“On 6 December 1648, the republican moment of which Milton had started to despair suddenly open up. Troops descended on the House of Commons and Colonel Pride prevented Members who had been identified as ‘malignant’ from taking their seats. Negotiations with the king were broken off; instead, preparations were made to put him on trial treason in a specially convened court. The king refused to answer any of the charges because he would not recognize the court. Some of the organizers of the trial had expected that it would lead to his deposition and the substitution of another candidate for the throne. Charles made any such compromise impossible, and he was executed on 30 January 1649” 

This paragraph from David Norbrook’s Writing the English Republic, articulates a dramatic change in the history of England. Suddenly England, a country and a culture built around a monarchy had vanished.

Monarchy, a system governed by history and by blood, left England to wonder, now who will lead us—and more importantly, how will we know?

The problem of knowledge is studied by philosophers of epistemology. Epistemology, or theories of knowledge, contribute to our understanding of our own beliefs and opinions.

Philosopher, Jean-Francois Lyotard is a postmodernist who considers the question, how do we know what we know, in a political context. His discussion of metadiscourse has led me to conclude in my paper entitled, “Paradise & Lost & Postmodernism: Reconsidering Knowledge, Politics and Literature”, that Milton’s epic poem Paradise Lost is a metadiscourse. Before proceeding I would like to provide a brief definition of metadiscourse. A self-referential conversation.

I have chosen to present the process by which my paper arrived. By documenting all of the original written work that I wrote as well as their multiple variations after edits and revisions, I hope to enhance the concept of metadiscourse. That is, this blog is meant to speak about that which it is, a paper on Paradise Lost & Postmodernism. 


I have chosen a blog format because it illustrates the time and the tangents involved, and in fact required to develop an argument. My abstract which is probably all that most people will read of my final document has been virtually layered to show the depth of study that many of these sentences take to write. 


The documents we will be seeing on the blog are all original workthat has been writted by myself and edited and reworked by both Professor Jennifer Jones and myself. 


My research begins with several studies of Lyotard. The sidebar of this blog provides a list of my sources. By clicking on “Lyotard” we are taken to the page that houses these studies. Lyotard’s concept of the metanarrative is one that I persistently read and wrote about— the postmodern discussion of the metanarrative seemed, or rather, felt to have consistencies with the 17th century discussion of monarchy, David Norbrook’s quote. Both Lyotard and Milton, an English voice reject their respective systems. But this sense of similarity was difficult to put into practice. 


Exhibit A is a document entitled “First Study: Eve’s Dream”. This document is housed in a sidebar category entitled “Raw Material”. The raw materials are those documents that assisted me in the process of developing and refining my final thesis. You will notice in this document Prof. Jones has drawn several question marks alongside the right margin. These question marks signify any one or many questions concerning, grammar, syntax, context, argument structure, basically general confusion. Clearly putting Lyotard’s concept of the metanarrative into practice is not as easy to find in Milton’s poem as I had originally thought, (or wanted) as the case may be.


Exhibit B is a document entitled “Hill Study”. This document is directly linked to the abstract because it is a final document, that is, it makes an argument and can stand alone. Furthermore this document embraces the sense of similarity between metanarrative and monarchy to support Christopher Hill’s claim that John Milton’s political views fell in line with 17th century radically political views. In the following excerpt from my paper you will notice a) Milton makes explicit two belief systems, two ways of knowing and b) that I use Lyotard’s concept of metanarrative to resolve what could otherwise be thought of as contradictory, inflammatory or just plain fiction.

“The radical view of anticlericalism opposed an academic based production of preachers because they did not see Christ as a literal and objective figure to be learned. Specifically the Familists and the Grindletonians found aspects of Christianity to be closer to a philosophy, or a way of thinking, than to an instructional code. “Familists were said to believe that Christ and Antichrist were not real person, heaven and hell not real places: all were states of mind. The Grindletonians, like Thomas Munzer before them and Gerrard Winstanley after them, emphasized the spirit as against the letter of the Bible, a doctrine not unknown to Milton” (75). Book IV of Milton’s poem is evidence of his familiarity with these radical ideas.

In Book IV, Milton presents a dual context; a narrative that references two metanarratives, the polytheistic, of gods and the monotheistic, of God. The polytheistic and the monotheistic here have been referred to as metanarratives because they are consistent with their respective historical narratives. The concept of the metanarrative is one that Lyotard employs to describe myths or narratives that are read for the purpose of instruction or impartation of knowledge. The radical intolerance for the “letter of the Bible” or the word as truth, is consistent with a postmodern intolerance for the metanarrative, “Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives” (Lyotard, xxiv). Milton’s positioning of two metanarratives in his epic is testament to the radical idea of anticlericalism because it does not allow one metanarrative to take precedence over the other, in fact Milton sees these two metanarratives as necessary to one another, as necessary to the creation of a state of mind rather than an objective mode of being.

Milton alludes to a polytheistic metanarrative when he articulates a description of the Tree of Life. The text describes the Tree of Life with three qualities, all of which reference the polytheistic metanarrative of a classical literary tradition.

Out of the fertile ground He caus’d the grow

All trees of noblest kind for sight, smell, taste

And all amid them stood the Tree of Life

High eminent blooming ambrosial fruit

Of vegetable gold. (IV: 216-220)

In this passage three significant descriptors: “High,” “eminent,” and “blooming ambrosial fruit” allude to a polytheistic metanarrative. “High” characterizes the tree’s stature, directing our gaze above earth, into the heavens, into the realm of the world gods inhabit. “Eminent” characterizes the Tree of Life, as the grandest of its kind, god-like. The Tree of Life is, “blooming ambrosial fruit”; this final descriptor, points readily to the nature of the Tree of Life as vita, providing food for the immortal— fruit for the gods. That the Tree of Life bears immortal fruit fit for the gods, so too the Tree of Life is itself immortal. The description of the Tree of Life in these terms explicitly references a polytheistic metanarratie, drawing into Paradise Lost the mythology of immotality, and element of polytheism.

Just as the Tree of Life provides fruit for the gods, the text ambiguously suggest the Tree of Life to be the parent of the Tree of Knowledge in a passage spoken by Adam,

He who requires

From us no other service than to keep

This one, this easy charge, of all the trees

In Paradise that bear delicious fruit

So various, not to taste that only Tree

Of Knowledge planted by the Tree of Life. (IV: 419-424)

I dare to interpret “planted by” in the last line of this passage as an act performed by the Tree of Life in order to suggest the immortality of both of these trees. Given this relationship, how then does the Tree of Knowledge cross over from the polytheistic to a monotheistic metanarrative founded on the grounds of man’s mortality? (see Raw Materials)

You will notice that in the blog there is a hyperlink to a “Raw Material”. This piece of material is a bit of support from Micheal Pollens book, The Botany of Desire,  for my claim that the Tree of Life could have planted the Tree of Knowledge.  

Pollen states, "Slice an apple through at its equator, and you will find five small chambers arrayed in a perfectly symmetrical starburst- a pentagram. Each of the chambers holds a seed ... The second, more important fact about those seeds concerns their genetic contents, which are likewise full of surprises. Every seed in that apple, not to mention every seed riding down the Ohio alongside John Chapman [aka Jonny Appleseed], contains the genetic instructions for a completely new and different apple tree, one that, if planted would bear only the most glancing resemblance to its parents" (10)

This bit of raw material is evidence that any one of the claims in this paper is an invitation for conversation. Any one of these claims invites interpretation, just as Milton’s text, by presenting a dual context, suggests that there is not just one way of knowing. 
With continued interest in Lyotard’s philosophical writing and with a new interest in the concept of 17th century radicalism my research led me to J.C. Davis’s essay, “Radicalism in a Traditional Society”. 

Again the bibliography hosts a premier document of my study of Davis. This document prides itself on being evidence of my understanding of Davis’s work. But again it is vital to my writing process that Davis’s essay be put into practice. 

Davis’s essay claims that radicalism is a theoretical entity. As a theoretical entity radicalism is defined in terms of its process; that process being that it extinguishes one system and simultaneously invisions another. But to speak about radicalism according to Davis it is necessary to find a way to discover a theoretical entity. 


Literary theorist, Paul de Man, theorizes the concept of the poetic image. His theory of the poetic image provides a vehicle for discovering the radicalism as a theoretical entity. 


In the following passage you will notice how, similar to the process of radicalism, which insist on extinguishing a system and simultaneously replacing it with a new one, Milton begets heaven out of hell. 


"That is, instead of the poetic image as a photograph, Milton creates a poetic image more akin to a collage. He calls on his muse to write a landscape that considers views from various heights.

Sing Heav’nly Muse, that on the secret top

Of Oreb or of Sinai didst inspire

That shepherd who first taught the chosen seed,

In the beginning, how the heav’ns and earth

Rose out of chaos (I; 6-10)

On the peak of Oreb is where Moses met God and God appeared as a burning bush. From this peak, from this view Milton isolates a piece of the landscape to construct his poetic image. In the same line Milton isolates a piece of the landscape as viewed from the peak of Sinai, a peak higher than Oreb and covered in darkness. Sinai, while part of the same mountain range as Oreb no doubt presents a view vastly different from the peak of Oreb. Milton requires both of these views to imagine and to represent the rise of heaven out of chaos. It is crucial that two views be positioned side by side, in order to testify to the variability of an experience and figuring of nature" (Postmodernism & Paradise Lost, 23).


Once again we see the radical charge that Milton’s poem harbors. As a metadiscourse Paradise Lost is self-referential in so far as it resembles a monotheistic metanarrative, but simultaneously extinguishes it by invisioning new landscapes for which our first parents reside. 


This project is not finalized, this blog resides at www.seeparadiselost.blogspot.com and its references itself at www.readparadiselost.blogspot.com. These blogs invite conversation about the subject, in the “comments” box. Continued interest in postmodern thought involves interactive practices, which I have provided here. 
