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A Word from the President 

 
Hello all, 

Wow! I can’t believe the year is over already. I hope you have had a 
productive academic year. The Graduate Students in English (GSE) have 
had a productive year as well. The officers are so grateful for the level of 
encouragement we have received from all of you as we endeavored to revive 
the organization. I am most proud of our conference and the Other Job 
Market panel. The March Big Kimpel Revival spring conference welcomed 
forty attendees and presenters to panels on rhetoric in the digital age, 
Quentin Tarantino’s treatment of race in film, and contemporary narratives. I 
want to thank everyone for their attendance and support in such a large 
undertaking. The participation in the job panel was also exciting. You made 
our panelists feel welcome and important as they tried to help us bridge 
knowledge gaps in preparing for careers. These and all of the events this 
year have made me proud to be President of the GSE and a student in our 
department.  

As the year closes, I just want to encourage your continued support of 
the GSE in the 2014-2015 academic year. Though I will not be an officer 
next term, I am excited about the organization’s potential to improve the 
social, academic, and professional lives of graduate students, and I look 
forward to another active year of the GSE. Have an excellent summer, and I 
look forward to seeing you at GSE-sponsored events next year.  

 
Best, 
 
Whitney Martin 
GSE President 
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News and Notes 
The 2013-2014 academic year has been a busy one for the graduate students of the 

English department. Here are but a few of our scholars’ illustrious 
accomplishments: 

 

Christy Davis presented a paper entitled “’A Kind of Cuban Expression’: Carson 
McCullers’s Vision of Cuba in The Member of the Wedding” at the Society for the 

Study of Southern Literature (SSSL) Conference in March. 

 

Stu Dearnley’s short story “Sparring Partners” appeared in the October 2013 issue 
of Playboy. He also presented the story at the Association of Writers and Writing 

Programs (AWP) Conference in March, as part of a panel entitled “Literary 
Players: Winners of the Playboy College Fiction Contest.” 

 

Anne Greeott presented a paper entitled “Poetry as a Teaching Tool in the Adult 
ESL Classroom” at the ARK TESOL Conference in Rogers, Arkansas in October. 

 

Garrett Jeter presented a paper at the Northeast Modern Language Association 
Conference in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania in April. 

 

Whitney Martin presented a paper entitled “Resistance of Color: Revolution and 
Women in The Feast of all Saints” at the Society for the Study of Southern 

Literature (SSSL) Conference in March. 

 

Rachael Price’s article “’To Honor a Man’: The Decline of Hegemonic 
Masculinity in Henry Bellamann’s Kings Row” is forthcoming in the Spring 2014 
issue of MidAmerica. Additionally, she presented a paper entitled “Two Women, 

Two Souths: Deconstructing Transnational Identity in Bitter in the Mouth and 
Daughter from Danang” at the Society for the Study of Southern Literature (SSSL) 

Conference in Arlington, Virginia in March. This May, she will participate in a 
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panel discussion entitled “Reconsidering ‘The Revolt from the Village’” at the 
Society for the Study of Midwestern Literature (SSML) Conference in East 

Lansing, Michigan. 

 

Eszter Takacs’s chapbook, The Spectacular Crash, was published last fall by 
H_NGM_N Books. Last fall also saw the publication of her poem “Together we 
will talk right down to earth” in Ghost Proposal, as well as her poem “You are a 

rhythmic tornado and I am the wrong kind of light” in Interrupture. 

 

Andy Trevathan’s chapter “The Globalization of Poetry in the 21st Century” will 
appear in Going Global: Critical Perspectives on Multiculturalism, Globalization, 

and Education, to be published by Cambridge Scholars in February 2015. 
Additionally, she presented papers at the Ezra Pound International Conference 
(Dublin, Ireland) in July, at the Liberal Arts International Conference at Texas 

A&M-Qatar (Doha) in January, and at the College English Association Conference 
in March. 

 

Sara West presented a paper entitled “’In Detroit youse gotta learn to speak 
English’: Appalachian Dialect and Identity in Harriette Arnow’s The Dollmaker 

and Daniel Petrie’s TV Movie” at the South Atlantic Modern Language Association 
Conference, where she also served as secretary for the “Appalachian Literature” 

panel. 

 

Lindsey Zachary presented papers at the 38th Annual Mid-America Medieval 
Association Conference (in Columbia, Missouri) in February and at the University 
of Arkansas GSE Conference in March. This May, she will present a paper entitled 
“Gerald of Wales and the Wolves: Recensions of the Topographia Hibernica and 

Gerald’s Positive Portrayal of the Irish” at the 49th International Congress on 
Medieval Studies in Kalamazoo, Michigan. 
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Faculty member Dr. Casey Kayser, GSE Secretary/Treasurer Christy Davis, 

and GSE President Whitney Martin enjoy the reception at the SSSL 
Conference in Arlington, Virginia. 

 

The Big Kimpel Revival 
Perhaps GSE’s biggest success this year was the revival of the annual humanities 

conference. This year’s event was widely attended, with 28 featured panelists and a 
plenary address by Ole Miss’s William Boyle, critic and author of the bestselling 

novel Gravesend. Below we feature the winners of the contest for the best graduate 
paper and the best undergraduate paper from the conference.  

 

Power Politics in Django Unchained’s Broomhilda and Siegfried 

Rashmila Maiti 

(winner of the Best Graduate Paper award) 

 

Richard Alleva, film critic for Commonweal and frequent contributor to 
Image, in the article “Raw Spaghetti ‘Django Unchained’” generalizes that 
“Viewers who enjoy Tarantino movies always accept a lot of nonsense in order to 



	   6	  

enjoy zingy patter, artful compositions, hypertense situations, and good acting” 
(Alleva 16). However, this does not always seem to be the case. True, Django 
Unchained is not historically accurate. Scott Reynolds Nelson, Legum Professor of 
History at the College of William and Mary, in the article “‘Django’ Untangled: 
The Legend of the Bad Black Man” in The Chronicle of Higher Education, verifies 
that “There was no such thing as the "Mandingo fighting… Dynamite wasn't 
invented until after the Civil War; and saloons with swinging doors were a creation 
of postwar Western towns…  As in most of Tarantino's films, counting the 
anachronisms on every frame will make your head explode.” He states that the 
movie was borrowed “from three blaxploitation films of the 1970s, The Legend of 
Nigger Charley (1972) and its sequels, The Soul of Nigger 
Charley (1973) and Boss Nigger (1975)” (Nelson).  Despite slavery, this paper will 
focus on how Broomhilda, Django’s wife, functions as a way for Django to show 
his love and power.  

Broomhilda is also the name of a princess in a German folktale. Dr. King 
Schultz narrates the story of Broomhilda to Django, after killing the Brittle 
brothers when they are discussing what to do next. Django plans to “Find my [his] 
wife, and buy her freedom” (Tarantino). Broomhilda was raised by the German 
slave owners, the Von Shafts. She was a house slave because of her beauty. She 
was separated some three months before, when both she and Django ran away 
from the Carrucan plantation. Her cheek was branded with an “r” for runaway and 
both were sold separately at the Greenville auction in Mississippi.  

Schultz narrates the legend of Broomhilda to Django. She was a princess 
who disobeys her father, Wotan, “the god of all gods.” He punishes her by putting 
her on top of a mountain with a fire-breathing dragon as her guard. Hellfire 
surrounds the mountain. She “shall remain [imprisoned on top of a mountain] 
unless a hero arises brave enough to save her…. A fella named Siegfried… scales 
the mountain … He slays a dragon… And he walks through hellfire, because 
Broomhilda is worth it” (Tarantino). Schultz decides to help Django find and 
rescue Broomhilda because “When a German [Dr. Schultz] meets a real-life 
Siegfried, that’s kind of a big deal. As a German I [Dr. Schulz] am [is] obliged to 
help you on your quest to rescue your beloved Broomhilda” (Tarantino).  

However, the Brunhilde of the actual legend is very different from the film 
version of Broomhilda. In the legend, as described in Encyclopedia Mythica by Dr. 
Anthony E. Smart, 

Brunhilde is a mighty female warrior, one of the Valkyries, and a 
heroine from the German epics, especially in the Nibelungen saga, in 
which she is an Icelandic princess. She defied Odin [the father of the 
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gods] and in punishment he imprisoned her within a ring of fire on 
earth, decreeing that there she would remain until a brave hero 
rescued her. Siegfried braved the fire, broke her charmed sleep, and 
fell in love with her. … Eventually she kills herself when she learns 
that Sigurd had betrayed her with another woman (Gudrun), not 
knowing he had been bewitched into doing so by Grimhild. 

Her other names include “Brünhild, Brunhilda, or Brynhild.” Micha F. Lindemans, 
founder, contributor, and the chief editor of Encyclopedia Mythica defines the 
Valkyries (Choosers of the Slain) as “beautiful young women, mounted upon 
winged horses and armed with helmets and spears… [who] scout the battlefields to 
choose the bravest of those who have been slain. They escort these heroes, called 
the Einherjar to Valhalla, Odin's hall.” This legend can be elaborated upon further. 
Gudrun’s brother, Gunnar, wanted Brunhilde for himself and persuaded Sigurd to 
help him. Later, when Brunhilde realized that she had been tricked, she made 
arrangements to murder Sigurd. After his death, overcome by grief, she committed 
suicide by burning herself in his funeral pyre. In the Nibelungenlied, the story was 
slightly different. Brunhilde declared that the man she would marry must be able to 
out-perform her in feats of strength and courage. Another version of the story is 
that Siegfried (Sigurd), disguised as Gunther (Gunnar), passed the test and won 
Brunhilde for Gunther. On discovering his deception, she arranges for Siegfried to 
be killed.   

 Consequently, in both the legends, Brunhilde and Siegfried do not live 
happily ever after. In fact, he dies a painful death, and she engineers and orders it. 
Not only is she clever, resourceful, and beautiful, but she is also willful and not 
afraid of her father or authority. Broomhilda in the film is the complete opposite. 
Apart from her beauty, which Schultz praises when he sees her, there is nothing in 
her that even remotely resembles her ancient namesake. Schultz responds, “As I 
look at you now, Broomhilda, I can see all the passions you inspire are completely 
justified” (Tarantino).  

So, why was a brave and fearless princess reduced to a victim? In an 
interview with Taylor Hackford, Quentin Tarantino said that he missed the first 
opera (Das Rheingold) of the Los Angeles production of Wagner's Ring Cycle. 
Later Walsh narrated the story of the first opera at dinner. Tarantino “was fairly 
familiar with the legend” (Thomson). While watching the second opera, Tarantino 
saw the parallels. 
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She’s already named Broomhilda, a coincidence. … The daughter of 
Wotan is the daughter of all the gods, that's Bruce Dern, the mountain 
is Candyland, Candie is the dragon, the circle of hellfire is around her 
and Django is Siegfried. ... I like bringing a fairytale aspect to the story 
anyway.  

(Thomson) 

So, in Schultz’s version, Broomhilda and Siegfried live happily ever after, 
which is what Django and Broomhilda presumably do after the end of the movie. 
Django saves the damsel in distress and they live a blissful life together, although 
over a lot of bloodshed and corpses, sixty-four according to an infographic by 
Alexadra Beggs in Vanity Fair.  

Another explanation of naming is the 1970s cartoon character called Broom 
Hilda, an American newspaper comic strip created by cartoonist Russell Myers. 
She is Attila the Hun’s ex-wife and a witch, living with her friends in a forest. So, 
is the Broomhilda in the movie actually a witch or does she have magical powers? 
Probably not, or else she would have managed to escape. Perhaps her beauty is 
enchanting enough.  

Tarantino usually has strong female characters, like Mia Wallace and Honey 
Bunny of Pulp Fiction, Alabama of True Romance, Jackie Brown of Jackie Brown, 
The Bride and O-Ren Ishii of Kill Bill, and Shoshanna Dreyfus and Bridget von 
Hammersmark of Inglorious Basterds. They are typically strong, beautiful, 
seductive, fearless, and resourceful, and can use a gun.  

So, it is strange that Broomhilda, played by Kerry Washington, is beaten, 
branded, raped, humiliated, and tortured, but she neither retaliates nor kills her 
perpetrators. She seems like another plot device to further the story. She is always 
viewed through Django, Schultz, Stephen, or Calvin Candie. She has a handful of 
dialogue and can almost be seen as a subaltern who needs the assistance of the 
dominant power to articulate her thoughts and ideas. Women are usually silenced 
to show the authority of the patriarchy; Broomhilda cries, grunts, speaks German, 
and has a limited vocabulary. She has assimilated the German of her earlier 
mistress that earns her a slightly superior position, working as a house slave rather 
than a field slave. On the other hand, Django is on a quest to save his wife with the 
help of Schultz. He is like a medieval knight who is on a quest to save his lady 
love.  The interesting thing is here that the White European male is the sidekick to 
the African American liberated slave, rather than the other way round. Django acts 
like Broomhilda is his property that has to be rescued from the slave owners, “a 
natural” attitude as women became the husband’s property after marriage.  
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The film reinforces traditional gender roles of the female as the domestic 
angel while reinforcing those of the male as the protector and provider. In the 
flashback, Django takes the blame for running away from the Carrucan plantation 
and begs for Broomhilda’s life, wanting to save her from the Brittle brothers. He 
frantically negotiates with Big John, warning him not to whip a prized house slave.  

As Adolph Reed, Jr., professor of political science at the University of 
Pennsylvania, states, “Django’s quest is entirely individualist; he never intends to 
challenge slavery and never does.” This individualization can be seen as 
reinforcing the capitalism of the slave enterprise. Broomhilda is the prize at the end 
of the quest and she is the commodity that is to be bought under the guise of 
Mandingo fighting. The beneficiaries of the exchange of Broomhilda include 
Django, who gets back his wife to take care of him and his house, Dr. Schultz, who 
takes a personal responsibility in Django as he is the first slave that Schultz sets 
free and he can converse with Broomhilda in his native German after four years, 
Calvin Candie, who can use her as a slave and can pimp her out to his guest, her 
owners at the Carrucan plantation, who use her work like a slave, her German 
mistress who wanted someone to speak to, and Tarantino himself, who does not 
disturb the status quo of the patriarchy. Django can also be seen as a trickster 
figure that always sets the slaves free.  

Drew Taylor in “From Script To Screen: The 12 Biggest Deleted/Unfilmed 
Scenes From ‘Django Unchained’” narrates the deleted Scotty Harmony storyline 
that shows how Broomhilda landed in Candyland. Taylor asserts that she was 
originally bought for Scotty by his father. However, “When she reaches the 
plantation, Broomhilda becomes ‘Scotty's sort of de facto sweetheart’” and one 
night Scotty takes her into Greenville for a night on the town, eventually ending up 
at Calvin Candie's Cleopatra Club. … The card game that night between Scotty 
and Candie leads to a raising of stakes to slaves” with “Candie's favorite slave 
Sheba vs Broomhilda” (Taylor). Candie produces a winning hand, “Scotty calls 
him a cheater, and Candie challenges him to a duel for besmirching his name in his 
own club. Scotty realizes his predicament -- he can't go home without Broomhilda 
nor can he face his parents” (Taylor). Candie shoots him dead. Despite being long, 
Taylor agrees that “it was one of the most enjoyable parts of the script, and an 
amazing introduction to Candie's character” (Taylor).  

Taylor further elaborates on Broomhilda's backstory, noting that she “exists 
as a cipher –- a ghostly vision of pure love seen from a faraway distance. She's a 
damsel and nothing more.” Taylor notes that the missing pieces of the movie 
contain 
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some really meaty and interesting inversions: about how much her 
previous white owners loved her, about how she was really the one 
calling the shots with Scotty, and how even if she didn't love Scotty, 
at least she had agency with regards to the power dynamics attached 
to their relationship.  

This backstory would have provided Broomhilda with more substance, more 
character and definitely more dialogue. She would not have been just a damsel, but 
a damsel who is real. If this section were included, then Broomhilda would not 
have been the pure and beautiful vision that Django idealizes her into. She would 
have been a person with real needs and desires who knew how to pull the strings in 
a relationship with Scotty. She would have been the one in power who would call 
the shots, an opportunist, and not simply the victim.  

Marc Ambinder, editor of The Week, in “Why Django is better than Lincoln” 
asserts that, despite being a ridiculous and funny film, it does manage to get some 
things right, including, “the white sexualization of black slaves; the homoeroticism 
of Mandingo fighting; [and] the extreme levels of ‘protection’ that white men 
forced upon white southern women of privilege lest they be contaminated.” This is 
seen in the other female characters in the film, Lara Lee Candie-Fitzwilly, 
Candie’s widowed sister who is the epitome of Southern hospitality; Sheba in The 
Cleopatra Club who flirts with Django; Coco, an African-American “French” 
coquettish maid who serves the patrons at the club, and a tracker played by Zoe 
Bell at the end of the movie. Sheba wears alluring clothes and is like a consort to 
Candie. Stephen has an affinity for the portly housemaid, Cora. Lara Lee, who is 
introduced by Candie as “This attractive Southern belle is my widowed sister,” is 
the only other female character who has some dialogue (Tarantino). She dresses 
Broomhilda up for Schultz and takes charge of the dinner arrangements. She also 
scolds Candie when he insists on showing Broomhilda’s scars to his dinner guests.    

Broomhilda’s body seems to be public property. In her introductory scene at 
Candieland, she is pulled out of the ground, in a fetal position, soaked with sweat, 
and when the water is dumped on her, she starts screaming. She is naked and 
seems as if she is being born. The hotbox can be seen as a modern-day equivalent 
of the hellfire surrounding Brunhilde in the German legend. Scars on the backs of 
slaves were nothing new, and yet her body seems to be the place of maximum 
violence. Calvin rips off Broomhilda's dress to expose her scarred back to his 
dinner party. He says excitedly, “This is a painting” and later asserts that 
“Broomhilda is my property. And I can choose to do with my property, whatever I 
so desire” (Tarantino). At the beginning, Broomhilda’s cheek is branded with an 
“r” but the branding and her ability to speak well earned her the position of a 
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“comfort girl,” someone who is used for sex. Her body is also used as an offering 
of Southern hospitality to please Calvin’s German guest, Schultz.  

In an interview with Lianne MacDougall, Kerry Washington wholeheartedly 
supports the idea of Django rescuing the damsel in distress as, “from a feminist 
perspective, it was such a rare opportunity to be the princess and be rescued. Black 
women in America have not been able to afford the fantasy of being rescued by our 
husbands in a tower, because we come out of this legacy as women not able to 
even really have husbands” (MacDougall). Washington notes that “Most female 
slaves in America didn’t have husbands, they couldn’t, and if they did, their 
husbands and children could be shipped down the river at any moment... This love 
between these two people which isn’t even really legally sanctioned, that they 
would fight so deeply for their marriage” (MacDougall). She felt it was a 
revolutionary idea that honored African American women, although she is not a 
fan of violent aesthetics (MacDougall).  

Django does everything out of love for Broomhilda, helping Schultz, 
becoming a bounty hunter, and killing everyone at Candyland.  Yet, there seems to 
be something of his ego playing a role. He loves his job of a bounty hunter as he 
exclaims to Schultz, “Kill white people and get paid for it? What's not to like?” 
(Tarantino).  He does not sympathize with the slaves, proclaiming his separation 
from them. He always shows his superiority over the slaves while they all are 
travelling to Candyland and is proud to ride a horse as he is a free man. Django 
blows up the whole of Candyland, but it is not only for Broomhilda but also 
because he seeks revenge for the death of his partner and friend, Schultz.  He wants 
to show that he is better than all the slaves, and he is the one in 10,000 slaves who 
will not be kept down, as described by Calvin Candie earlier.  

To show how extraordinary he is, Django not only returns from the dead and 
escapes from his new Australian masters, but also kills everyone at the farm. Does 
he do it out of duty or out of love? Duty to Schultz and love for Broommhilda. 
Does he do it to show how much he loves his wife or to show how superior he is to 
the slave owners and the other slaves? Both, the latter especially when he rides a 
horse with his wife into the future. Or are his desire to take revenge and his wish to 
rescue his wife connected? Both: he wants to rescue his wife out of love but also 
because she is his wife, and his property. Is he less of a man because he could not 
keep his wife with him? No. Or is he emasculated because he could not protect 
Broomhilda from being sold, beaten, and humiliated? Perhaps. Thankfully, the 
only proof of manhood is not abusing the wife or showing who is in power. Django 
is in power and Broomhilda is not, an uneasy solution to the power equation in a 
marital relationship. Yet, hopefully he will not abuse her like her owners.  
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In the interview with Gates, Tarantino proposes the future with Django and 
Broomhilda. He illustrates what would have happened if Schultz’s plan had 
worked and Schultz was alive. 

Django would have taken her to New York. She probably would have 
gone on the abolitionist cocktail party circuit, telling her tales of woe 
and everything, with Django because he's not an outlaw now. He's still 
on the right side of the law at this point, if that were to happen that 
way. And everything would be great for Django, and everything 
would be great for Broomhilda, but he would not be the hero of the 
story… Things have to go awry, and Schultz has to be taken out of the 
picture for Django to truly emerge as the hero. 

(Gates) 

Django and Broomhilda would still be having a “happily ever after,” but with 
conditions attached. Perhaps Schultz would have been a regular visitor and may 
have partnered with Django sometimes on bounty hunting. 

For Django, Broomhilda is not only a vision of beauty and love, but a 
paragon of virtue and perfection. If the backstory were added, maybe she would 
not be seen in such ideal terms. Nevertheless, she functions like an Oriental versus 
the Occidental Django. She is sensuous, docile, submissive, and exotic. She even 
visits him in two visions: one in the orchard surrounded by flowers and the other 
when he is bathing in the river. She seems almost divine in her appearance, 
proving that she is idealized without any foundations of reality. Her introduction 
from the hotbox provides a stark, gruesome contrast, jolting the audience into 
reality. As Simone de Beauvoir describes in The Second Sex (1952), “Woman is 
thus slave, queen, flower, hind, stained-glass window, wanton, servant, courtesan, 
muse, companion, mother, sister, child, according to the fugitive dreams, the 
imperious commands, of her lover” (quoted in McPhee and FitzGerald). 
Broomhilda seems to fulfill all of these roles, though not always in connection to 
Django. She is a slave, she is the queen of Django’s heart, she is imagined as a 
flower in a flashback, she is a wanton if her backstory iss included, she is a servant 
both at the Carrucan plantation and Candyland, she is a courtesan, as part of being 
a slave (Calvin pimping her out to Schultz), she is a muse and companion to both 
Django and Schultz, and hopefully will be a mother too.  

In conclusion, Django and Broomhilda reinforce the traditional gender roles, 
he as the knight in shining armor who rescues the damsel in distress and saves the 
day. Tarantino inverts the original legend, making Broomhilda weak and 
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dependent and a victim. Django rescues her not only out of love, but also to show 
his superiority and power over her and her owners at Candyland and avenge his 
mentor Schultz’s death.   
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Reasons for Reviewing the Fall: Choice, Suspense, and the Miltonic “Or” in 
Paradise Lost 

          Curry Kennedy 

       (winner of the Best Undergraduate Paper award) 

 

To “justify the ways of God to man,” Milton has to establish the legitimacy of 
human choice in a world governed by divine foresight and predestination. I am not 
interested in the philosophical truth of his proposed solution, but in the way his 
God’s explanation plays out in the textual universe itself. Milton designed the text 
of Paradise Lost according to a theory of foreknowledge that does not imply the 
necessity of the foreknown, and the text expresses this theory through the use of 
what I call split actuals (instances of Milton’s refusal to actualize one idea or event 
over the other, often represented by an unusual use of the word “or”). Split actuals 
represent the truth-value of counterfactual statements, the legitimacy of choice. 
The theory and its expression disrupt the conventional experience of causation in 
narrative, so that the tension remains high, and change remains agonizingly 
possible, even when the outcome is certain.  

 Let us define the terms. By “necessity” I mean that the object or truth in 
question cannot and could not fail to exist or be true. An example of a necessarily 
true statement from Milton’s perspective would be “God is.” In every logically 
conceivable state of affairs in Paradise Lost, God exists. Some things have to be 
true. There is no escaping them. In contrast, “contingency” means that the thing in 
question is only present or true in some logically conceivable states of affairs. 
Some possible universes lack the prerequisites for this thing to exist or for that 
statement to be true. It did not have to be true or exist. An example of a contingent 
being would be everything that God creates. God’s creation of the universe 
(physical and spiritual) is a choice. Nothing in God’s nature compels him to create 
things, since he is sufficiently stable and fulfilled in and of himself. Therefore, if 
the statement, “space-time exists” is true, it is true contingently, not necessarily. 
By “counterfactual” I mean statements that are counter to fact. “I could have 
written this in italics” is an example. In the actual, I did not write that sentence in 
italics. The idea that the counterfactual statement “Adam could have refused Eve 
and not partaken of the fruit” has truth-value – has weight, is possible, and is not 
mere talk – is crucial to Milton’s God’s explanation of the Fall. Counterfactuals 
imply that a choice has been made in the past. It is a look through the woods at the 
road not taken. My term “split actual” refers to the moment of facing that fork in 
the road, rather than looking back on it. Split actuals express two equally plausible 
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and conceivable possibilities, and they occur in the text all the time. These terms 
will enable us to make sense of God’s ground rules for the epic, found in Book 
Three, lines 98 through 134. 

 Milton’s God cannot fail to speak the truth in Paradise Lost. Because he is 
God and the author of all there is to see and experience in the epic, what the 
character says should be taken as the bald truth within the epic. In the passage in 
question, Milton halts the action, and has his God take center stage and (even 
without regard for the tense of the passage) explain the philosophical system that 
runs the poem. This is akin to a footnote wherein the author plays the critic to his 
own text, except here the theory is ontologically prior to the action of the poem. 
Therefore, to understand the poem, the reader must understand this passage and 
understand the other phenomena in the epic in light of this passage.  

 God says, “I formed [mankind] free,” but he also says that “the high 
decree… which ordained / Their freedom” is “Unchangeable, eternal” (3.124, 126-
127). It would be wrong to say that God is unable to change the eternal decree of 
freedom because he lacks the power. God made many creatures without making 
them free, and if he wanted to, he could upgrade the animals to make them agents 
as well. Therefore, God’s decree must be unchangeable because of who he is, not 
what he can do. It seems that Milton’s text implies that once God chose to realize 
the contingency of creation, some necessity at work in his character required that 
he make some of the created beings free. To eliminate freedom from the universe 
would conflict with God’s essential disposition. So, given the creation 
contingency, Milton’s God must make some creatures free. Now freedom implies 
the truth-value of counterfactuals. God confirms that his universe (the text of 
Paradise Lost) is not determined by causation, like a pinball machine, or by his 
manufacturing. Mankind, he assures the Son, cannot blame “Their maker or their 
making or their fate / As if predestination overruled / Their will” (3.113-1151). 
Their maker made them able to actualize new chains of events. His human beings 
are causal agents, able to change their direction. There are possibilities for them, 
meaning statements like the one above – “Adam could have refused Eve and not 
partaken of the fruit” – are more than gibberish in Milton’s poem. Such statements 
carry weight.   

 But how can God foreknow and even predestine events and human beings 
not be subject to fate? Milton’s God certainly is quick to claim that he is in control. 
The free universe he has created will indeed serve his ends: “Through Heav’n and 
Earth so shall my glory excel” (3.133). It is also no secret that God foresees the 
Fall (3.95-96). How, then, can God call humans “authors to themselves in all” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The emphasis here and all of the emphases in the entire essay are mine. 



	   16	  

(3.122)? God’s answer to this question becomes apparent when he denies the link 
between foreknowledge and predestination: “If I foreknew / Foreknowledge had no 
influence on their fault / Which had no less proved certain unforeknown” (3.117-
119). Here God asserts that his knowing something will happen does not make it 
happen. What happens is not determined in a unilateral sense. God just knows what 
will most certainly – though not necessarily – occur. Counterfactuals have truth-
value, so no choice among the free creatures is necessary; all are contingent. 
Therefore, even though God foresaw the Fall, he is not responsible for its ultimate 
occurrence. There are several contingencies, several forks in the road, between 
God’s necessarily granting humans freedom and their first contingent 
disobedience.  

 If one were trying to prove this as doctrine, there would be many 
philosophical obstacles to overcome. But that is not my interest here. I have argued 
that God the character asserts the above as true for the textual universe. God the 
character, because he is God, could have said that the actions of men are controlled 
by an evil blue chicken, and, within the text of Paradise Lost, the reader would 
have to take that statement as the bald truth. Milton hammers this principle of 
choice and possibility into his audience over and over, but he goes a step beyond 
assertion. He also crafts a reading experience that delivers a constant flow of split 
actuals that represent and express the presence and possibility of legitimate 
options. 

 Readers naturally experience narrative more or less as a causal chain of 
events. To counteract this instinct, Milton fills his epic with what Peter C. Herman 
calls the “Miltonic ‘Or’” (Herman 1832). “Milton structures Paradise Lost 
according to the presentation of choices between differing items while leaving the 
outcome unclear” (Herman 185). These differing items I call split actuals, because 
to the reader they either both appear to have the same amount of ontological punch, 
or they remain equally likely to occur. I have identified four types of split actual, 
and I have provided an example of each. I have listed the types in order of their 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 I am indebted to Herman for cataloguing many instances of the Miltonic “Or”. I draw my 
textual specimens from his collection, but that is where he and I part. Herman argues that “The 
cumulative effect of this procession of unresolved choices… is to instill a pervasive sense of 
uncertainty,” as though Milton could not make up his mind about some things and so merely 
threw both options into his final draft (Herman 186). Herman also suggests that this sense of 
uncertainty comes from Milton’s tumultuous personal life. His suggestion is speculative, and the 
textual evidence shows that the split actuals are more plausibly put there so that the reader will 
experience the philosophical core of the epic on the level of the line.  
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strangeness, or the radical degree to which they reform our experience of causation 
in narrative.  

 The first place the split actual appears is in the speaker’s addresses to other 
personal beings than the reader. For example, in his opening invocation, the 
speaker of the poem offers his Muse a choice: “Sing Heav’nly Muse, that on the 
secret top / Of Oreb or of Sinai didst inspire…Or if Sion hill / Delight thee more… 
I thence invoke thy aid” (1.6-7, 10-13). Thus, Milton begins his epic with a choice. 
He offers other personal beings choices. We begin to wonder whether he will slide 
one across the table to us.  

 The second place the split actual appears is within Milton’s epic similes. 
Raphael flies toward Earth and sees it 

… as when by night the glass 

Of Galileo, less assured, observes 

Imagined lands and regions in the moon, 

Or pilot from amidst the Cycladës… (5.261-264). 

Here, Milton has broken the usual linear pattern of epic similes and forked the 
comparison. A decision that usually belongs to the writer beforehand has been left 
conspicuously unmade, displayed before the reader, like an enticing piece of 
forbidden fruit. Thus, the reader experiences a moment of confrontation with two 
equally realized options.  

 The third place where the split actual appears is in the speeches of undecided 
characters. Satan, disguised as a lesser angel, asks Uriel where to find Adam, “That 
I may find him and with secret gaze / Or open admiration him behold” (3.371-
372). Thus, characters are shown early in the process of exercising their free will. 
In this particular instance, it seems Satan has spoken before he chose which lie to 
tell!  

 The fourth, final, and most unusual place the split actual appears is in the 
actual events of the plot. Certain aspects of the basic world are expressed in terms 
of two equally likely, incompatible possibilities. For example, when Eve separates 
from Adam, she actually takes “gardn’ning tools as art yet rude, / Guiltless of fire, 
had formed, or angels brought” (9.391-392). There is no indication whether the 
tools are made by humans or brought by angels. Both could be correct, but not both 
at the same time. The fabric of the epic reality has forked, and two possibilities, 
again, confront us with their stubborn reality.  
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 Paradise Lost is shot through with such instances of the split actual. The 
effect of all these possibilities is that even as the events of the narrative appear 
causally related and inextricably linked, and even as the audience foreknows the 
outcome of the epic, the audience is constantly reminded that “At each crisis of life 
the important factor is not the consequences of previous actions, but the 
confrontation, across a vast apocalyptic gulf, with the source of deliverance” (Frye 
448). “The great events in Paradise Lost should be read rather as a discontinuous 
series of crises, in each of which is an opportunity to break the whole chain” (Frye 
448). Milton structures his poem this way so that when we finally reach “she 
plucked, she eat,” there is a possibility, a real possibility, that the next line could 
read, “Or she dropped, she ran.”  

 Milton’s epic is, it seems, primarily about choice, and only secondarily 
about politics and personal disability. The ubiquitous presence of the split actual, 
the Miltonic “Or”, is evidence of the centrality of choice based on the reality of 
free will, which implies the truth-value of counterfactuals. The poem causes us to 
experience choice by making more than one possibility real. Its structure is one of 
the few true attempts to simulate choice that is not in some fatal way bound to 
previous states of affairs. In short, Milton begs his readers to think of the 
possibilities.  
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