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The Topic and Aims of the Dissertation 

 
This dissertation is the product of an ambition to throw new light on imitation as a 

phenomenon in terms of the theology and the theodicy of John Milton’s epic poem, 

Paradise Lost (1667). The crux of the “great argument” of the work is the issue of freedom 

and dignity of created beings in the hierarchy of the mimetically created of the universe of 

the work. The theological premise of the epic is that the mimetic condition dignifies, not 

oppresses creatures, while negative imitation or rivalry causes fall, not liberation. 

 As Michael Mack (2005) argues, Sir Philip Sidney in his An Apology for Poetry (1595) 

describes the work of the epic poet as the confluence of ontological and aesthetic 

mimesis, divine creativity imitated by human agency. As Liam Haydon (2016) and John 

Leonard (2020) claims, postlapsarian language in Paradise Lost exemplifies this ambition 

by pushing the boundaries of expression and involving the audience in the interpretative 

process, creating and re-creating meaning in order to approximate the ideal, divine 

meaning.  

 The history of the theory of imitation has been studied by Michael Motia in his 

Imitations of Infinity (2022) Jonathan Holmes and Adrian Streete (2005), who trace the 

concept through the Middle Ages and the Renaissance period respectively. René Girard 

(1976) started his theory of imitation by studying novels. Based on their research in this 

study first I revisit literary imitation and the way the theory of accommodation appears in 

Paradise Lost. I argue that the epic aims at revealing the meaning of two fundamental 

metaphors, kinship and image in order to convey divine truth, while the satanic discourse 

creates confusion and rivalry.  

 Rachel Trubowitz (2017), John Rogers (2019) and Stephen Fallon (2019) discuss 

the radical theology of Paradise Lost in relation to the mathematics of Sir Isaac Newton, 

and Miklós Péti (2014) studies the fragmented imagery of the epic. Trubowitz, Rogers and 

Fallon argue for the role of scientific discourse in the expression of the particular and 

often heretic Christian doctrines of Milton’s work, Péti argues that the seemingly brittle 

imagery reflects the iconoclastic efforts of the poet, who intends to reform poetry. In 

addition, I explore the role of two biblical metaphors, kinship and image, and the way they 



are dissected and recreated to express the radical theology of Paradise Lost. The radical 

meaning-making process can be traced throughout the epic in the metaphors kinship and 

“image”. Furthermore, I claim that according to the radical theology of Paradise Lost, the 

inherently contradicting conditions of similarity and difference, sameness and otherness, 

hierarchy and freedom coexist, creating the underlying paradox that constitutes the 

epistemological gap between God and his creatures. These contradictions are expressed 

through the kinship and “image” metaphors throughout the epic. 

I claim that apart from being the expression of what Motia (2022) calls ontological 

imitation, “image”, together with the kinship metaphor (sonship and fatherhood) evoke 

the complex dynamic of imitation as a psychological phenomenon. Moreover, “image” 

and kinship refract and generate meaning by activating a set of metaphorical 

connotations that come from the various contexts of the epic. 

 In order to understand the mimetic logic, I outline the background of imitation in 

the epic: what the image of God and the imitation of Christ mean in theology, and I rely on 

modern theories to explore the satanic reasoning. According to Satan, envy and jealousy 

inevitably emerge in the hierarchical order of Heaven. The Laws of Imitation (1962) by 

Gabriel Tarde provided a basis for the study of the society of angels and interpret the 

dynamics of contagion, identified by the angel Abdiel. The theories of René Girard 

describe the potential of rivalry growing out of similarity, and the concept of scandal 

accounts for Satan’s reaction to the exaltation of the Son, with whom he considered 

himself equal.  

 On the basis of these theories, I formulate my definition of the patterns of 

imitation: ontological and metaphysically directed imitation describes the mimetic 

relationship between the Creator and creatures, who are driven by an innate desire to 

imitate the model and thus enhance their resemblance. This type of imitation establishes 

hierarchy and dependence, but in this hierarchy the creature’s desire is directed towards 

the infinite and the inimitable, the divine; thusly it is an externally mediated desire in 

Girard’s terms. This means that the model is inaccessible to the imitating agents, so envy 

and jealousy have no place in the hierarchy. On the other hand, when desire is internally 

mediated, that is, the model is within the reach of the imitator, there is a naturally 

emerging hierarchy from the viewpoint of the imitating agent, who perceives the model as 

superior and at the same time resents them for the same reason. In this way, envy and 



jealousy are born. The model and the imitating agent become mimetic doubles, which 

blurs the boundaries between them, and the imitating agent intends to replace the model.  

 The starting point of the mimetic conflict is the scandal, when the imitator 

becomes an imitator due to the recognition of a difference or a lack. These imitators are 

vain, or vaniteux, because they do not have the metaphysical desire to imitate an ideal or 

superior, they only start imitating when they are shown something desirable, be it an 

object or a position. Their mimetic conflict can spread, because the imitating agent tries 

to become a model itself, and draw followers. This contagion eventually generates violent 

conflict.   

 After identifying these patterns, I trace them in the epic. Imitation is the instrument 

of creation in the epic, hence creatures are “godlike”; however, the exaltation of the Son 

upsets the status quo in Heaven, and causes Satan to question the goodness of creation, 

claiming that envy and jealousy are inherent in the mimetic hierarchy. Satan in Paradise 

Lost argues that the goodness of creation causes envy (2.21-30). Applying René Girard’s 

terminology, I argue that Satan stumbles upon the Son’s exaltation, reinterpreting 

godlikeness, freedom and dignity, and spreading the contagion of his ideas within the 

society of angels. The Archangel questions the uniqueness of the Son and his position as 

the “image” (5.783-4). He ends up caught up in a mimetic rivalry with the Son, whom he 

claims is his equal, but by imitating him and the kingdom of Heaven he reinforces the 

superiority of the Godhead. Satan, moreover, seeks to gain “imitators”, followers to 

secure his superior status. His ideas are adopted in a way that resembles contagion, 

demonstrating the somnambulistic nature of imitation, while Abdiel demonstrates the 

power of conscious reason to resist suggestion.  

 Satan acts as a vain character, to use Girard’s terms, because his desire to imitate 

was born with the Son’s exaltation, when he compared himself with him. The fallen angels 

then created a false transcendence in two ways: firstly, by producing a narrative of a 

tyrannical Heaven and by becoming the false gods inhabiting Earth. Thus they “emulate” 

Heaven and pose as false models.  

 The desire to be a model means the paradoxical status of imitating a model and 

craving to be imitated. The aim of satanic imitation is to replace and remove the model, 

God, while the Son exemplifies the desire to represent God and become reunited with him 

in the process.  



 With the way imitation operates in mind, I analyze the key metaphors kinship and 

image and the structure they create in the epic. The work strategically compares ideal and 

fallen connotations of both metaphors in order to negotiate meaning.  

 As opposed to cognitive metaphor theory,1 wherein meaning is anchored in human 

experience, Paradise Lost offers its own theological metaphorics, where the source of 

meaning is God.  

 I study the kinship metaphor to demonstrate the contrast between the fatherhood 

of the Father and Satan, and the sonship of the Son and Death: as opposed to mutual love 

and admiration between the members of the Godhead, there is rivalry and falsehood 

between Satan and Death. The apparent brotherhood of fallen angels seems to be 

democratic, but it is based on strict patriarchal hierarchy. The motherhood of Sin displays 

the mental and physical toll of fallen parenthood. 

 I argue that the consistent use of “Son” and “Father” taps into the semiotic debate 

originating from Arius and his followers over status of the Son: the denomination does not 

mean to clarify the Son’s status, but together with the metaphor “image”, exploits the 

complexity of meaning to circumscribe the inexpressible and incomprehensible, relying 

on the issues of similarity and difference, dependence and autonomy, sameness and 

otherness, presence and absence particular to these metaphors.  

 I continue with the image metaphor in order to show its importance and 

embeddedness in the fabric of the text. Image is the connection between God, the Son 

and Adam and Eve. The divine meaning of the image is the biblical meaning of living 

breathing images, guaranteeing the dignity and liberty of man as the representation of 

God on Earth, while Eve and Adam experience the mutability, multiplicity and 

replaceability of images. With angelic guidance, they have to rediscover the meaning of 

God’s image in themselves in order to re-enter God’s family by the Son’s incarnation when 

he becomes Adam’s Son.  

 

 
1 Originally formulated by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980), the theory was further elaborated by Mark 
Turner (2000) and Zoltán Kövecses (2005).  



The Structure and Methodology of the Dissertation 

In this study I review diverse theories and concepts of imitation and mimesis in order to 

formulate the narrative patterns that constitute the phenomenon of imitation. I also apply 

cognitive metaphor theory to explore the possible connotations of the two fundamental 

metaphors of the epic, kinship and image. Then I carry out a close reading of the epic in 

order to identify the patterns of imitation at work in the epic and reveal the metaphorical 

structure made up of kinship and image within the work.  

 In the first section I introduce the concept of imitation in literary theory and its 

relevance to the research on Paradise Lost, with special attention to the theory of 

accommodation. They way the epic imitates and it is imitated is a well-researched but 

also fertile territory and cannot be avoided when discussing imitation.  

Poetry as the imitation of divine creativity comes into play in the question of 

authorship studied by Marshall Grossman (1987), wherein authorship means freedom, 

autonomy and self-definition within the providential boundaries set by the supreme 

author, God. In the epic, Satan is also called an author, albeit by Sin; his imitation of the 

divine word and his commentary reflects an already fallen mindset. He uses rhetoric and 

narrative example to tempt the other angels and Eve, and by the transformative power of 

his words he turns them into his followers. Sin’s birth is not only an allusion to mythology, 

but recalls the birth of the poetic idea, or as Philip Sidney (1595) calls it, the fore-conceit, 

in a negative way. Satan is not inspired by God or the Muses, but by Sin, who offers Satan 

the illusion of authorship, that is, authority and independence.  

In the second section I explore the background of the concept of imitation across 

different discourses, such as literature and theology in order to lay the grounds of my 

research and discuss imitation as a phenomenon. Here I also present the theories of 

Gabriel Tarde (1962) and René Girard (1978, 2011) who described imitation as a 

sociological and anthropological phenomenon respectively. I also mention relevant 

criticism and Paul Richard Blum’s essay (2012), which I find to be first attempt to 

approach Paradise Lost with a Girardian lens. I formulate my own concept of imitation 

and I conclude this section with the exploration of mimetic patterns such as imitation of 

the superior, scandal and the creation of the false transcendence in Milton’s epic.  

 In the third section I turn to the theory of cognitive metaphors, which Mark Turner 

(2000) already utilized to describe the metaphorical inference patterns at work in Paradise 



Lost concerning the father-daughter relationship between Satan and Sin. I expand the 

kinship metaphor to the study of the father-son relationship between God and the Son, 

and Satan and Death that stand in stark contrast, and the brotherhood of fallen angels 

and their dynamic. Moreover, I point out the patterns of imitation at work within these 

metaphors.  

 In the fourth section I apply cognitive metaphor theory to explore the concept of 

image as a metaphor and its possible connotations through the theory of images by W. J. 

T. Mitchell (1984, 2005). I describe where the metaphor image is at work in the epic, and 

what “image” implies in the different contexts, proving the operation of the patterns of 

imitation.  

 I conclude with arguing that sonship and image-ness are the core metaphors of the 

theology of the epic, with the Son becoming “Adams Son” (3.286), resetting identities and 

renewing the human condition. As Cathrine Osborne (1993) argues, concerning the 

refutation of Arian heresies, the ideal meaning of the kinship metaphor in theology is 

offered by the divine Father and Son, every other father and son is either a good or bad 

imitation of that. As Michael Lieb (2000) I also maintain that Arian tendencies in the epic 

are a matter of methodology, as they are a foray into the meaning-making process of 

poetry. The epic does not offer fixed meaning or theology, but a variety of meanings and 

interpretative strategies.  

 

Results/ Contributions 

 
The theology and the theodicy of the epic has been studied by several scholars, such as 

Dennis Danielson (1982), William B. Hunter, Jack H. Adamson, Constantinos A. Patrides 

(1971) just to name a few, in relation to contemporary Christian theology, heresies and 

Milton’s A Treatise on Christian Doctrine (1825), a Latin prose work attributed to Milton. 

Furthermore, as I have already mentioned, Rachel Trubowitz, John Rogers, Stephen Fallon 

and also Danielson (2014) studied the way science and mathematics served as a 

language to the poetic expression of the theology of Paradise Lost. In my dissertation, I 

explore the metaphorical articulation of the theodicy of the epic, and I argue for a 

providential metaphorical structure, where God provides and guarantees meaning.  



 In the Introduction I present the key concept on which the theodicy of the epic is 

based, imitation, which is not only a term of literary theory. By describing the patterns of 

imitation, I aim at establishing the logic of imitation as a psychological, social and 

anthropological phenomenon, which patterns, I claim, are at work in the epic. In the 

second section I identify the patterns of imitating the superior, contagion and the desire 

to become a model, which account for the origin of Satan’s envy, which was described by 

Arnold Williams (1968) and Stella P. Revard (1971) in comparison with pride.  

 From René Girard’s theory I borrow the concept of the scandal, which describes 

Satan’s experience and the starting point of his rivalry with the Son. To expand on Paul 

Richard Blum’s reading, I argue that it is not only the Satan phenomenon, but the logic of 

mimetic rivalry must be applied to interpret the angelic rebellion and the social dynamics 

of Pandemonium. However, imitation in the epic is not inherently dangerous and rivalistic, 

as the Girardian herd mentality suggests, it is also the instrument of the elevation of 

mankind. 

 As the imagery of Paradise Lost has been studied by Roland Mushat Frye (1978), 

among many others, I turn to the metaphors of the work. By applying cognitive metaphor 

theory, I investigate the possible connotations kinship and image metaphors, but I claim 

that in the epic a theological metaphor theory is created, meaning that the source of 

meaning is God, and not human experience.  

 The diversity of meaning negotiated throughout the epic poem creates a 

metaphorical scaffolding as both kinship and image appear and reappear in the poem. 

The fatherhood of God is contrasted with the fatherhood of Satan, he obedience of the 

Son with the rivalry between Satan and Death. Louis Schwartz (2009) discusses the 

motherhood of Sin as the depiction of the experience of seventeenth century 

motherhood, while I explore family dynamics such as sibling rivalry, parental favoritism 

and the tradition of fraternities as phenomena informing the epic and describing the 

situation of the fallen angels.  

 In terms of image, I scrutinize the different contexts in which it appears. I analyze 

the human experience with reflective images and dreams, and the way it shapes Eve’s 

perception of her own status as a human image: she is concerned by being a mere copy, 

expendable, replaceable, while Adam, just as Satan, struggles with the power of images, 

iconophilia as well as iconophobia. In other words, I shed a new light on the way the 



principles of imitation operate and the function of the mimetic metaphors kinship and 

image. 

 In conclusion, I claim that imitation is the backdrop of the theology of Paradise Lost 

as the instrument of creation, but in order to understand the rebellion and the fall of the 

angels – and men - it is necessary to take into account the somnambulistic and rivalistic 

aspects of imitation.  

 Furthermore, I demonstrate that the kinship metaphor is key in the deliverance and 

exaltation of mankind, with the Son becoming both human and divine, Adam’s Son, who 

in turn becomes a reformed father. The epic, then, provides a providential semiotics 

through the use of the metaphors kinship and image. 
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