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First Among Equals?
Satan as Advocate for Equity in Paradise Lost
Louis Nemzer

In Paradise Lost, the figure of Satan is shown as a self described advocate for equality. He claims to be a champion for autonomy and repeatedly rails against the “tyranny” of G-d who presumes to exert authority over all of creation. It might seem that Satan would prefer a system in which all beings, including G-d, enjoy equal rights and no one has dominion over another. However, the motivations of Satan are brought into question when his actual agenda is revealed to be far from his professed beliefs. Indeed, Milton purposely portrays how Satan’s glib rhetoric is nothing more than another facet of his deceptive nature - to be advocated or discarded depending on what serves him best at a given time.
Satan introduces his worldview by observing to Beelzebub that “…he whom mutual league / united thoughts and counsels, equal hope / and hazard in the glorious enterprise / joined with me once, now misery hath joined / in equal ruin” (I. 87-91) Here Satan attempts to regain the allegiance of Beelzebub by showing him how they are fated to share equally in whatever endeavor they attempt. That is, they were uniformly involved in the rebellion against Heaven, and as punishment, they are “joined in equal ruin.” It is telling that this is part of the first speech that breaks “the horrid silence” (I. 83) in Hell. Satan’s purpose is to try to gain allies in his effort to strike back against Heaven, and he senses that this argument has the best chance of persuading Beelzebub, and eventually the rest of the denizens of Hell. Satan goes on to say that he will never “bow and sue for grace / with suppliant knee” (I. 111-2) before G-d. Here he purposely invokes the image of an obedient subordinate humbly genuflecting before a regal power. Satan is casting submission to “the tyranny of heav’n” (I. 124) as an injustice to oneself “beneath this downfall” (I. 115-6), and promises never to do so out of his commitment to principles of equality and his “courage never to submit or yield” (I. 108). Satan ascribes his defiance not to self aggrandizement but rather to a steadfast adherence to his belief in equity. At this early point in the narrative, it is difficult to conclusively evaluate the sincerity behind Satan’s rhetoric. However, his future actions and speeches will show his statements to be utilitarian in nature.
After appealing to Beelzebub, Satan offers his message to a wider audience when he convenes a meeting of the demons at Pandemonium. Again, his primary argument centers around the advantage the forces of evil will have by unifying their efforts. He says that “In heaven, which follows dignity, might draw / envy from each inferior; but who here / will envy whom the highest place exposes / foremost to stand against the thunderer’s aim” (II. 23-8). With his contorted logic, argues that the orderly hierarchy of heaven is rife with jealousy, while the fallen angels are fortunate enough to enjoy equal lowliness. Satan again paints the picture of Heaven as a dictatorial regime held together through force and he tries to convince his cohorts that joining the unified side of evil is preferable to allegiance to Heaven - since no one would be foolish enough to try to raise himself above his peers in Hell, as that would make him subject to the wrath of the “thunderer.” Regardless of the merits, or lack thereof, this line of reasoning possesses, Satan’s actions show that they are nothing more than a means to manipulate his fellow demons as part of his master plan of deception. He is clearly the motivating force behind the council and his plan to spite G-d by seducing man is adopted under false pretenses when he gets Beelzebub to suggest it without disclosing that it was originally Satan’s idea. By the end, Satan succeeds in making himself a hero when he accepts the mission he himself conceived and his “transcendent glory raised above his fellows, his monarchal pride” (II. 427-8). It has not taken long for Satan to do exactly what he said would never happen to the “equal” members of his coalition. He tries to deny what is occurring by saying that he should “ill become this throne, O Peers” (II. 445) and is only distinguished himself above his “peers” because he has accepted “hazard” (II. 453) for the benefit of all. However, he does not allow anyone else to share this “hazard” nor does his stop their “awful reverence prone” (II. 478) toward him as their “monarch” (II. 467).
Although it may be argued that this incident is supposed to be read ironically – that Satan himself doesn’t realize the contradictions in his actions, it is difficult to support such a position. Satan’s behavior shows significant premeditation by speaking to Beelzebub prior to addressing the council and planting in his mind both the lie that Satan would like to see equality among the demons and his master plan for Beelzebub to suggest at meeting to obscure its source. Thus, Satan’s remarks go beyond mere rationalization and form a deliberate web of deception to further his own goals. 
Voltaire commends Milton for portraying G-d in Paradise Lost as “a creator, a father, and a judge; nor is his vengeance jarring with his mercy,” in contrast to the “ancient” manner of “heathens always, the Jews often, and our Christian priest sometimes” to show G-d as “a tyrant infinitely powerful” (p. 478). While Voltaire does not directly address Satan’s accusations, this observation that Milton’s G-d is not the dictator Satan makes Him out to be is important when evaluating Satan’s motivation. Voltaire identifies Satan’s ideology with “heathens” and “Jews,” who sincerely believed in their personification. One could interpret this to mean that Voltaire thinks that Satan is earnest when he complains that G-d is an oppressor and that Milton purposely had him repeat the “ancient” ideology so that it could be proven wrong. However, this is not necessarily true, because Satan’s sincerity is not required for Milton to introduce an idea he wants to supplant. Indeed, it might be better for Milton to show that not only is the idea that G-d is a depot is wrong, it was a deception invented by Satan to trick his victims.

Voltaire does have some criticism for Milton and calls the scene at Pandemonium “preposterous” and complains that “Satan and the chief lords” keep “their own monstrous forms, while the rabble of the devils shrink into pigmies” (p. 479). Here Voltaire finds fault with the style of writing because he totally misses Milton’s point. Satan is purposely shown as seizing power and rising above the other demons as part of his hypocritical behavior. Voltaire is led astray by his assessment that “the chief lords” also share the spotlight, thinking that Milton only has patience to deal with a small group of figures at the expense of the minor demons. In reality, Milton knows exactly what he is doing when he allows the “rabble” to fade into the background.

The angel Gabriel understands the true purpose to Satan’s words and calls him a “sly hypocrite, who now wouldst seem / patron of liberty … wherefore but in hope / to dispossess him, and thyself to reign?” (IV. 957-61). Gabriel also points out the hypocrisy of Satan demanding loyalty from his progeny and fellow demons when he himself refuses to give “allegiance to th’ acknowledged Power supreme” (IV. 956). Again, a cursory reading of this passage might lead to the impression that Gabriel is addressing Satan directly in order to show him the egregious inconstancies in his behavior that he was not previously cognizant of. A more careful reading observes that the purpose of Gabriel’s scalding critique is not offered for Satan’s benefit but rather to galvanize the “th’ angelic squadron bright” (IV. 977) who had gathered in “their phalanx” (IV. 979) to fight Satan. Indeed, it would seem totally incongruous to have Gabriel attempting to reform Satan right before Gabriel tells him to return to “whence thou fledd’st” (IV. 963) or else be dragged back to the “infernal pit” (IV. 965).
The best evidence that Satan is aware of his hypocrisy relates to his attempt to seduce Eve, which occurs after his encounter with Gabriel. Even if Satan would not have previously been aware of the contradictions in his actions, he certainly would be now. Nevertheless, he does not even attempt to hide the hypocrisy and inconsistency in his arguments when he simultaneously appeals both to her sense of fairness and her vanity. He tries to convince her that the only reason G-d wants to keep them from eating from The Tree of Knowledge is that he wants to maintain sole control of power and knows that if they eat they “shall be as gods” (IX. 708). The thrust of Satan’s argument is that from a perspective of fairness and equity, G-d has no right to withhold the fruit from them or presume to command their obedience.
However, Satan simultaneously makes inroads appealing to Eve’s vanity, even though these arguments run counter to his that presume to be in favor of equality. He calls her “Sovran mistress” (IX. 532) and “Empress of this fair world” (IX. 568) and says that she should be “universally admired” (IX. 542) as “A goddess among gods, adored and served / by angels numberless, thy daily train” (IX. 547). Satan is suggesting not only that Eve be singled out for special recognition, but also that she should have a “daily train” of angels to serve her. In addition, he implies that it is goes without saying that she should consider herself superior to the other creatures in Eden with his sarcastic retort, “Shall that be shut to man, which to the beast / is open?” (IX. 691-2) This is certainly a far cry from his supposed ideals of fairness and equity.
In conclusion, although some would like to propose that Milton intends us to believe that Satan’s glaring hypocrisy in Paradise Lost is done unwittingly, there is a large amount evidence to the contrary. A more likely interpretation blames Satan’s inconsistencies on his insincerity and considers his appealing ideas regarding equality and autonomy to be empty rhetoric used as part of his deceptions. 
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