences.9 I do wish to suggest that 

the epic imagines its didactic aims as often incompatible with the hermeneutic proliferations that 

it itself stages and that dominate some of our modern notions of literary criticism. 

 Perhaps most conspicuous in this respect is Satan’s learning—and I’d suggest that it is a 

type of learning—in his debt soliloquy. There, Satan presents debt’s reciprocity as a mechanism 

for conversion, for the self- and readerly realization characteristic of soliloquy: he takes from 

debt a value, in this case the payoff of learning about himself.10 In fact, that’s how the soliloquy 

concludes, with his recognition that there’s no point in entering that debt circuit after all: he’d 
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just end up back where he’d started. That might be accurate, but what’s striking about Satan’s 

speech is its expansive productivity, built on the notion of indebtedness. God, in contrast, doesn’t 

take any value from debt, or expect payment: he just wants to be owed. That’s not only largesse, 

but a willingness to liberate a future of speculation that doesn’t always have payback as its 

ultimate aim. Satan describes his own debt to God as both infinite and easy, an endless, 

negotiated reciprocity that contrasts with the Father’s own depiction of debt as a singular and 

static state of affairs:  

What could be less then to afford him praise, 

The easiest recompence, and pay him thanks, 

How due! yet all his good prov’d ill in me, 

And wrought but malice; lifted up so high 

I sdeind subjection, and thought one step higher 

Would set me highest, and in a moment quit 

The debt immense of endless gratitude, 

So burthensome, still paying, still to ow; 

Forgetful what from him I still receivd, 

And understood not that a grateful mind 

By owing owes not, but still pays, at once 

Indebted and discharged; what burden then? (4.46-56) 

This isn’t the predictable ad hominem story of Satan getting it wrong, as we would inevitably 

expect. Disturbingly, Satan isn’t just confused here, but fumbles his way—as readers should—to 

a paradoxical truth: through the fulsome nature of God’s love one is indebted and discharged 
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simultaneously. That lesson is one that, conspicuously, Adam doesn’t learn by the end of the 

epic, when he still wonders whether he should repent or rejoice: 

 … full of doubt I stand, 

Whether I should repent me now of sin 

By mee done and occasiond, or rejoyce 

Much more, that much more good thereof shall spring, 

To God more glory, more good will to Men 

From God, and over wrauth grace shall abound. (12.473-478)  

 Regina Schwartz reads Satan’s soliloquy as an indictment of his static recalcitrance, as 

the reiteration of “still” implies: “still paying, still to ow”; “still receivd”; “still pays.” As a 

result, Satan is mired in the present and lacks a sense of futurity.11 Yet the conditional 

comparison that opens the passage points not only to the past, but carries its own speculative 

sense: “what could be less then to afford him praise” isn’t just an expression of feigned regret, 

but also a blueprint for future calculations and actions. Satan has learned something that really 

doesn’t need to be learned: the pro-and-con calculus of comparative benefit and harm that 

ultimately issues in equilibrium. Such proportional deductions appear in the poem as the default 

setting for created beings’ reasoning: Adam, after all, falls into this logic quite easily in his first 

speech to Eve. In some ways, that acknowledgment confirms Schwartz’s point, that Satan cannot 

escape his fixation on his past imagined slights, one that hobbles his ability to conceive futurity. 

However, that doesn’t seem to be the whole story because, in fact, speculation about how he and 

God will act in the future is precisely where Satan’s self-examination leads: 

But say I could repent and could obtaine 

By Act of Grace my former state; how soon 
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Would higth recal high thoughts, how soon unsay  

What feign’d submission swore: ease would recant  

Vows made in pain, as violent and void. (4.93-97) 

 

This knows my punisher; therefore as farr 

From granting hee, as I from begging peace … (4.103-104) 

Satan does quite well in teasing out a story of what would inevitably happen should he attempt 

repentance. And it seems the logical outgrowth of the portrait of debt that opens the soliloquy: 

even if these aren’t imagined as causal results, they’re the entirely predictable consequences of a 

system of reciprocity, one in which the actors perform the proportional cost-benefit analysis that 

Satan unfolds, retrospectively, for himself. Satan is completely capable of outlining various 

future scenarios and how he would respond to them. He’s incapable of repeating his debts 

without following them out to their logical narrative conclusion. After all, Satan never sings a 

song in this poem, going so far as to denigrate hymns of praise in Book 4: Gabriel’s legions, in 

his estimation, have the “easier business” of serving “thir Lord / High up in Heav’n, with songs 

to hymne his Throne / And practis’d distances to cringe, not fight” (4.943-945). 

 Readers might derive a relative straightforward interpretive lesson from this passage—

Satan making perverse use of God’s language of debt—were it not for the fact that the Son does 

something exceedingly similar right after God’s evocation of owed deliverance in Book 3: 

Under his gloomie power I shall not long 

Lie vanquisht, thou hast givn me to possess 

Life in my self for ever, by thee I live, 

Though now to Death I yield, and am his due 
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All that of me can die, yet that debt paid, 

Thou wilt not leave me in the loathsom grave 

His prey, nor suffer my unspotted Soule 

For ever with corruption there to dwell; 

But I shall rise Victorious, and subdue 

My vanquisher, spoild of his vanted spoile … (3.242-251) 

Somewhat surprisingly, the Son’s speculations sound overconfident. Or rather, their 

overconfidence is part of their imploring: i.e., “surely you won’t let me moulder in the grave, 

Father.” However, I don’t think that’s quite right either. Instead, I think we’re supposed to 

recognize a decidedly different relationship between speculation and action, one that severs the 

two in the Son’s speech and unites them in Satan’s. Here, the Son asserts or channels what God 

will inevitably do in the future, telling a story, as it were, in the imperative mood. Satan opts for 

the conditional and, as a result, promotes the centrality of knowledge for any action: “This 

knows my punisher …” (4.103). What’s important, I think, about these two different speculative 

narratives early in the poem is that they stage two different models of speculative valuing and 

learning: the deliberative self-examination that issues in imagined future scenarios and rationally 

plans for the future; and the imperative, repetitive utterance that does not need to project or 

predict its own manifestation in the future.  

 In Satan’s speech, the poem acts out God’s comments about perverse use and mistaken 

valuing: only God values right the good in front of him. The rest pervert “best things / To worst 

abuse, or to thir meanest use” (4.203-204). That meanest use is, I think, the circulation that we 

see here, the attempt to put speculative value back into a productive system, of exchange, but 

also of narrative, with all of its alternative timelines and counterfactual histories. Here, 
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speculation generates more imagined scenarios, as recompense, certainly, but also so as to insure 

that payment will never occur. In other words, the language of debt forces speculation to focus 

on payback, to figure a way to produce some devotional value that one could return. Even one’s 

own inability to offer anything in return, one’s recognition of that fact, constitutes a partial 

payment, a gift of acknowledgment, participation in the negotiation. But that’s not what God’s 

version of owing enjoins. In fact, the opposite. Owing deliverance to none but God means not 

being able to transfer, exchange, or otherwise securitize one’s debts. It’s not an infinite debt, to 

return to the Nietzschean concept, but a singular one that enables speculation, precisely because 

God is the most generous creditor, one who never requires repayment.12 But even if he weren’t, a 

debt that just sits there, without accruing interest or prompting repayment, at least doesn’t put 

one on the endless temporal treadmill of yearning for a final equilibrium. In sum, Satan, and the 

Son to a certain extent, transmute debt to its meanest use: not just a token to be traded and 

haggled over, but the excuse for a memoire. 

 God’s debt doesn’t teach, probably because whatever reversal is contained in repayment 

doesn’t rise to the level of metanoia: i.e., debt doesn’t require an answer that you don’t already 

have. Humans receive grace and are thus elevated to stand “on even ground” (3.179) against 

Satan and it is this elevation that allows them to “know how frail / [their] fall’n condition is” 

(3.180-181). Debt comes after, and doesn’t lead to learning or knowing. I think that’s important 

not just as a counterpoint to Satan, but also for the epic’s broader, often positive portrait of 

speculative repetition. Certainly, there’s the acknowledgment here that debt and repayment are 

never going to make you free. That’s why we never see something similar to Bunyan’s 

shopkeeper God in Milton.13 Whenever you’re valuing something, you’re always risking putting 

it on the market, even if only in your mind. That’s the problem of valuing that haunts all 
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encomia—the transmutation of its own estimations into a gift or bribe—but it’s especially 

pressing in a poem that seeks to place a check on humans’ tendencies toward perverse use and 

mean fecundity. Thus, the sequence of comparative evaluations in Satan’s speech, and the poem 

as a whole, aren’t a problem because the evil-disposed can use such negotiated compromises to 

evade responsibility for their actions. Debt poses a different sort of problem: it turns the future 

into a space that fetishizes productive action, of whatever stripe, so long as it be productive.14 In 

other words, the early books of Paradise Lost show debt to be the transmutation of speculative 

valuing into action in the world, the fetishization of action even within contemplation and 

judgment: i.e., the presupposition that the future is an endless expanse of problems in need of 

solutions and desires lacking fulfillment; i.e., the notion that the future is always asking for more.  

 

II 

 Paradise Lost appears, conspicuously, as an excuse for a meditation on the nature of 

value and productivity in two classical accounts of capitalism, Marx’s and Weber’s. For Marx, 

there’s something retrograde and unproductive about Milton’s literary labor: 

For instance, Milton, who wrote Paradise Lost, was an unproductive worker. On the 

other hand, a writer who turns out work for his publisher in factory style is a productive 

worker.  Milton produced Paradise Lost as a silkworm produces silk, as the activation of 

his own nature. He later sold his product for £5 and thus became a merchant. But the 

literary proletarian of Leipzig who produces books, such as compendia on political 

economy, at the behest of his publisher is pretty nearly a productive worker since his 

production is taken over by capital and only occurs in order to increase it. … A 

schoolmaster who instructs others is not a productive worker. But a schoolmaster who 
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works for wages in an institution along with others, using his own labour to increase the 

money of the entrepreneur who owns the knowledge-mongering institution, is a 

productive worker.15 

From the standpoint of capital, Milton is unproductive because the poem does not produce 

capital without mediation, “directly,” and thus refuses to buttress or aid capital’s process of “self-

valorization,” the ever expanding production, and thus the instrumentalization, of new value.16 

Marx, of course, is writing about the poem as a literary product, its distribution and its 

relationship to capital, but I’d suggest that Paradise Lost thematizes these very subjects in its 

account of human and angelic use and productivity. In fact, the poem stages multiple moments of 

value’s speculative and even auto-generation, most notably in lyric moments of praise 

immediately repeated or adopted by other characters or the poem’s own narrative voice. 

Significantly, these moments aren’t the deferred and mediated development characteristic of 

imaginary narrative or pedagogy, or capitalist commodities: i.e., the speculative futures that the 

Son (Book 3) and Satan (Book 4) offer after God’s evocation of the debt that humans owe for 

their deliverance.  

 For Marx though, valuation is a quantitative process that tips over into a qualitative one: 

viz., multiplication of the same leads not merely to a quantitative difference (more money), but 

to a qualitative one (now this money is capital stock). The analogy Marx uses to explain this 

valuing process, as well as the general formula for capital (M-C-M´), is instructive:  

It [value] differentiates itself as original value from itself as surplus-value, just as God the 

Father differentiates himself from himself as God the Son, although both are of the same 

age and form, in fact one single person; for only by the surplus-value of £10 does the 

£100 originally advanced become capital, and as soon as this has happened, as soon as 
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the son has been created and, through the son, the father, their difference vanishes again, 

and both become one, £110.17 

Milton, of course, denies the co-eternality and equivalence of Father and Son and makes the 

Son’s elevation a central event—it happens twice, after all—in Paradise Lost.18 That’s because 

Milton depicts repetition as something other than the production of more of the same, a merely 

nominally reiteration always turning back into a future equilibrium, either natural and inevitable 

or imposed via performative fiat.19 

 In contrast to Marx’s less than laudatory portrait of Milton’s capitalist bona fides, Weber 

is much more sanguine about the poet’s sympathy with capitalist valuing principles. For Weber, 

Milton is an example of the emerging spirit, if not the completed form, of capitalism and its 

market-centrism. Paradise Lost, which he dubs the “Divine Comedy of Puritanism,” is a pivotal 

index of the shift in temperament wrought by the Reformation. He describes the concluding lines 

of the poem, as well as Michael’s closing injunction to Adam in Book 12 as evidence that the 

epic is a document that “[values] life as a task to be accomplished”: “Anyone can sense 

immediately that this mightiest expression of earnest Puritan worldliness, that is, valuing life as a 

task to be accomplished, would have been impossible in the mouth of a medieval writer.”20 

The valorization of purposive activity, especially its interiorization as a measure of self-

estimation, does not necessarily amount to a sinful postulation of scarcity within God’s created 

universe (the position that Jonson, Herrick, and Herbert all deny, each for different reasons). It 

does, however, insist on the fundamentally developmental and, thus, dramatic and narrative 

nature of value’s production. In short, behind Weber’s account is the insistence that “surely, it 

can’t be this easy.” 
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 I do not think that Weber’s reading of the poem’s compatibility with the spirit of 

capitalism is as intuitive as he assumes. His reading of the poem rests on two moments in the 

final book. The first is Michael’s advice to Adam, in which he enjoins the first man to do quite a 

lot of adding only to arrive at an interior paradise: 

     … onely add 

Deeds to thy knowledge answerable, add Faith, 

Add vertue, Patience, Temperance, add Love, 

By name to come call’d Charitie, the soul 

Of all the rest: then wilt thou not be loath 

To leave this Paradise, but shalt possess 

A paradise within thee, happier farr. (12.581-587) 

The second pivotal passage for Weber is the epic’s conclusion: 

They looking back, all th’ Eastern side beheld 

Of Paradise, so late thir happie seat, 

Wav’d over by that flaming Brand, the Gate 

With dreadful Faces throng’d and fierie Armes: 

Som natural tears they drop’d, but wip’d them soon; 

The World was all before them, where to choose  

Thir place of rest, and Providence thir guide: 

They hand in hand with wandring steps and slow, 

Through Eden took thir solitarie way. (12.641-649) 

I’d aver that these lines do not so much “value life as a task to be accomplished,” as Weber 

maintains, as they lament the fact that life has become such a task. Moreover, I’ve always read 
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“The World was all before them, where to choose / Thir place of rest” as a complaint about 

indiscriminateness and indifference, a sadness that Adam and Eve no longer have a task (at least 

in the garden, they had a job—gardening). Granted, there is also something liberating about that 

lament: they are no longer subject to performance evaluation (orchestrated by a divine 

taskmaster or themselves). Certainly, there’s a note of tragedy here: the lines are a fall into 

mediation, away from the face-to-face relationship with God that characterizes Paradise. But 

they are also free from the poem’s own trap of hyper-valuation: “The World was all before 

them” implies, I think, that they choose their place of rest indiscriminately. One place is like any 

other in that it is not Eden.  

 I do not think either Marx or Weber opportunistically hijacks Paradise Lost for his own 

argumentative purposes. The epic does, after all, stage Satan’s, the Son’s, and God’s meditations 

on primordial debt and its redeemability, as well as Adam and Eve’s vision of prelapsarian labor 

and contractual bonding and ownership. Moreover, in addition to being a poet and a political 

pamphleteer, Milton is also a money-lender.21 Although they’re writing about decidedly different 

aspects Milton’s epic and come to dissonant, if not opposed, conclusions, Marx and Weber 

highlight the poem’s central concern with productivity and with future, speculative valuation: a 

future aim in the latter’s case; a mediated, arrested inability to see a future result in the former’s. 

I think we’re supposed to see in Paradise Lost a poetic, theological, and even pedagogical 

suspicion of speculative productivity, or rather the propensity of speculation to translate itself 

into productive, mediated addition: i.e., it’s tendency to cloak itself in the mantle of narrative 

(which also turns out to be the mantle of industrial capital). That, I think, is why proportion and 

analogy, those deductions that would guide our transmutation of thought into action, appear so 

often on the side of the Satanic—think Satan’s proportion-heavy temptation of Eve. That’s not 
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just to take the indictment of proportion in “Great / Or Bright inferrs not Excellence” (8.90-91) 

as the truth of the poem, but to acknowledge that repetition in the epic emphasizes and often 

insists on the value of the repetitively non- or unproductive, not so as to restrict speculation’s 

flights of fancy in the name of a real virtue (or economic fundamentals), but rather so as to 

enjoin a relationship to the future that doesn’t automatically authorize growth, increase, and 

always adding “more.”   

 For example, Weber’s quick account of Michael’s lesson doesn’t acknowledge that the 

archangel’s lesson sounds eerily familiar. In fact, we’ve heard a similar estimation earlier in the 

same book, from Michael, at the end of his recounting of the Son’s mission: 

  … and thence shall come [the Son], 

When this worlds dissolution shall be ripe, 

With glory and power to judge both quick and dead,  

To judge th’ unfaithful dead, but to reward  

His faithful, and receave them into bliss, 

Whether in Heav’n or Earth, for then the Earth 

Shall all be Paradise, far happier place 

Then this of Eden, and far happier daies. (12.458-465) 

I think it’s worth pausing over this passage not only as a precursor to Michael’s subsequent 

evocation of a “paradise within,” but also because of its own awkward speculations about a 

better future: “Whether in Heav’n or Earth” refers to the location of both the “faithful” and the 

“bliss” that they receive—all in five lines that insist that location doesn’t really matter because 

the Earth will have changed into Paradise. This indistinction, even indiscrimination, jars with 

Michael’s purported intention here: the angel pauses to explicate “judgment,” emphasizing in 
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reassuring tones that there’s to be an evaluative sorting of faithful and unfaithful, not just an 

indiscriminate judgment. Michael steps in it still further by acknowledging that he doesn’t really 

know whether this far happier place will be heaven or earth—because then the earth will also be 

paradise. So a speculative interjection to assuage indiscriminate judgment, followed by an 

account of the apocalypse that introduces indiscrimination.  

 Readers are supposed to hear Michael’s final promise of “A paradise within thee, happier 

farr” (12.587) as clarification of this matter, an interpretive development that rectifies the 

ambiguity that the initial account introduces. It’s a development primarily hermeneutic because 

the archangel has already come (or seemed to come) to a conclusion, of his own narrative 

history, but also the poem’s own: “So spake th’ Archangel Micahel, then paus’d, / As at the 

Worlds great period” (12.466-467). However, I think we’re also supposed to hear and notice a 

repeated formula that jars against such explanatory and narrative resolution, one more in a series 

of “happier farrs.” After all, that phrase has appeared earlier in the poem as well: in Moloch’s 

claim that the angels would be “happier farr” to be eliminated “Then miserable to have eternal 

being” (2.97-98); and in Eve’s response to Adam’s first speech: 

For wee to him indeed all praises owe, 

And daily thanks, I chiefly who enjoy  

So farr the happier Lot, enjoying thee 

Præeminent by so much odds … (4.444-447) 

“Happier farr” isn’t quite a refrain, but its repetition in the poem exemplifies the tendency of 

even the most devout and careful sameness to produce an impatient desire for addition: i.e., 

Eve’s “So farr” is both an evaluative intensifier and, simultaneously, a skeptical withholding of 

untrammeled celebration—as in, “so far, it’s been great.”  
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 Michael’s “great period” is not really a conclusion, in part because he still needs to 

clarify the aforementioned ambiguities, but more importantly because Adam embarks on a 

panegyric to the felix culpa: 

  … and our Sire 

Replete with joy and wonder thus repli’d. 

O goodness infinite, goodness immense! 

That all this good of evil shall produce, 

And evil turn to good; more wonderful 

Then that which by creation first brought forth 

Light out of darkness! full of doubt I stand, 

Whether I should repent me now of sin 

By mee done and occasiond, or rejoyce 

Much more, that much more good thereof shall spring, 

To God more glory, more good will to Men 

From God, and over wrauth grace shall abound. (12.467-478) 

There are several things to remark about this passage. First, Adam has taken Michael’s 

comparative, productive, and, it must be said, interpretive cue in “far happier”: not only has he 

suddenly embarked on a comparative and speculative estimation of the good brought forth 

through the Son; he has also learned that this comparison leads to an open, expansive, even 

limitless future of more good, glory, and good will—“much more,” in fact. And he’s done so as 

the appreciative critic and able interpreter of the narrative he’s just heard (and we as readers have 

just read).22  
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 Yet Adam has also already learned Michael’s final lesson about adding deeds. In his 

paean to the felix culpa, Adam claims, however duplicitously, to be unsure whether he should 

repent or rejoice. Of course, he’s supposed to do both, but readers, I think, are supposed to 

recognize the ways in which the former option, the act of repenting, ultimately colors Adam’s 

conception of the latter, a celebration that’s exclusively verbal.23 In other words, Adam’s 

formulation erases any practical contrast between the lyric encomia of the poem, its moments of 

easy and joyous praise and evaluation, and the productive tasks and self-making that Weber 

describes. Praise might be endlessly prolix and profligate, but it’s not for all that worthy of scorn. 

In this case, speculative value rarely, if ever, shuts up, always finding yet more ways to produce 

more of itself: it keeps going even after “the Worlds great period.” Weber might assume that the 

great problem here is deliberative paralysis, dickering about when there’s life to be 

accomplished. However, I think this passage is more complicated than that: Adam, after all, 

treats the entire narrative of human history as the necessary prelude to evaluation, in this case 

repenting or rejoicing. Weber might consider both the preludes to real tasks, but Adam offers a 

somewhat different estimation. Adam thinks that Michael’s pause at the end of the story is an 

invitation to evaluative celebrations and premature speculations. That, more than anything, is the 

error that Michael hopes to correct in the passage that Weber finds so illustrative: “onely add / 

Deeds to thy knowledge answerable” (12.581-582). I think that phrase implies a fit 

correspondence between thoughts and actions, but also entails making actions subject to 

knowledge: i.e., to be answerable to knowledge means to stand before its tribunal. However, I 

think Michael’s “onely” indicates that there’s more to this injunction than praising deliberation 

as a way to restrict Adam’s propensity for an easy speculative exuberance. That word is there to 

show that the chief model of addition in this poem has been value’s exchangist proliferation. In 
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other words, “only add deeds” doesn’t mean “just add deeds,” but rather “add deeds and only 

deeds.” There’s been plenty of indiscriminate adding to go around. 

 When Adam praises the fortunate fall, he does so through a series of reversals: “That all 

this good of evil shall produce, / And evil turn to good.” Adam’s exuberant transposition is a 

prelude to his catechistical account of what he has learned, although it’s not entirely clear 

whether he’s learned this entirely through Michael’s history lesson, or through his own 

experience (or even despite Michael’s hectoring narrative).24 His initial estimation of Michael’s 

instruction and his own state of mind rests conspicuously on the repetition of “greatly”: 

Greatly instructed I shall hence depart, 

Greatly in peace of thought, and have my fill 

Of knowledge, what this Vessel can containe; 

Beyond which was my folly to aspire. (12.557-560) 

Although it might be possible to discern what Adam means by “greatly instructed,” “greatly in 

peace of thought” seems a more complicated affair. The ambiguity of the judgment, trying to 

figure out how one might be “greatly” tranquil contemplatively, accentuates the notion—as does 

the anaphora—that the evaluative term is empty (I do not think that this emptiness is just the 

result of American bureaucracy’s transformation of “great” into a fatuous phatic marker, the now 

customary rejoinder to the dubious accomplishment of successfully scheduling a meeting). 

Moreover, it’s to equate value and size, the very thing that Adam should want to avoid in the 

remainder of his catechistical account, as a result of Raphael condemnation in book 8: “consider 

first, that Great / Or Bright inferrs not Excellence” (8.90-91). Adam is not just being a bad 

student, but rather a bad counter. Or rather, he treats size as an empty abstract intensifier, just 

another way to say “more” or “thousands,” as opposed to the substantive feature of the physical 
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and metaphysical world that they are. He’s not peddling Satanic analogies here, but he is 

speculating in the non-reflective, even boosterish sense: “greatly in peace of thought.”25 

Michael’s injunction to add serves as an attempt to tie down or give substance to this vapid 

optimism. After all, that’s the conclusion of his lesson about a paradise within: “Let us descend 

now therefore from this top / Of Speculation” (12.588-589). 

 In the rest of this self-reflection, Adam fleshes out how he owes his deliverance, after the 

fall, to none but God, thus the emphasis on “only” and “sole” early in the passage: 

Henceforth I learne, that to obey is best, 

And love with feare the onely God, to walk 

As in his presence, ever to observe 

His providence, and on him sole depend, 

Mercifull over all his works, with good 

Still overcoming evil, and by small  

Accomplishing great things, by things deemd weak 

Subverting worldly strong, and worldly wise 

By simply meek; that suffering for Truths sake 

Is fortitude to highest victorie, 

And to the faithful Death the Gate of Life; 

Taught this by his example whom I now 

Acknowledge my Redeemer ever blest. (12.561-573)26 

This passage is full of revaluations, the inversion of paradoxical opposites: loving with fear, 

good overcoming evil, small accomplishing great, weak subverting strong, death actually the 

way to life. These are traditional Christian paradoxes, the revolutionary inversions that ground 
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the faith and, thus, it’s not entirely surprising that this catechistic litany occurs so quickly and 

seamlessly. This interchangeability also presents itself as a type of converting action, the 

transmutation of one thing into its opposite. Yet whatever action occurs in those present 

participles—“with good still overcoming evil”; “by small accomplishing great things”; “by 

things deemd weak subverting worldly strong”—occurs via speculative revaluation of a repeated 

action in the future: i.e., “still” here isn’t so much static as progressive.  

 O.B. Hardison characterizes these transmutations of value as the source of God’s greatest 

praise: “God’s greatest miracle and His highest praise is not that He brings light out of light and 

good out of good, but that He brings good from evil and light from the darkness of human 

failure.”27 God’s greatest praise is that he does not, in sum, repeat—as Eve does, as Adam does, 

as the narrator does, as even Michael does. In fact, when all these other figures get into the 

business of transformation, that’s when things start to go awry, perverted toward their meanest 

use. In this passage, the present participles appear as both a transformative activity and as a 

contemplative reinterpretation and re-evaluation: I see that this thing wasn’t weak after all, but 

was only “deemd weak.” That’s the tell in this passage, the one that points us to the fact that 

Adam still has a lot to learn. Namely, he still doesn’t quite buy the notion that evil can transmute 

into good at the speed of thought or utterance. In that sense, Michael’s lesson is redundant 

because Adam has already accepted that transformation and conversion require work.  

 When Adam learns that, “… suffering for Truths sake / Is fortitude to highest victorie, / 

And to the faithful Death the Gate of Life …,” he’s learning that he misapprehends and that he 

needs to replace a misconception with a true conception. In other words, he’s not valuing 

speculatively or creating value, but learning about valuing. In that respect, Adam’s catechism 

falls into the same trap as Satan’s own self-examination: “Because Satan considers praise he 
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cannot praise.”28 Schwartz maintains that when you’re considering praise, thinking about it and 

revolving it in your mind, you’re necessarily not doing it. In previous chapters, we’ve seen 

Jonson and Herrick use such considerations of the act of praise as the vehicles for praise. Milton 

does not whole-heartedly adopt this position, but I do think that he experiments with 

contemplative repetition as a substitute for productive action, and thus any hard and fast 

distinction between considering an act and performing it. That is, Paradise Lost is less worried 

about whehter and how thought translates into action—Michael’s concern—and more about the 

ways in which action, merit, doing something, infects the realm of thoughtful speculation: e.g., 

the ways in which epideictic’s self-reflexivity ultimately advocates investment in the future, your 

future salvation, your future development, a future in which you can disperse your praise justly, 

economically, efficiently.  

 There are two economic worlds here: one that treats speculative valuing as akin to labor, 

Weber’s valuing of tasks accomplished; the other that insists that value’s speculative reservoir is 

unbounded, that there’s no scarcity or limit to liking, affirming, and praising things. In turn, 

those two visions of the value of work also evoke the problem of aesthetic reflection and 

disinterest: viz., does the deliberative labor of evaluation, the considering and withholding of 

judgment, amount to the transmutation of thought into respectable work, but at the cost of 

imagining it as a scarce resource? Or conversely, does aesthetic judgment immanently attend 

even deliberative reticence and, thus, thwart attempts to make it respectable and responsible? I 

think the poem shows that even when you think you’re outside, considering valuing from the 

disinterested position of an aesthetic observer, you’re still valuing, not in the temporal dimension 

of the poem’s narrative and dramatic development—its story or mythos—but in its repetitive and 

lyric speculations independent of this progress.29 
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 Schwartz maintains that Paradise Lost is a hymn that expands on Adam and Eve’s 

aubade (5.144-152): “A simplified liturgy, with no need for orchestration, but a liturgy 

nonetheless. Milton’s longer hymn, Paradise Lost, sung ‘in various style,’ in ‘unpremeditated 

verse,’ in ‘fit strains’ for a fit audience, is no less liturgical.”30 In what follows, I’m seeking to 

add to this account an examination of whether repetition appears as productive, sterile, 

speculative (in the sense of “empty”), or speculative (in the sense of self-reflective). As we’ll 

see, there’s something economical, at least in aim, about repetition in the epic: it seeks to head 

off cancerous, idolatrous, and wasteful deliberative growths and, more importantly, those that 

stem from the poem’s own narrative structure. In short, Milton wants speculative value to be 

speculative, not grounded or otherwise tethered to productivity or labored creation. That doesn’t 

make him a reactionary killjoy or a spokesperson for the real economy, but it does amount to an 

awareness that our gratitude for own salvational future, should amount to something more than a 

celebration of our work and its accomplishments.31 

 

III 

 All poetic praise is a type of speculative valuing: i.e., not labor, but an effortless utterance 

of approval that looks out into (if not gambles upon) a future. That’s the premise of Eve’s love 

song for Adam: its repetitiveness is not a halting, stuttering work, but a breezy, almost automatic 

celebration—but one that still imagines an alternative future scenario. Her praise contrasts with 

Adam’s more labored, and insistently present, proportional deductions earlier in the same book. 

Adam, that is, follows a pattern of evaluation that requires the husbanding of resources and their 

careful distribution. Eve does this too, of course, in her food preparation, but does not translate 

such economies into the realm of hymn and orison. Thus, in noting the repetition in Eve’s love 
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song, I’m not hoping to tar it with the brush of mere formalism or cast it as an erroneous 

prologue to the more liberated extempore prayer that appears later in Book 4: 

But thou hast promis’d from us two a Race 

To fill the Earth, who shall extoll 

Thy goodness infinite, both when we wake, 

And when we seek, as now, thy gift of sleep. 

This said unanimous, and other Rites  

Observing none, but adoration pure 

Which God likes best … (4.732-738) 

Rather, in addition to challenging the notion that the poem simply condemns set forms, Eve’s 

song raises important questions about what constitutes a legitimate repetition or use, how much 

human epideictic pronouncements and orisons in the epic can and should act as moments of 

emulable praise. That’s not just a feature of the characters’ actions and words inside the epic, but 

also the poem’s own status as a repeatable and speculative reading experience.  

 As Nicholas D. Nace notes, Eve’s lines are empty of content and devoid of purpose. 

Moreover, what sense there is in her praise for Adam echoes Satan’s radical subjectivism: i.e., 

value stems from the perception and estimation of the viewer:32 

With thee conversing I forget all time, 

All seasons and thir change, all please alike. 

Sweet is the breath of morn, her rising sweet,  

With charm of earliest Birds; pleasant the Sun 

When first on this delightful Land he spreads 

His orient Beams, on herb, tree, fruit, and flour, 
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Glistring with dew; fragrant the fertil earth 

After soft showers; and sweet the coming on  

Of grateful Eevning milde, then silent Night 

With this her solemn Bird and this fair Moon, 

And these the Gemms of Heav’n, her starrie train … (4.639-649) 

Initially, Eve presents the pleasures of Eden as inconsequential compared to her interaction with 

Adam. “All please alike” is a gesture not of evaluative distinction, but of indiscrimination, even 

adiaphora. The repetition of the succeeding lines only accentuates this indifference: 

But neither breath of Morn when she ascends  

With charm of earliest Birds, nor rising Sun 

On this delightful land, nor herb, fruite, floure, 

Glistring with dew, nor fragrance after showers, 

Nor grateful Eevning mild, nor silent Night 

With this her solemn Bird, nor walk by Moon,  

Or glittering Starr-light without thee is sweet. (4.650-656) 

What evaluation there is in these lines appears tacked on, almost an afterthought in the praise for 

Adam included in “without thee.” Nace reads this moment as the presentation of a “pure 

aesthetic affect,” a weightless beauty in which Eve gets caught up—by the sheer pleasure of the 

words themselves.33 I’d tend to agree with that description, but wonder whether we as readers are 

supposed to get caught up in that effect too, or to recognize it as bewitching in a negative sense. 

In other words, are we supposed to take Eve’s empty valuing as a positive, because prelapsarian, 

model or as a negative naive one, because of its lack of substance and any external comparative 

standard? 
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 What we see in this moment, I think, is an auto-generating measure, not recourse to an 

exterior standard. Eve’s love song certainly begins inauspiciously, with her reference to Adam as 

her Author and Disposer: 

My Author and Disposer, what thou bidst 

Unargu’d I obey; so God ordains, 

God is thy Law, thou mine: to know no more 

Is womans happiest knowledge and her praise. (4.635-638) 

These are obeisant, cringing and cringe-inducing lines, but they do not govern the love song that 

comes next. What follows is a passage that repeats its way into an evaluation: i.e., it doesn’t start 

with a standard given by Eve’s disposer and then apply it, but neither does it set out in error, 

recognize its error, and then correct course.34 It’s speculative then in several senses: Eve starts by 

imagine something she hasn’t experienced (esteeming the world without Adam), but she also 

does so by concentrating intently on the things in front of her, so much so that she repeats her 

own lines with a difference. I don’t think we’re supposed to hear this as fumbling, spinning one’s 

cogitative wheels until one comes up with a tagline conclusion. I think we’re supposed to see this 

repetition as a model for emulation, one that we’re likely supposed to apply to the very poem 

we’re reading. After all, the poem we’re reading has, in the immediately preceding book, 

recounted a discussion between Satan and Uriel in which the mere gazing on humans amounts to 

praising them. Satan claims that he has come to the Sun so as to see Adam and Eve for himself: 

That I may find him, and with secret gaze, 

Or open admiration him behold 

On whom the great Creator hath bestowd 

Worlds, and on whom hath all these graces powrd; 
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That both in him and all things, as is meet, 

The Universal Maker we may praise … (3.671-676) 

Uriel, however deceived he may be by Satan’s motives, still validates his expressed aim: 

Fair Angel, thy desire which tends to know  

The works of God, thereby to glorifie 

The great Work-Maister, leads to no excess 

That reaches blame, but rather merits praise 

The more it seems excess … (3.694-698) 

Excess, even repetitive excess, then is the mark of praiseworthiness. Just as importantly, Uriel, 

that sharpest sighted spirit, doesn’t see anything wrong with Satan’s expressed intention: viz., 

that in viewing Adam and Eve, even in secret, he’s already praising them.  

 Adam’s first speech to Eve takes a decidedly more deductive and analogical approach to 

valuing, not so much singing praises as reasoning his way into them on the basis of present 

comparisons. That said, Adam’s establishing shot does appear gratuitously, not as a response to 

some event or problem. In fact, it’s the first thing that any human character says in the entire 

poem: 

Sole partner and sole part of all these joyes, 

Dearer thy self then all; needs must the Power 

That made us, and for us this ample World 

Be infinitly good, and of his good 

As liberal and free as infinite,  

That rais’d us from the dust and plac’t us here 

In all this happiness, who at his hand  
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Have nothing merited, nor can performe 

Aught whereof hee hath need, hee who requires  

From us no other service then to keep 

This one, this easie charge, of all the Trees 

In Paradise that bear delicious fruit 

So various, not to taste that onely Tree 

Of knowledge, planted by the Tree of Life, 

So neer grows Death to Life, what ere Death is, 

Som dreadful thing no doubt; for well thou knowst 

God hath pronounc’t it death to taste that Tree, 

The only sign of our obedience left 

Among so many signes of power and rule 

Conferrd upon us, and Dominion giv’n 

Over all other Creatures that possess 

Earth, Aire, and Sea. Then let us not think hard 

One easie prohibition, who enjoy  

Free leave so large to all things else, and choice 

Unlimited of manifold delights … (4.411-435) 

Certainly, Milton’s asking us to recognize Adam’s free appropriation of Eden’s bounty, in 

contrast to Satan’s earlier debt soliloquy, in which he describes himself as “compelled” by 

revenge and his nature (4.390-391). The epic’s narrator feels compelled to cap this passage with 

the repetitive and superfluous condemnation that Satan’s argument is “necessitie, / The Tyrants 

plea” (4.393-394). But Adam’s deductions are also a function of necessity. That’s how his 
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speech begins, with two words of obligation: “needs must the Power / That made us.” His 

deductions are also very much present in their temporal orientation, comparing gifts and duties 

already given and received. 

 Adam’s speculations here rest on the proportional comparisons, a careful accounting of 

what humans get in exchange for staying away from this one tree. It seems that he is surprised by 

the deal and expects a much more even distribution. His surprise anticipates a similar surprise at 

disproportion that occurs at the end of Eve’s song: “without thee,” one person, all these other 

beautiful things are not sweet. Adam’s numerical and speculative reasoning isn’t marked here as 

an error to avoid (via an association with Satan’s use of proportion in his temptation speech to 

Eve), but I do think we’re supposed to recognize the difference in method that the first humans 

exhibit. Adam begins with the external measure of moderation and proportion and analogizes in 

reference to it. Eve stumbles upon disproportion via a decidedly immoderate reproduction of her 

own sentiments: i.e., it’s an accounting that leads her to discover—or even create—a new value 

for Adam. Adam’s accounting justifies what he’s already found, implying again an externality 

that humans are always appealing to. Eve’s not sinfully rejecting God’s dominion, but she does 

have a more robust imagination of the future than Adam’s “liberation”: humans are those “who 

enjoy / Free leave so large to all things else, and choice / Unlimited of manifold delights.” Eve at 

least has a vision of the good life more interesting than a well-stocked supermarket.  

 Equally important for evaluating Eve’s love song is the fact that the epic’s preceding 

book stages several tossed-off repetitive moments, seemingly unrelated to any narrative or 

thematic purpose: 

… that be from thee farr, 

That farr be from thee, Father, who art Judg 
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Of all things made, and judgest onely right. (3.153-155) 

 

Upheld by me, yet once more he shall stand 

On even ground against his mortal foe, 

By me upheld, that he may know how frail 

His fall’n condition is … (3.178-181) 

 

… for I will cleer thir senses dark, 

What may suffice, and soft’n stonie hearts 

To pray, repent, and bring obedience due. 

To Prayer, repentance, and obedience due, 

Though but endevord with sincere intent, 

Mine ear shall not be slow, mine eye not shut. (3.188-191) 

Metrical regularity is not a satisfactory explanation for these repetitions. I’d hazard that they are, 

in miniature, the sort of repetitive, speculative restatements that we see Eve use to come to her 

evaluation of Adam—but this time undertaken by God or the Son. Even though the last of these 

evokes the work of repentance and obedience, these are all speculative repetitions. Even the 

Father’s “upheld by me” serves as the basis for a “shall” and a “may.” That’s a decidedly 

different repetition from the one we witness at the end of Book 2, where the epic narrator 

employs reiteration as a device for slowing the reader down and emphasizing the difficult, 

halting nature of work: 

So he with difficulty and labour hard 

Mov’d on, with difficulty and labour hee … (2.1021-1022) 
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In this moment, the narrator’s repetition also looks exclusively to the present, the labor that Satan 

performs right now. In contrast to the speaker’s utterances here, I think we’re supposed to hear 

the passages in Book 3 as the poem doing what a character within the poem does, inflicting on us 

the speculative restatements that guide Eve’s auto-generating evaluations. The final passage—

God the Father’s repetition of “prayer, repentance, and obedience due”—in fact, hints at the 

sentiment that I’ve been focusing on throughout this chapter: that the considering makes it so (as 

distinct from saying making it so). In short, the repetitions in Book 3 are repetitions that occur 

before repetition transforms, through the Fall, into an emblem of forgetfulness, lack, or 

protesting too much.  

 The double for Eve’s love song occurs at the end of book 10, when Adam describes for 

Eve their best plan for postlapsarian existence. Significantly, this passage begins with a gesture 

of comparative evaluation and a question that slowly recedes from view: 

What better can we do, then to the place 

Repairing where he judg’d us, prostrate fall 

Before him reverent, and there confess 

Humbly our faults, and pardon beg, with tears 

Watering the ground, and with our sighs the Air 

Frequenting, sent from hearts contrite, in sign  

Of sorrow unfeign’d, and humiliation meek. 

Undoubtedly he will relent and turn  

From his displeasure; in whose look serene,  

When angry most he seem’d and most severe, 

What else but favor, grace, and mercie shon? (10.1085-1096) 
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The narrator’s immediate repetition of Adam’s guestimate depicts these actions in the past tense 

and, significantly, omits any verification that they have achieved their aim of getting God to 

relent from his displeasure: 

So spake our Father penitent, nor Eve 

Felt less remorse: they forthwith to the place 

Repairing where he judg’d them prostrate fell 

Before him reverent, and both confess’d  

Humbly thir faults, and pardon beg’d, with tears 

Watering the ground, and with thir sighs the Air 

Frequenting, sent from hearts contrite, in sign 

Of sorrow unfeign’d, and humiliation meek. (10.1097-1104) 

The book ends here, with Adam’s confident assertion of what God will “undoubtedly” do 

unverified within this book other than through the narrator’s past-tense repetition of Adam’s 

plan. The succeeding books verify that Adam is correct, but the repetition terminates here 

without such confirmation. In other words, it’s here, in this postlapsarian moment, that repetition 

comes to mean weakness, forgetfulness, evidence of a present and abiding lack that repetition 

tries to refill—from outside. That’s confirmed by the fact that Adam and the poem fall into this 

repetitive moment after a meditation on utility and comfort, how God will teach him and Eve to 

“pass commodiously this life, sustain’d / By him with many comforts” (10.1083-1084). And 

they’ll learn these survivalist techniques because: “Hee will instruct us praying, and of Grace / 

Beseeching him” (10.1081-1082). That looks to be a humble dependence on God’s pedagogy for 

even the most basic utilitarian knowledge, the very sort of humility they’re to be performing in 

the passage that the poem’s narrator repeats. Just as importantly, this dependency is not a speech 
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gratefully submitting to God’s correction and grace, but one that pivots on the useful skills that 

humans will learn as a result of such supplication. That is, unlike Eve’s love song, the 

measurement of success is external, a standard of efficiency projected into the future. These lines 

signal a fall into a world in which speculation will now be tethered to utility: i.e., it will have a 

purpose that it didn’t have before—ameliorating the hardships of fallen existence. That’s 

different than Eve’s speculative song, but perhaps not as different from Adam’s own very 

presentist understanding of moderate use.  

 Much might be made of the rote repetition of this moment as a dig at formalized worship, 

the fact that the poem itself reports nothing of what God “undoubtedly” does as evidence of the 

limitations of such a vision of liturgical practice.35 However, I think what’s equally striking 

about this passage is the extent to which it renders repetition useful, or subjects it to the external 

aim of utility. I think we’re supposed to recoil from the utilitarian dependency in Book 10—but 

not because we’re sinfully prideful or enamored of our own heroic activity. Rather, we’re 

supposed to recognize in this evaluation the pride of the problem-solver, the ways in which a 

repetitive valuing matrix, however ideally separate from the world, returns to the world looking 

to find a standard that it can treat as its foundation. That’s in contrast to speculative consideration 

that generates and evaluates at the same time. It’s that sense in which Eve’s song is beautifully, 

repetitively useless: it doesn’t appeal to or postulate the exterior standard of utility that haunts 

the poem’s repeated confirmation of Adam’s plan. None of this is to suggest, once again, that 

Paradise Lost is Milton’s withdrawal from politics and the world, but rather that the poem 

presents politics as something more complicated and interesting than the inevitably bad choices 

available to presentist negotiation, deliberation, and compromise.  
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 However, I do not think we’re supposed to dismiss completely the rote postlapsarian 

restatements of Book 10, in favor of the more supple repetition in Eve’s song. Instead, we’re 

supposed to focus on and laud the futility of the valuing gesture that gives rise to all of this 

repetition. Adam after all presents the entire repeated passage, initially, in interrogative form: 

“What better can we do …” Significantly, the question elicits no response from Eve, and the 

poem’s repetition of the question in the past tense offers its own implicit answer: “nothing.” That 

answer, it turns out, comes from a narrator who’s closer to us than the characters in the poem, 

hinting that we’re not immune to such repetitions ourselves. In sum, we’re supposed to see in 

this passage how a question about proportional and present value, the “better,” leads inexorably 

to a blind imperative to act, That demand for busy-ness and whirligig activity is not conducive to 

the meditative contrition that the poem presents at this moment. In other words, the poem does 

not indict Adam here by leaving out his prideful pronouncement about what God will 

undoubtedly do. Rather, I think the narrator of Paradise Lost is bound up in the same logic of 

empty productivity that we see earlier in the poem and that we see embodied in Michael’s advice 

in Book 12 and Weber’s reading thereof.  

 These moments in the epic force us to reconsider some of our more cherished notions 

about laborious nature of learning. In the end, Milton’s epic shows how an understanding of 

learning as reversal, correction, and conversion tacitly turns the Fall into a necessity, a failure 

one needs in order to ultimately succeed. In that respect, the poem’s validation of a repetitive and 

future-oriented praise and learning counters modern capitalism’s model of a simultaneously 

creative and destructive novelty. Milton’s is certainly a didactic epic, one that tempts us down 

perverse paths. However, those paths aren’t so obvious as “hey, that Satan’s a pretty cool guy,” 

with its concomitant corrective conversion, “well, then I guess I won’t listen to him anymore.” 
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Rather, the poem insists that you don’t learn via present reversals and corrections (Adam’s 

proliferating present participles in Book 12), but via speculating about a future without such in-

built impediments. After all, if your experience of the future is little more than a failure 

transmuted into a paradoxical success, then there’s little real impulse to change anything. The 

temptation in Paradise Lost is to combine such a speculative imagination and interpretive and 

productive deliberation, the idea that you should want to connect your thought to your practice, 

that you’re impelled to and would want to move forward, as opposed to spinning your wheels. 

That’s the ideology of narrative, of course, that repetition within narrative shows us a blockage 

or a breakdown, or a significant feature that the narrator wishes us to remember. And then the 

characters and readers overcome, together, these blockages so as to progress through the 

experience of the story. That model, I’m arguing, is all wrong for an epic that wants to arrest the 

perverse uses to which humans and angels put God’s gifts, including value and valuing 

themselves.  

 

IV 

 Milton’s epic, then, does not offer a standard humanist distinction between substantive or 

inherent value and an airier financial or aesthetic value, that conceptual squabble that so 

exercises the early modern period according to Peter Stallybrass.36 The poem’s aim is not to 

inculcate in readers the foundation on which they might more virtuously proceed in their lives. 

Rather, Paradise Lost stages the tendency of theodicy to rely on the past for its explanatory force 

and, thus, limit not only the possibilities of praise, a future-oriented gesture, but even what 

counts as an explanation of God’s ways. The poem highlights the ways in which the narrative 

and explanatory action of the theodicy crowd out the joyous repetitions that the poem offers. In 
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other words, as opposed to functioning as deliberative resolutions or reckonings inside the 

poem—as the narrator’s interventions in Book 2 do, for example—the orisons and epideictic in 

the rest of the epic appear as arresting lyric set-pieces that resist the productive advances of the 

poem’s other elements. That’s significant not only from a genre-studies perspective, but for any 

attempt to understand what readers are supposed to learn from the epic. In particular, whatever 

learning we achieve inside the poem doesn’t occur through the self-conscious recognitions and 

backward-looking projections of theodicy, but through speculative repetition: i.e., through an 

action that wouldn’t ask us to dump the epic after we’ve read it in favor of far-flung adventures 

or its extractable ethical standards, but rather to return to it repeatedly, rereading it as another 

chance at automatic praise. Yet even the condescending tut-tutting that readers are frequently 

asked to perform has its place in such speculative learning. Entertaining counterfactuals about 

Adam’s error isn’t training us to approach the world with a humble awareness of our own 

sinfulness or with a renovated virtuous disposition. It tricks us, even if it doesn’t tell us, to 

approach the world speculatively, even the world of a scripted, written, already determined 

poem.  

 Eve’s love song, then, is a recipe for how we’re supposed to treat Paradise Lost as a 

whole: speculation not as the generation of counterfactual or conditional narratives, with all of 

the reserved distance that they imply, but as the virtual repetition of a given song. I think that is 

how we should read the epic’s early song in which the narrative voice participates. That is, a 

speculation that generates multiple conditional scenarios, for revenge, profit, or pleasure, differs 

markedly from one that imagines the future as a series of repeated praises, values, even 

quantities. Early in Book 3, a heavenly choir praises the Father for his power and munificence, 

but the speaker of the poem slowly aligns himself with this song: 
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Thee Father first they sung Omnipotent, 

Immutable, Immortal, Infinite, 

Eternal King; thee Author of all being, 

Fountain of Light, thy self invisible 

Amidst the glorious brightness where thou sit’st 

Thron’d inaccessible, but when thou shad’st 

The full blaze of thy beams, and through a cloud 

Drawn round about thee like a radiant Shrine, 

Dark with excessive bright thy skirts appeer, 

Yet dazle Heav’n, that brightest Seraphim 

Approach not, but with both wings veil thir eyes. (3.372-382) 

The third-person reportage of “they sung Omnipotent” gives way to a narrator who directly 

addresses God in the second person. The narrator stops singing a story and sings the hymn he’s 

reporting.37 In this case, I think the poem works in a direction different than the one that 

Schwartz describes: the considering of praise, as a fictional narrative act, doesn’t prevent or 

abstract itself from, but rather transforms into the act of praise itself. But “transforms” is not 

quite right there either. In this moment, the weighing doesn’t just become part of the doing; it’s a 

virtual event that supersedes or occurs instead of the doing, as it must in a speculative act that 

measures something not yet in existence.38 

 The song ends with a promise that is clearly false, the promise to focus only on the Son 

as savior. The poem does not do this—it turns to Adam and not the Son—but I do not think 

we’re supposed to see this as a violation of a contract. Rather, the hailing and praising is entailed 

in and accomplished by the promise itself—speculatively and virtually—and, thus, it makes little 
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sense to complain of the speaker’s inconsistency, or to take him to task for an unsound narrative 

explanation: 

Hail Son of God, Saviour of Men, thy Name 

Shall be the copious matter of my Song 

Henceforth, and never shall my Harp thy praise 

Forget, nor from thy Fathers praise disjoine.  

Thus they in Heav’n, above the starry Sphear, 

Thir happie hours in joy and hymning spent. (3.412-415) 

There’s a blind abruptness to this transition that I think we’re supposed to see echoed in Eve’s 

later love song: viz., even the speaker of the poem gets caught up in the self-generating gin of 

speculative valuation, identifies himself with the angels singing, inserts his own poem’s task into 

the equation, and then forgets that he has done so in closing the passage with a reference back to 

the angelic song—“Thus they …” Readers are taken here for a similar ride, a speculative 

identification with the angelic choir that’s abruptly terminated by the logical and narrative 

marker of pastness: “thus.” I don’t think we’re supposed to see here the narrator’s self-

aggrandizement, the weaselly presentation of the speaker as part of an angelic choir. We’re 

supposed to hear this “Thus” as a ringing non sequitur, an abrupt transition out of a hymn of 

praise forced on us by a narrative task to be accomplished. 

 There’s a similar conflict between collective and individual song in the Nativity Ode, 

when the speaker also hails the Son of God, but does so much more self-consciously. The final 

stanza of the proem is, in fact, an injunction with an ambiguous addressee: 

See how from far upon the Eastern rode 

The Star-led Wisards haste with odours sweet: 
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O run, prevent them with thy humble ode, 

And lay it lowly at his blessed feet; 

Have thou the honour first, thy Lord to greet, 

 And joyn thy voice unto the Angel Quire, 

From out his secret Altar toucht with hallow’d fire.39 

Regardless of whether this stanza directs itself to the “Heav’nly Muse” of the preceding stanza, 

to Milton, or to readers, it marks joining the angelic choir as a matter of activity and choice. 

That’s a choice not granted the narrator or reader in Book 3. He or she just slips into the angelic 

hymn. That unmarked, even unconscious union does not indicate critique or irony, the exposure 

of yet one more unreliable narrator in a literary history populated exclusively by them. Instead, 

the epic presents this hymn as somehow at odds with the narrative theodicy of which it’s a part. 

We’re supposed to note that the Son’s name is precisely not what is the copious matter of the rest 

of this poem “henceforth.” That’s not necessarily a bad thing, of course, that narrative violation 

of the hymn’s promise. It’s only presented negatively if what we’re really supposed to be doing 

is deliberately acting out in the world, as opposed to reading poems of praise for God and 

miming them. As we’ve seen, that’s the lesson that Michael offers at the end of the poem—

“onely add / Deeds” (12.581-582). But that injunction to act doesn’t appear as the pedagogical 

import of the poem itself: Adam, in fact, uses the same dubious adverb, “Henceforth,” that we 

see in Book 3 to take his leave of Michael.  

 The problem for a didactic epic, one in and through which we’re supposed to recognize 

and learn from a tempting error, is the rationale for this adverb, how readers are supposed to see 

and simultaneously avoid a temptation—and then transition out into action in the world. 

“Henceforth” marks that sleight of hand, the now-everything-is-different that assumes 
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consequences and effects out in the world. Any temptation worth succumbing to must be alluring 

enough that it’s not easily recognized and avoided (e.g., it must be something other than an entity 

labeled “Satan”). Similarly, there must be a correction that one can perform that doesn’t, in the 

process, succumb to that very temptation: i.e., as learning readers, we experience metanoia but 

also truly participate in a transmuting event. But that model of learning is precisely the structure 

of revaluation leading to action that the movement out of the hymn in Book 3 occults, with its 

mysterious “thus.” In other words, the epic takes aim at the deliberative model of learning that an 

account like Stanley Fish’s presupposes: recognition followed by decision and action on the 

basis of this stock-taking. That’s to presume a distinction between self-conscious, deliberate 

thought and reasoned, deliberate deed that seems misguided for a poem (as opposed to a political 

pamphlet). A purposive theodicy intrudes at precisely this moment to return readers to the 

poem’s explanatory thread. But why wouldn’t we stay here, listen to this hymn, and repeat it? 

The only explanation that the poem offers is a tautological one: because then this wouldn’t be a 

narrative theodicy. That rationale, needless to say, is not only self-serving, but also its own type 

of speculative future: the poem must go on because … the poem must go on. As we’ve already 

seen in Milton’s sonnets, time is value: moving through the narrative theodicy, and not getting 

hung up on these moments of overt valuation, constitutes your valuing of the theodicy itself and, 

implicitly at least, God’s ways. 

 Adam and Eve’s morning song, in contrast, is a clearly demarcated aubade. They’re 

clearly the ones singing it, set off from the epic voice’s narration: 

Lowly they bow’d adoring, and began  

Thir Orisons, each Morning duly paid 

In various style, for neither various style 
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Nor holy rapture wanted they to praise 

Thir Maker, in fit strains pronounc’t or sung 

Unmeditated, such prompt eloquence 

Flowd from thir lips, in Prose or numerous Verse, 

More tuneable then needed Lute or Harp 

To add more sweetness, and they thus began. (5.144-152) 

… 

So pray’d they innocent, and to thir thoughts 

Firm peace recoverd soon and wonted calm. (5.209-210) 

However, the intervening song is more a catalogue of the world’s features that enjoins each of 

them to praise God. That is, the content of the aubade provides yet further demarcation, by 

staging Adam and Eve’s distribution of tasks of praise to natural phenomena. In other words, the 

poem doesn’t transition from this preparatory throat-clearing to a more substantive account of 

evaluation, but rather depicts Adam and Eve barking out orders at nature. Their song begins by 

presenting God as ineffable (5.156) and then turns to a variety of imperatives: 

Speak yee who best can tell, ye Sons of light … (5.160) 

 

On Earth joyn all ye Creatures to extoll 

Him first, him last, him midst, and without end. (5.164-165) 

 

Thou Sun, of this great World both Eye and Soule, 

Acknowledge him thy Greater, sound his praise … (5.171-172) 
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The poem puts praise in Adam’s and Eve’s mouths, who then order the various non-speaking 

elements of the world to praise God. That mediated nesting-doll sequence doesn’t show us Adam 

and Eve palming praise off onto a foundation of hopelessly shifting sand. After all, Adam has 

already insisted that the stars engage in an automatic round of praise: 

These then, though unbeheld in deep of night, 

Shine not in vain, nor think, though men were none, 

That heav’n would want spectators, God want praise; 

Millions of spiritual Creatures walk the Earth 

Unseen, both when we wake, and when we sleep: 

All these with ceasless praise his works behold 

Both day and night … (4.674-680) 

There’s something superfluous about the imperatives in the aubade, then. Or rather, it’s a praise 

that’s catalogued, not accomplished, in the ordering. That’s significant because it decidedly does 

not require a transition into activity or productivity, or even performativity. As with promising, 

the ordering—in the sense of “registering”—is enough. 

 Insubstantiality or irresponsibility does not appear as the error here: i.e., in a poem intent 

on the question of responsibility, one might expect an indictment of this series of outsourcing 

gestures. The epic, though, locates that problem in the immediately preceding passage, where 

Eve interprets her dream as a matter of conditional necessity: “I, methought, / Could not but 

taste” (5.85-86). The morning song stands as an alternative to this brand of speculative regret and 

resignation: i.e., figuring out the limited options and developing possible scenarios, an activity 

we’ve already witnessed in Satan’s speculations about debt. Neither does the aubade register the 

feigned fear of epideictic, that it puts the thing praised at the mercy of the praisers. Instead, 
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Adam and Eve’s morning song pivots on whether valuing is a future action or a future 

recognition undertaken by others, whether, that is, you have to be doing it for it to be effective or 

productive: 

Witness if I be silent, Morn or Eeven, 

To Hill, or Valley, Fountain, or fresh shade 

Made vocal by my Song, and taught his praise. 

Hail universal Lord, be bounteous still 

To give us onely good; and if the night 

Have gathered aught of evil or conceald, 

Disperse it, as now light dispels the dark. (5.202-208) 

Adam and Eve do more than call on other entities to do the job of praise for them. They teach 

them to praise God via the imperative, after acknowledging that the natural world does not 

require such instruction. That is, teaching nature is superfluous, as its praise occurs without 

human participation, if Adam and Eve happen to be silent. The point here is not just prolepsis, 

the promise of future praise packed back into the present. Instead, future praise is automatic, the 

response to a conditional circumstance—silence—already anticipated in this moment: after all, 

the witnessing that they enjoin occurs regardless of whether they are silent. That’s significant 

because it’s learning (and teaching) that doesn’t have to rely on error and failure for its impetus 

and accomplishment (i.e., the necessarily reactive structure of metanoia and correction).40 

 The automatic nature of this praise does not critique Adam’s and Eve’s fecklessness.41 It 

also doesn’t highlight their naïveté, taking them to task for laziness or blind self-contradiction. 

Instead, the poem presents its own relationship to its readers as modeled in such automatically 

repeating praise. From the initial passage in which the narrator slips into the angelic praise for 
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the father, to this one where it’s clearly demarcated, readers develop a gradual distance from the 

easy moments of repeated valorization and praise. I must admit that I’ve always been confused 

by that: why wouldn’t you want to stick with the heavenly choir, as opposed to popping back 

into the theodicy via that obtrusive “thus”? Certainly, there’s the cruel temptation and hard-

work-of-virtue thesis available: i.e., the choir is an unrealistic and imperfect imagining, one that 

we’re supposed to fall out of so as to rectify our own sinful errors. But I do not think the poem 

boxes its readers into sinfulness, seeking to jolt them into an awareness of what they blithely 

ignore. Rather, I’ve tried to show, through an emphasis on its portrait of speculative valuing, 

how Paradise Lost gradually distances readers from such attractive charactral and plot 

repetitions, so as to serve itself as a type of speculative and automatic praise.42  

 Contrary then to a reading of Milton’s political and poetic career that reads 

disenchantment and disappointment as a practical or realist response to the experience of defeat, 

the moments of speculative praise in the epic are not retreats into aesthetic safety, but an attempt 

to conceptualize contemplative evaluation as something other than the creation of external, 

ideational standards. In other words, Paradise Lost—a poem, we should recall, that speculates 

quite a bit on Adam’s and Eve’s interactions on the slim evidence of Genesis 1-3—depicts 

speculative repetition as an antidote to a pedagogy that insists on the hard-nosed realities of 

reaction and reciprocity, and the predictive standards of conduct that come with them. That’s not 

to suggest that valuing, even at its most purely speculative, doesn’t risk productive translations 

and analogies. The poem frequently depicts precisely such risks: in Satan’s soliloquy and 

temptation of Eve, in Adam’s own deductive praise for God, and even the Son’s speech 

volunteering to redeem humans. But the epic also hints at the ways in which God’s mode of 

valuing is available to us all: 
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  … So little knows  

Any, but God alone, to value right 

The good before him, but perverts best things 

To worst abuse, or to thir meanest use. (4.201-204) 

For readers, I think “valuing right / The good before” them means valuing the good ahead of 

them in the future, the epic and its repeated, even repetitious songs of praise, not just the good 

right in front of them, the words that you’ve just read and placed in the past. That means not 

thinking of the value of Paradise Lost as a meaning, lesson, or payoff derived from the poem, 

but rather a repetition and rereading of the poem itself. Speculation and repetition are valuable, 

then, not only because they don’t require a backward-looking crisis or error to get going, but also 

because the future they imagine isn’t populated by external systems of measurement and 

standards, even or especially the future benefits that might accrue to oneself. In other words, 

there’s little speculative, let alone imaginative, about accounting for one’s future gains in 

advance. Repetition in Paradise Lost shows that what you’re learning from a poem isn’t 

comparative valuing, the external measures that one might deduce in some other fashion or from 

some other object. Rather, if a poem is didactic, it’s trying to teach you something through the 

poem, not through the postulation of an exterior derivative mechanism. Thus, when Paradise 

Lost engages, even traps readers in the repetition of praise, that’s an emblem for the sort of 

speculative, auto-generating measurement that renovated humans are supposed to perform. 

Neither the mercenary extraction of payoff, nor the equilibrating gesture of payback, Paradise 

Lost creates an experience in which readers praise God, even when they’re only just thinking 

about doing so.  
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Triumph, Twentieth Anniversary ed. (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1997), 54: “For in the pursuit of 
their interests men were expected or assumed to be steadfast, single-minded, and methodical, in 
total contrast to the stereotyped behavior of men who are buffeted and blinded by their passions. 
This aspect of the matter also helps us understand the eventual identification of interest in its 
original broad sense with one particular passion, the love of money. For the perceived 
characteristics of this passion, which set it apart from others, were precisely constancy, 
doggedness, and sameness from one day to the next and from one person to another.” 
19 For my account of Modern Monetary Theory’s attraction to performativity and even a left 
productivisim, see “This is Money,” Provocations 2 (2019): 29-38, a review of Scott Ferguson’s 
Declarations of Dependence: Money, Aesthetics, and the Politics of Care. Ferguson’s book 
argues for the compatibility of a Thomist abundant emanationism and Modern Monetary Theory, 
as against the numerical individuation in Duns Scotus’ haecceity. See Scott Ferguson, 
Declarations of Dependence: Money, Aesthetics, and the Politics of Care (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2018), 18, 125. 
20 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the “Spirit” of Capitalism, ed. and trans. Peter Baehr 
and Gordon C. Wells (New York: Penguin, 2002), 34. Subsequent references to Weber will 
appear in parentheses. 
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21 For the argument that Milton’s use of conditional bonds wouldn’t really count as usury in the 
period, see Alison Chapman, “Milton in a World of Bonds” (paper presented at 2017 Conference 
on John Milton, Birmingham, AL, 15 October 2019). See also her contention that the War in 
Heaven is a form of “debt servicing,” in “Satan’s Terms of Composition: Law, Debt, and the 
War in Heaven” (paper presented at the Renaissance Society of America conference, Toronto, 
ON, 18 March 2019). For David Hawkes’ argument, that Milton reveals the evils of 
quantification, with which Chapman takes issue, see David Hawkes, “Milton and Usury,” ELR 
41.3 (autumn 2011): 503-528. See also John Shawcross, The Development of Milton’s Thought: 
Law, Government, and Religion (Pittsburgh: Duquesne UP, 2008), 27-29. More recent studies 
have highlighted the ways in which the epic nonetheless presents a positive portrait of the early 
modern corporation and finance capital. For the former contention, that Paradise Lost offers a 
laudatory vision of corporation and corporateness, especially in its portrait of angelic life, see 
Liam D. Haydon, “Paradise Lost and the Politics of the Corporation,” SEL 57.1 (Winter 2017): 
135-155. For the argument that Paradise Lost transforms the atonement and “ransom theology” 
into the language of finance capital, see Seo Hee Im, “Between Habbakuk and Locke: Pain, 
Debt, and Economic Subjectivation in Paradise Lost,” Modern Language Quarterly 78.1 (March 
2017): 1-25. 
22 It’s certainly not the first time that Adam has engaged in such comparative judgment. He 
reports doing so in response to Eve’s charms in book 8, a passage that also relies on “farr” for its 
evaluative energies: 

   … but here 
Farr otherwise, transported I behold, 
Transported touch; here passion first I felt, 
Commotion strange, in all enjoyments else 
Superiour and unmov’d, here onely weake 
Against the charm of Beauties powerful glance. (8.528-533) 

23 For Donne’s contention that gratitude is unproductive and accomplished only in the speaking 
of it, see John Donne, Sermon No. 1, Preached upon the Penitentiall Psalmes, in The Sermons of 
John Donne, vol. 6, eds. Evelyn M. Simpson and Geoge R. Potter (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1962), 42: “The love of God is not a contract, a bargaine, he looks for nothing 
againe, and yet he looks for thanks, for that is nothing, because there is nothing done in it, it is 
but speaking …” 
24 I’ve written elsewhere about Milton’s depiction of the law as a pedagogical instrument, not a 
device for governance or control. See “Learning from History: Empiricism, Likeness, and 
Liberty in Paradise Lost, Books 11-12,” in Milton’s Modernities, ed. Feisal G. Mohamed and 
Patrick Fadely (Evanston: Northwestern UP, 2017), 85-109. My argument in the next three 
paragraphs is a rethinking of this earlier argument about history and learning in the final two 
books of the epic. 
25 For the contention that Galileo, unlike Descartes, thinks that mathematics is the real univocal 
form of nature, not merely an analogical approximation, a contention that undergirds his account 
of Galileo’s importance in the development of classical physics, see Alexandre Koyré, Galileo 
Studies, trans. John Mepham (Hassock, Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1978), 108: “Reality is the 
incarnation of mathematics. For Galileo, therefore, there is no gap between theory and 
observation; the theory, its formulae, are not applied to the phenomena from the outside; they do 
not ‘save the phenomena’, but express their essence. Nature replies to questions posed in 
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mathematical language because nature is the domain of measure and order.” Koyré also 
maintains that Galileo hopes to account for dynamism as such, as a real phenomenon, and not 
just its ex post facto map: “Motion is, above all else, a temporal phenomenon. It takes place in 
time. Therefore Galileo tries to define the essence of accelerated motion as a function of time and 
no longer as a function of the distance covered. Distance is only a consequence, an accident or 
symptom, of an essentially temporal reality. It is true that time cannot be imagined. Every 
graphic representation of it runs the risk of slipping into thorough-going geometrisation” (109). 
26 For a more extensive discussion of learning by example, which focuses on Milton’s portrait of 
praise and evaluation in the sonnets, in comparison to Herrick’s decidedly different encomiastic 
tendencies, see chapter 2. 
27 O.B. Hardison, Jr., The Enduring Monument: A Study of the Idea of Praise in Renaissance 
Literary Theory and Practice (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1962), 92. 
28 Ibid., 70. 
29 For the argument that Kant’s understanding of aesthetic judgment carves out a space for 
disinterest, against late seventeenth-century accounts of motivation in which desires simply have 
to duke it out on the market (think Locke), see Vivasvan Soni, “Playing at Judgment: Aporias of 
Liberal Freedom in Kant’s Critique of Judgment,” in Literary/Liberal Entanglements: Toward a 
Literary History for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Corrinne Harol and Mark Simpson (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2017), 154: 

If individuals are motivated only by their self-interest, it is impossible to conceive a 
polity of citizens who care for the commonweal, or res publica. The only way of 
coordinating these interests, then, is by giving them free rein in a market, where they 
check themselves immanently. It is no coincidence that we witness, throughout this 
period, from Mandeville and Smith to Schiller and Hegel the emergence of a dialectical 
and agonistic social theory, in which providential outcomes are the result of an immanent 
and conflictual market logic. Judgment, if there is any, is an emergent property of a 
market, not the result of any individual’s cogitation and deliberation. 

30 Schwartz, 84. 
31 I’m not seeking to cast Milton as a merchant stooge in the conflict between merchants and 
manufacturers at the end of the seventeenth century over who is really productive, but I do think 
the conceptual conflict matters for the portrait of speculative value in the poem. For this conflict 
and its influence on the development of English mercantilism, see Joyce Oldham Appleby, 
Economic Thought and Ideology in Seventeenth-Century England (Princeton: Princeton UP, 
1978), 250-251. 
32 Nicholas D. Nace, “Pointless Milton: A Close Reading in Negative,” in Shakespeare Up 
Close: Reading Early Modern Texts, eds. Russ McDonald, Nicholas D. Nace, and Trevor 
Williams (London: Arden Shakespeare, 2012), 126-127. 
33 Ibid., 134. I don’t think it’s clear from Nace’s description whether we’re supposed to 
condemn, celebrate, or do something else (non-evaluative) to this aesthetic affect: “In the long 
division of Eve’s lines, an almost zero-sum equation is produced. Nothing carries over into it 
except ‘with thee’; everything but ‘tree’ is cancelled out. Thought and afterthought are locked 
together into exaggerated self-dependency. Eve’s poetry is language purified of meaning. It is 
pure aesthetic affect, like a sky full of fireworks, flashing and burning out in an ashless instant 
consumed with those forms it was nourished by. It asks us only for a brief time to experience” 
(134). 
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34 For the classic formulation of this thesis, see Stanley Fish, Surprised by Sin: The Reader in 
Paradise Lost, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1997). 
35 For the contention that this moment in Paradise Lost constitutes a fall into bodily-ness, see 
Naya Tsentourou, Milton and the Early Modern Culture of Devotion (New York: Routledge, 
2018), 96-114.  
36 Peter Stallybrass, “The Value of Culture and the Disavowal of Things,” in The Culture of 
Capital: Property, Cities, and Knowledge in Early Modern England, ed. Henry S. Turner 
(London: Routledge, 2002), 275-277. 
37 For a discussion of the ways in which Milton stages a similarly complex conflation of 
individual speaker and collective praise in the Nativity Ode, see Noam Reisner, “The Prophet’s 
Conundrum: Poetic Soaring in Milton’s ‘Nativity Ode’ and ‘The Passion,’” Philological 
Quarterly 83 (fall 2004): 377-381. 
38 For the distinction between the virtual and the possible, the latter always tending toward 
manifestation, that informs my argument here, see Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A 
Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 94. For the argument that finance capital’s endgame is the 
rendering immanent of measurement, the merging of measure and act, see Brian Massumi, 99 
Theses on the Revaluation of Value: A Postcapitalist Manifesto (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2018), 50: 

The derivative instrument is designed to straddle in principle, a limitless range of 
differentials in such a way as to produce commensuration-effects. They do this by 
“binding” the present to the future in a pricing relationship, and by “blending” different 
asset forms in the same instrument, making them readily convertible (Bryan and Rafferty 
2007, 140). This “intensifies” capital by intensifying the price relations between times 
and among different forms of capital. It also builds the computational aspect (the 
commensurating effect) into the very structure of the financial instrument, so that it 
becomes operative in the act of speculation … In other words, derivatives are a special 
case where quantification itself tends toward becoming-immanent to the capitalist field, 
in an asymptotic moment that can never complete itself. With derivatives, the capitalist 
system tends toward the limit where the gap between system and process tendentially 
closes. 

This feature seems to me the logical outcome of the elimination of the mediating commodity that 
Marx describes. 
39 John Milton, “On the Morning of Christs Nativity. Compos’d 1629,” in Complete Shorter 
Poems, ed. Stella P. Revard (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), IV.22-28.  
40 For the related claim that De Doctrina Christiana and Paradise Lost offer a portrait of 
repentance that does not require a prior error against which it reacts, see Christopher Kendrick, 
Milton: A Study in Ideology and Form (New York: Methuen, 1986), 120-121: “It is quite 
difficult to conceive of any act of repentance which does not involve the acknowledgment of a 
previous mistake, but Milton is not troubled: he simply places repentance, as if by fiat, on an 
order of representation in which the context of humanity does not figure (or figures only 
selectively). God’s repentance is reduced to a momentary and positive act, and the order in 
which this act takes place is depersonified.”  
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41 For Herbert’s model of automatic praise, see “The Altar,” in The Works of George Herbert, ed. 
F.E. Hutchinson (Oxford: Clarendon, 1941), ll. 13-14: “That, if I chance to hold my peace, / 
These stones to praise thee may not cease.” 
42 Such automatic praise stands in contrast to the echoic mourning present in “The Passion.” 
There, Milton offers up trees and rivers rebounding with sadness at the Son’s sacrifice, but 
presents said offerings as lacking and sterile: 

Or should I thence hurried on viewles wing, 
Take up a weeping on the Mountains wilde, 
The gentle neighbourhood of grove and spring 
Would soon unboosom all thir Echoes milde, 
And I (for grief is easily beguild) 
 Might think th’infection of my sorrows loud, 
Had got a race of mourners on som pregnant cloud. (VIII.50-56) 

 
This Subject the Author finding to be above the yeers he had, when he wrote it, and 

nothing satisfi’d with what was begin, left it unfinisht. 
Adam and Eve, unfallen humans both, purportedly have greater real influence on the natural 
world than such sterile echoing. However, the insufficient and arguably self-involved speaker of 
“The Passion” also produces an echoic sentiment, but one that leads down a dead end, precisely 
because he always has to be there as the origin of the echo. I think there’s a prideful sterility to 
this poem not present in the epic: without a present human voice to get things going, how would 
one ever produce such a repetitive ripple effect? In other words, sterility stems here not from 
humans following a pattern, but from insistent, repeated human activity. For the relevance of this 
poem to my argument, I’m indebted to Leah Whittington’s paper, “Milton’s Fragments,” at the 
2018 Canada Milton Seminar, Toronto, ON, 20 April 2018. 


