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Abestract

The thesis concerns the questlion of male writers and thelr
female muses. It explores how and why male writers were able to
Invert sexual reproduction textually and ‘give birth' to their
texts. In many aspects, the texts of the seventeenth century
represent a resurgence of this patriarchal metaphor. Milton was
not immune from patriarchy, and for this reason I have chosen
his epic poem, Paradise Lost, as an example of a text very much
immersed in this ideology. The first chapter explores the
origins of the inverted sexual metaphor in Plato's Symposium and
then examines how and why this metaphor influenced the
philosophical, theological, and medical texts of seventeenth
century England. This chapter employs the critical analysls used
by Mary O'Brien in her feminist text, The Politigs of
Reproduction. Chapters two and three are close readings of
Milton's Paradise Lost, applying the theory discussed in chapter
one. Chapter two explores the relationship between the male
characters in Milton's poem who ‘give birth' (Satan and aAdam)
and the women to whom they give birxrth (Sin and Eve). Chapter
three explores the relationship between Milton, his muse, and
his text. In the context of the conclusion of these two
chapters, Milton affirms the patriarchal belief that God made
woman, not as a help to man in the public sphere of knowledge,
but as a help to man in the private sphere of reproduction.
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CHAPTER ONE

Conceiving a Metaphor

I

Sometime after John Milton had finished writing Paradise
Lost, he was living in a cottage at Chalfont St. Glles. The
cottage belonged to Thomas Ellwood, a young pupil of his.
Ellwood had been in jail during Milton's stay, but when he was

released, he ventured to the country to meet his teacher.

Ellwood relates this story:

After some common discourse had passed between us, he
called for a manuscript of his; which being brought he
delivered to me, bidding me take it home with me, and read
it at my leisure; and when I had done so, return it to him
with my judgement thereupon.

When I came home, and set myself to read it, I found
it was that excellent poem he entitled, ‘Paradise Lost.'
After I had, with the best attention read it through, I
made him another visit, and returned him his book, with
due acknowledgement of the favour he had done me in
communicating it to me. He asked me how I liked it and
what I thought of it, which I modestly but freely told
him, and after some discourse about it, I pleasantly said
to him, ‘Thou hast said much here of "Paradise Lost," but
what hast thou to say of "Paradise Found"?' He made no
answer, but sat some time in a muse; then he brake off

that discourse and fell upon another subject. (wWillson,
228-29)

"He made no answer, but sat some time in a muse"! We can only
guess what Milton mused about. Perhaps it concerned the futllity
of teacher-student relationships. As a teacher of male students,
part of Milton's pedagogical dutlies Qas to teach the "ways of
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God." The "ways of God" are also central to the story of
Paradlse Lost. Paradise was lost because of man's disobedlence
to God. Understanding that the "ways of God" are just implies
obeying his laws. For this reason, Milton seeks to "justify the
ways of God to men." That Ellwood would suggest another book,
‘Paradise Found,' suggests either that he did not understand how
paradise was lost or that he did not understand that the "ways
of God" are just. Yet both are rather improbable. What is more
likely is that Ellwood understood the poem as a great piece of
literature and that his suggestion of a second book was meant as
an encouragement to Milton to keep writing. But, as we shall see
in the following chapters, to Milton, Paradise Lost is more than
just a great poem. It is divinely insplred and, much like the
Ten Commandments of Moses, it does not require a sequel. In a
sense, it is the Word of God. Ellwood's response was certainly
disheartening to Milton. Yet the problem of misunderstanding lay
not in the poem, but rather in Ellwood's interpretation. Milton
has separated himself from his text; meaning and interpretation
of the text are left to the reader. For Milton, the anxiety of
being alienated from his text must have increased ten-fold that
afternoon.

Textual allienatlion 1s an experience that all writers undergo.
Once a text is out of the hands of the writer, responsibility
for the text's meaning is left to the reader. Alienation itself
is impossible to avoid; but throughout the history of writing,

strategies have been devised to familiarize the reader with the



alienated writer's text, even before the reader reads the text.
The most common of these strategic devices is the trope. The
word "trope" is derived from the Greek tropos, which means a
turn, way, manner, style, especially of speech. Metaphor,
synecdoche, and prosopopeia are tropes. We say one thing but
mean another. Paul De Man calls this process figuration and
defines it as "the element in language that allows for the
reiteration of meaning by substitution" (De Man, Rhetoric, 114).
In a sense, all language is trope or ‘figuration.' For example,
when we utter the word "tree," the sound "tree" is a substitute
for the actual tree we mean. However, though these tropes are
familiar to us, and though in fact any form of communication is
impossible without them, they do not occur naturally. A trope is
created by some writer for some purpose. Educating the reader in
the various tropes makes the reading of the written possible. If
the reader is familiar with the tropes used by the writer, the
writer will find that the reader is a more favorable audience
than a reader who is ignorant of these tropes. This does imply
that the trope necessarily came before the subject that it
signifies. This problem of language intrigued the seventeenth
century and led Thomas Hobbes to conclude that "The Light of
humane minds is Perspicuous Words, but by exact definitions
first snuffed, and purged from ambiguity" (Hobbes, 22).

In the seventeenth century, Hobbes's assertion created an
outcry throughout the different philosophical and theological

schools, which, though concerned with absolute truth and



absolute knowledge, were all limited to expressing their
absolutes in writing. Hobbes is not as modern as he sounds;
rather, he believed that an abstract thought such as ‘truth'’
could be defined as long as all men agree on its definition.
Arguments for and against Hobbes can be found in university
libraries. What is important, however, is that the seventeenth-
century writers, including Hobbes, were searching for an
absolute knowledge. If all knowledge is writing, as Hobbes
asserts, then in writing the writer is claiming knowledge of
what he or she has written. The knower has authority over that
which is known. Writing in 1975, Edward Said explores the
etymological similarities between the word "author" and
authority. Hobbes, who often uses latin roots in his

definitions, would have found Said's summary obvious. Said

writes:

Authority suggests...a constellation of linked meanings:
not only, as the OED tells us, "a power to enforce
obedience," or "a derived or delegated power," or "a power
to influence action,"™ or "a power to inspire belief," or
"a person whose opinion is accepted"; not only those, but
a connection as well with author -- that is, a person who
originates or gives existence to something, a begetter,
beginner, father, or ancestor, a person also who sets
forth written statements. There is still another cluster
of meanings: author is tied to the past participle auctus
of the verb augere; therefore auctor, according to Eric
Partridge, is literally an increaser and thus a founder.
Auctoritas is production, invention, cause in addition to
meaning a right of possession. Finally, it means
continuance, or a causing to continue. Taken together
these meanings are all grounded in the following notions:
(1) that of the power of an individual to initiate,
institute, establish -- in short, to begin; (2) that this
power and its product are an increase over what has been
there previously; (3) that the individual wielding this
power controls its issue and what is derived therefrom;



(4) that authority maintains the continuity of its course.
(Cited by Gilbert and Gubar, 4)

In devising a trope, for example, a metaphor, the author assumes
authority over that metaphor. And if this metaphor is learned
and accepted by the reader, then the newly devised metaphor
becomes a kind of "fact"; 1t becomes common knowledge. In
Paradise Lost, Milton employs a metaphor that inverts the notion
of sexual reproduction: males give birth to both females and
texts., It is this metaphor, devized by male writers and employed
by Milton in Paradlse Lost to "Justify the ways of God to men,"
that my study will explore.

Sexual reproduction requires two people of opposite sex. In
textual production, two participants are also required: a
writer, and a reader. In order to write, a writer must be able
to read. Yet writing must exist in order to be read. For a new
language or a new structure of writing to exist, even for a sign
to signify, it must be recognlzable. Or, to use Jacques
Derrida's term, it must be "reiterable" (Gasché, 212-17). In
this sense, then, we can say the reader plays the role of the
Other, the one who reaffirms the trope.

The nature of the relationship between the writer and the
reader can be explored in two stages for there are two kinds of
readexr. The first is the reader who is other than the writer:
another person, the writer's editor, secretary, audlence,
reviewer, critic, or, as in the passage that began this chapter,
Thomas Ellwood. Let us call this reader the public reader. We

can not deny that this relationshlip is of utmost importance to



the textual reproductive process. In Paradise Lost, Milton
informs us that he is justifying the ways of God to men. Whether
he succeeds depends upon the "men" who read the poem. A male
writer, unlike a female writer, finds himself in a relationship
with his text that is similar to the relationship he has with
his offspring. In the same way that he can never be sure that
the child is really his (this was true until very recently), he
can never be sure that the reader will understand his text. A
female writer, though alienated in the same way from her text,
is always certain that her child belongs to her. Over the
history of literature, however, to lessen the anxiety of
ownership and to affirm their own authority over both text and
offspring, male writers have developed a public language of
paternity.*

The other kind of reader is the reader or Other that 1is
located in the mind of the writer. For in composing his or her
text, the writer must reinscribe the images (mental
inscriptions) into voice or writing (phonetic and literal
inscriptions). In order to reinscribe these mental images, the
Other must read them as they appear in the mind of the writer.
Let us call this the private reader. Yet how are these mental
inscriptions produced and how are they selected? In Paradise
Lost, Milton explains how this happens. He writes:

thou Celestial Light
Shine inward, and the mind through all her powers
Irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from thence

Purge and disperse, that I may see and tell
O0f things invisible to mortal sight. (III, 51-54) 2



what is this light and how does it "irradiate"? For Milton and
for many other male writers, this private reader is a muse, a
female muse. But why, in a language of paternity, is the Other,
or private reader, a woman? Both Toril Moi, in Sexual/Textual
Politics, and Mary K. DeShazer, in Inspiring Women, credit
Simone de Beauvolr with the modern observation that woman,
throughout history, has been constructed as the Other in male
self-definition: "once a subject seeks to assert himself, the
Other, who limits and denies him, is none the less a necessity
to him: he attains himself only through that reality which he is
not, which is something other than himself" (Moi, 92; DeShazer,
2). Once a male seeks to write, the Other, the private reader
who limits ‘mental inscriptions' and denies ‘literal
reinscription of these mental inscriptions,' 1s nevertheless
essential to the process of textual production. However, by
feminizing the private reader, the male writer can claim mastery
of the private reader through the right of male ascendancy in
the patriarchal notion of male/female relationships. The male
writer governs his female muse. In using a metaphor of sexual
reproduction and inverting his biological nature to that, not
necessarily of woman, but of womb, the male writer assures
himself that he is not only author of his text, but also, since
he shares this muse with other writers, that his text will be
acceptable to the patriarchal public reader. Even In the
creative act, the inspirational moment, the moment when a male

poet invokes his female Muse, his Other, he always possesses,



and is never possessed by, her. DeShazer writes that "Although
the poet is typically portrayed as possessed by his muse, in
reality it is he who possesses, since the act of naming is
hierarchical. As Adam in the biblical tale of creation declared
his own superiority over the animals by naming them, so the male
poet asserts his power over his creative inspirer even as he
invokes her" (DeShazer, 2). The Muse is a trope, and, as a
trope, the Muse becomes a tool for the male writer. For this
reason, Mol notes, "patriarchal ideology presents woman as
immanence, man as transcendence" (Moi, 92). It is not the muse
that transcends history, but the invocation of her in male
minds. The muse is a trope to extend male temporal
consciousness. What is most apparent about this creative male
relationship, and what is most unnatural, is the sexual nature.
The female muse impregnates the male poet, and he gives birth,
brings forth, a new text.

Though this relationship is unnatural, it is very poetic. In
tact, it is so poetic -- and by "poetic" I mean that this
metaphor has enjoyed reiteration throughout literature -- that
by the seventeenth century it has become natural. In the late
sixteenth century, Sir Philip Sidney, in his dedication of The
01d Arcadia to his sister, the Countess of Pembroke, describes
his text as a "child." Sidney writes:

Here now have you...this idle work of mine, which I fear

{like the spider's web) will be thought fitter to be swept

away than worn to any other purpose. For my part, in very

truth (as the cruel fathers among the Greeks were wont to

do to the babes they could not foster) I could well find
in my heart to cast out 1In some dezert of forgetfulnezs



this child which I am loathed to father. (Sidney, 3)

At the end of the seventeenth century, Wentworth Dillon, the
Earl of Roscommon, makes use of this same father/author metaphor
in a verse essay on the translation of poetry. He writes:

Examine how your Humour is inclin'd,

And which the Rullng Paszion of your mind,

Then, seek a Poet who your way do's bend,

And chuse an Author as you chuse a friend.

United by this Sympathetic Bond,

You grow Familiar, Intimate and Fond;

Your thoughts, your Words, your Stiles, your Souls agree,

No Longer his Interpreter, but He. (Quoted in Schnell, 1)
Lisa Schnell has noted, "Roscommon, not simply happy with his
position as intimate friend of the text, usurps the original
author's parental position.... For Roscommon, the issue of the
authority of a translator is clearly a bit of a problem, and one
which makes him nerxrvous. That problem is most easily solved if
the Earl can somehow Just represent his perceived relationship
to the target text in terms which both he and his audience would
find perfectly obvious. [His solution is] Parenthood™ (Schnell,
1).

John Milton is most consclious of this metaphor, or perhaps
least conscious of the fact that he is using a metaphor and not
writing an absolute truth. In Paradise Lost, Milton describes
two situations in which men not only give bixth, but give birth
to women. In Book II, Sin tells her father, Satan, that she
sprung from his mind. In Book VIII, Adam relates to the Angel
Raphael how Eve was created from his rib. 1In both instances,

the act of creatlon is preceded by a period of ‘brain-storming'

by the males. First they conceive woman mentally, then they



conceive her physically. Both women refer to their fathers as
‘Author' after their births (Sin in I1I, 864 and Eve in IV, 635).
Curiously enough, Adam (VIII,361), the Angels (III,374), and the
Sun (V,188) all refer to God in the same manner.

There is one other reference to "author," and this appears on
the title page of the poem itself: "The Author John Milton."
Throughout the poem, Milton continually demands that a Muse --
the same one that witnessed creation and that he names Urania --

aid him in the composition of the poem. The Muse, having little
othexr choice except to obey, visits Milton in the form of a
light. This union leads to the creation of the poem. Yet the
poem, as the title page tells us, clearly belongs to Milton. The
effect here is that Milton, England's first "public" poet, |is
justifying the ways of God to men. The poem that he writes is to
remind the men of England that they must be obedient to God. He
is concerned with absolute truth. Yet, his poem, a most
artificial way of delivering the truth, though its artificiality
makes it all the more hallowed, contains a most obvious
biological falsehood: men giving birth to women. As for the
women in the poem, Sin gives birth to Death, and Eve gives birth
to a race of fallen people. By using an inverted form of sexual
reproduction as a metaphor for male creativity, Milton
establishes male authority over women. A woman, like a poem, has
to be authored by man. Indeed, one only needs to read Milton's
divorce tracts to realize that a husband should be able to

divorce his wife in the same way that he is able to abandon a
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falled poem. In the subsequent chapters, I will examine these
particular concerns in more detail. What follows is an
examination of this metaphor, of its probable origins, and of

its particular value to patriarchal ideology.

II

The key word in the metaphor of sexual reproduction is
"gexual." Reproduction itself is viewed as exclusively female.
whereas sexuality is not.? In fact, the word "sexuality" has
patriarchal connotations. Sexus, latin for "a sex," is a
derivative of the verb secare: to cut, to cut off, to divide. It
was originally attributed either to a child or to the female sex
as a dlvision or as the "Other," to use de Beauvolr's term, of
man (Partridge; Lewls). This use also calls to mind one of the
more powerful patriarchal creation images, that of Eve being cut
from Adam's rib. The first human sexual act, then, was one
between man and God and resulted in the creation of woman. What
this tale signifies is that the sexual metaphor of creativity is
of patriarchal origin. It implies that the one who cuts or
divides, the one who creates, carries a certain amount of
authority over the one who is cut off or divided. Examples can
be found in the first pages of the Bible:

And God sald, Let there be light: and there was light. And

God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the

light from the darkness. And God called the 1light Day, and

the darkness he called Night. (Genesis i, 3-5)

And the Lord God caused a deep sléep to fall upon Adanm,

and he slept: and he took one of his ribs, and closed up
the flesh instead thereof; And the rib, which the Lord God
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had taken from man, made he a woman, and brought her unto
the man. And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and
flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she
was taken out of Man. (Genesis ii, 21-23)+4
In both these examples, creation implies a division or a
cutting, after which the ‘parent' assumes authority over the

creation by naming it.

Mary O'Brien, in her highly informative book, The Politics of

Reproduction, discusses why and how males throughout history
have celebrated only the sexual act in reproduction and, in so
doing, have been able to reverse figuratively the process of
reproduction in order to assume the role of progenitor. O'Brien
provides a Marxist reading of Hegel, Marx and Plato, and

although this thesis is not a marxist reading of Paradise Lost,

O'Brien does provide a good introduction to how and why males
have appropriated the metaphor of sexual reproduction. More
specifically, she provides a sound analysis of the anxiety
experienced by males concerning issues of private and public
realms and how males have overcome their anxiety by inverting
the metaphor of sexual reproduction. In Milton's time, these
anxieties and their solutions were of great concern.

In a chapter entitled "The dialectics of reproduction,”
O'Brien analyzes the writings of both Hegel and Marx only to
discover that neither, in their essays on capitalism, consider
reproduction and labour, gestation and birth, as productive
labour. Yet it is Hegel, O'Brien writes, "who offered the
profound and brilliant insight that labour is an active force in

the mediation of man and the natural world, a mediation by which
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the laborer and world are transformed in significant ways. In
labouring, man in a real sense creates a world of his own and a
history of himself and his species."™ However, for Hegel, in the
reproductive process, copulation is the only real work, "for it
is in ‘love' that the race is reproduced" (0'Brien, 31). Hegel
himself admits that, in copulation, the male is alienated from
hi=z seed. But, as 0'Brlen polnts out, the male is not only
alienated from his seed, but also from his role as parent.
Fatherhood is an abstract that presents itself as a reality, for
there is no absolute way of determining the father, whereas
there is for the mother. The child is a product of the mother
and some man. O'Brien writes that

The birth of the child is women's alienation of that unity

to which men have no experiential access, but women's

alienation from their seed is mediated in labour. Women do

not, like men, have to take further action to annul their
alienation from the race, for their labour confirms their
integration. Not only does this fact differentiate male

and female reproductive consciousness, it differentiates

male and female temporal consciousness. The philosophers

of history have shown little interest in this opposition

of temporal modes of being, which is, after all, rather

significant in any understanding of historical process.

Female temporal consciousness is continuous,® whereas

male temporal consciousness is discontinuous. (0O'Brien,

32)

Thls notlon of continulty 13 central to our problem of
textual creativity. As mentioned earlier, after creating a text,
the author becomes alienated from it because the text enters the
world as a unit that can be interpreted in whatever way the
reader wishes. To overcome this problem of alienation, politics

becomes essential. Politics is that which institutes the laws of

a society. This includes the laws of both the public and private
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realms. Politics, however, occurs exclusively in the public
realm, which tends to be patriarchal. The institution of
marriage belongs to the private realm, though it is instituted
in the public sphere. It is an institution developed by men to
relieve the male of his anxiety of alienation from his child.
Because the wife is isolated from the public realm and from
other men, all her children can be considered to belong to the
husband. He has sole access to her. This exclusive access is
guaranteed by the public realm. In the animal world, many male
animals participate in the upbringing of the offspring; human
males are providers only because they choose to be and not
because it is necessary. In fact, the public realm only awards
the father rights to the child if he is a good father. Yet by
acknowledging the good father and awarding him paternity, there
has been a socio-historical process also of awarding him the
reproductive labour power of the mother. "It is in a very real
sense the appropriation of both a product of labour and of its
‘means of production,' the woman and her reproductive labour
powexr. Woman are not privatized solely to guard them from other
potencies [other men]. They are privatized because their own
reproductive labour power must be appropriated along with the
child in whom it is embedded" (0'Brien, 56-60). In this way, it
has been possible for male temporal consciousness to overcome
discontinuity.

The private reader's role is instituted by the public. It has

many names, but the most common has been to call it a muse.



Because the muse is female, she is called on to serve the male
writer much in the same way that the wife in the patriarchal
public sphere is called on to serve her husband. The muse is a
"help meet" for the inspired poet. Yet, unlike the wife, the
muse is invoked solely for her reproductive purposes. That the
muse often is the partner who impregnates rather than is
impregnated is not important for the public realm attributes the
whole creative process to the good poet. If the public reader is
familiar with the tropes of the writer, and if these tropes are
reiterated in the public realm in various texts to encourage
familiarity, then alienation is diminished. As O'Brien notes,
since the time of Plato and Aristotle, politics has been
perceived as the great stabilizer "over time and for the
regulation of both property relations and the social relations
of reproduction... [which] require a political-legal
context...[that] mere genetic continuity evidently could not
provide" (0O'Brien, 33).

Like any text, a political-legal context, when it becomes
writing, assumes authority; it becomes natural law. As O'Brien
analyzes the works of Hegel and Marx, she discovers that both
find the oppression of women naturally justified. This
naturally-justified oppression begins with an idea she terms
"male potency." Male potency is a result of the alienation of
the male seed. For it is then that, in social terms, a series of
oppositions appears. Standing opposed to each other are:

1. The man and the child, who may or may not be his;



2. The woman who labors to bring forth her child, and the man

who does not labour;

3. The man who is separated from biological continuity, and
the woman whose integration with the natural process and
genetic time is affirmed in reproductive labour;

4. Following from 1, individual man and all other possible
potencies, men in general. (O'Brien, 36)

O'Brien sets up these oppositions for two reasons. One is to
describe how male potency evolves from this alienation; the
other is to introduce the idea of a reproductive consciousness
or the reproductive imagination.*®

From this table of oppositions, we f£ind that, from the male
perspective, there arises a problem of the uncertainty of
tatherhood. There is a certain amount of freedom in this
uncertainty for it allows the male to absolve himself of any
responsibility. The pleasure is his to remember. Yet, as a
collective, there has been a "strenuous masculine activity" to
negate this uncertainty in the form of institutions; as noted
above, marriage is perhaps the chief institution. However, in
attempting to negate this uncertainty, the role of the male in
male/female relationships must be privileged. The word
"conception," from the latin concipere, to take together, to
contain, to gather, as in concipere semina, (of a woman) to
gather the male seed, is first an active verb. Yet after
Aristotle's biology, "to conceive" became a passive verb
implying acceptance of the male seed, of male domination
(Partridge). The structure that reverses ‘natural' events to

promote male supremacy, O'Brien calls male potency. However,
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we cannot say that men ‘naturally' understood copulation

not only as pleasurable, but as an exercise in domination

and perhaps even priestly or political duty.

Pleasurability is an immediate property of copulation,

wvhereas dominance and superiority are not. The notion of

potency requires a historical development; it 1s a complex
which goes far beyond mere capacity to impregnate. Potency
is a masculine triumph over men's natural alienation from

the process of reproduction. (0'Brien, 49)

In another chapter, entltled "Creatlvity and procreativity,”
0'Brien returns to Plato and the notlion of second nature. The
male experlence is determined through man's blological nature
(first nature), which "exerts constralnts"™ on his ability to
develop his soclo-historical (second) nature. "women have been
perceived as integrated with first nature so completely that
they do not need a second nature. As the expression of second
nature takes place in the political realm, this is one reason
why politics is a man's world." women, in the realm of first
nature are in a sense powerless for they are a necessity.
However, in the realm of second nature, "man makes himself"
(O'Brien, 118).

Nature is defined by O'Brien as organic/biological and
transcendental/essential. In Greek thought, nature 1is "the
legitimizer of ethical lives and political organizations." She
is also the glver of reason. And 1t was through reason that men
could understand thelr two natures. Yet "the unification of
first and second nature requlired a bit of all-too-human help. It
required...a second birth, qualitatively different from
biological birth." There developed a tradition of male passage

into the realm of second nature, a passage that 1s very



different from, and requires no assistance from, female
reproductive labour. Here men became citizens and participated
in politics. In all these institutions where male passage
occurs, O'Brien writes, the creation myths involve a movement
from chaos to order. "Like the patriarchal composers of the book
0f Genesis, the intellectuals of antiquity found ambiguity and
confusion in the movement from ‘an order and continuity'
grounded in human procreativity to a surrogate ‘order and
continuity' grounded in male creative potency. It was precisely
because the latter is not ‘natural' that ideological inversions
were required to make it seem so" (O'Brien, 119-123).

It was Plato, O'Brien reminds us, who perceived that
metaphysics could solve the problem of male alienation in
reproduction. "Male praxis can denigrate physical birth and
restrict access to women, but male supremacy separated from
genetic continuity must equip itself with ideological principles
of continuity, and also a non-biological account of beginning"
(O'Brien, 126). In Plato's Symposium, Socrates puts forward the
notion of intellectual creativity as a natural superiority to
"carnal procreativity." Here, at a banquet, Socrates and his
friends discuss the meaning of love. Love 1s described as a
force that is greater than death for people, even women, are
prepared to die for love. Almost immediately, love is divided
into types: common and heavenly. Heavenly love is motherless;
"she firstly had no share of the female, but only the male, and

she loves philosophy and virtue in general." Common love is only

18



physical gratification with no regard for man's soul or mind.
Here Plato has moved the conception of love "as life-force

totally divorced from biological reproduction to a conception of
slngle male parenthood, 1n which conceptlion has nothing to do
with women because female sexuallty presumably sullies the
purity of the ma=culine moral potency and philosophical prowess"
(O'Brien, 127). The meal continues, as does the discussion.
More tales of love are told until flnally Socrates himself
speaks. Again, 0'Brien notes the structure of the dialogue.
Socrates' speech 1Is preceded by the speech of a youth, who
describes love as a wise poet. He is followed by a drunken
Alcibiades, who has come late and has not heard Socrates speak.
"The suggestion that Socrates really is Love, and that wisdom 1is
the true life-force, are emphasized in a skillful literary way.
Alcibiades's account of his encounter with Socrates, which gives
birth to virtue by sexual abstention, 1s structurally similar to
Socrates' earlier account of the encounter in which Poverty and
Plenty give birth to Love by sexual indulgence." Socrates tells
the story, O'Brien continues,

of how Eros' mother, Poverty, hungry and cold and

miserable, had crept into the bed of his father, Plenty,

who was luxuriantly sleeping off a [large consumption of

nectar].... Poverty seduced Plenty, and their child, Eros,

was therefore a golden boy, the mean between his mother's

poor nature and the rich nature of his father. This

paternal nature was one which loved the true, the good and

the beautiful, a nature which belonged to a great hunter

who hunted wisdom... and which was fertile of ideas and

dedicated to philosophy. It is from the nature of this

splendid and potent creature that Eros gets his life, but

because his mother's nature 1is deficient in the capacity

to give 1life, the life he inherlts from his father is
always dribbling away. Thus the nature of the father is to
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give life abundantly, the nature of the rescurceless

mother is to deny life. So poor is she that the actual

sex-act is all she has to contribute to life. (O'Brlen,

128-129., Her emphasis.)

This story is followed by the drunken Alcibiades's attempt to
seduce Socrates. Socrates spurns the sexual advances of
Alciblades but accepts his story that Alciblades was only hoping
that, in a sexual encounter, some of Socrates's wisdom might rub
off. Socrates then counsels Alcibiades and tells him that it is
the meeting of minds from which emerges the birth of what is
essentially human. O'Brien writes that "Temperance conceived in
true wisdom is the blessed product of all-male creative
intercourse which transcends the sexuality and messiness of
procreativity. The stretched-out intellect has replaced the
palpitating womb as the cradle of the life-force" (0'Brien,129).

By bringing the ‘palpitating womb' inside the male mind,
Plato has transcended the problem of alienation. Here, the
second kind of reader, the Other who reads the mental
inscriptions of Socrates's mind, is similar to the first kind of
reader, Socrates's audience. Both are familiar with the same
tropes; both are of the same womb. The female Muse is still
necessary for the metaphor to function -- like Poverty, she is
there to supply the sexual act -- but she remains a trope. And
as a trope, she has been conceived by an author, who, with his
male companions, can continue to concelive more tropes. Since
trope reproduction takes place in a political -- all male --

sphere, the author is the essential life force.

In concluding the Symposium, Socrates explains that his views
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on love "have been culled from a wise woman." Plato is using a
patriarchal literary device: "he puts the argument for male
superliority into the mouth of a woman" (0'Brien, 134). The old
woman, Diotima, teaches Socrates that love is not really a god,
but a mediator between mortals and immortals. He "seeks wisdom
because he does not have 1t, as gods do, but is not wholly
without 1it, as some mortals are." Yet, for "good" love to
perslst over time, it must continuously be begotten. This lis
possible because all men are pregnant In body and soul.
Begetting "is related to the quest for beauty, which 1s certailn
and permanent and mortal nature has only one way to ensure
Irmmortality, which 1s to replace the o0ld with the young."
Knowledge, too, 1s mortal. Thus, it is love of immortality,
which comes from love of knowledge (for one cannot love what one
does not know), that leads to fame. And fame is more valuable
than children:

So those who are pregnant in body turn to women and are

enamoured in this way, and thus, by begetting children,

secure for themselves, so they think, immortality and

memory and happiness, ‘providing all things for the time

to come,' but those who are pregnant in soul, for there

are some who conceive in the soul more than in body, what

is proper for the soul to conceive and bear. And what is

proper? -- wisdom and virtue in general -- to this class

belong all creative poets, and those artists and craftsmen

who are sald to be inventlive. But much the greatest

wisdom... and the most beautiful, is that which is

concerned with the ordering of cities and homes, which we

call temperance and justice. (0'Brien, 171)

As 0'Brlen notes, 1t may be argued that Plato's Symposium 1is
only a poetic metaphor born as a play on the double meaning of

"conception." But the play is not two-way. Socrates attempts to
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assert that "the abstract proliferations of male ideas have a
more concrete reality" than the products of reproductive labour.
Rather, O'Brien believes, Plato is "struggling with the

biologically based realities of male reproductive consciousness"

(O'Brien, 132).

IIX

This struggle with the limits of biological reality,
particularly evident in the metaphor of male sexual
reproduction, has continued throughout the centuries. In the
seventeenth century, Thomas Hobbes was aware of this anxiety
when he claimed that the first quality peculiar to the nature of
man is "to be inquisitive into the Causes of the Events they
see... [and] secondly, upon the sight of anything that hath a
Beginning, to think also it had cause, which determined the same
to begin, then when it did, rather than sooner or later"
(Hobbes, 54). These peculiar qualities are evident not only in
Milton, who returns to time's beginning to explain the cause of
man's fallen state, but also in Thomas Browne's teleological
writings. In his Religio medici, Browne writes that

There is but one first cause; ...every Essence, created or

uncreated, hath its finall cause, and some positive end

both of its Essence and operation; This is the cause I

grope after in the works of nature, on this hangs the

providence of God..... This visible world is but a picture

of the invisible, wherein as in a pourtract, things are

not truely, but on equivocall shapes, and as they

counterfeit some reall substance in that invisible

fabrick.... [God reveals himself through] his servant

Nature, that universall and publick Manuscript, that lies
expans'd unto the eyes of all. (Bodemer, 197)
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Browne was not only an influential theologian, but was also
"a physician and inquiring student of embryology" (Bodemer,
197). He was not the only one. To account for all knowledge, for
everything in the universe, many philosophers and theologians
returned to the sciences. This led to an explosion in the field
of natural science not seen since Aristotle. Embryology became a
favorite. The earlier century had seen a new world explored and
claimed.” Now explorers were returning to the body. Influenced
by Bacon's scientific method of observation, any anatomical
structure related to the cause of man was sliced, diced, and
labelled. In embryology, wrote Thomas Browne, it was hoped that
"that great work whose wonders are only second unto those of the
Creation, and a close apprehension of the one, might perhaps
afford a glimmering light, and crepusculous glance of the other"
(Bodemer, 199). But, as we shall see, embryological research was
performed not so much to discover the cause for beginnings, but
more so to reaffirm the status quo.

In their quest for the causes of beginnings, scientists did
not have to look far. Browne himself calls Nature a "publick
Manuscript." In reading this "Manuscript," scientists,
philosophers, and theologians not only absorbed its metaphors,
but, in so doing, they followed Hobbes's third peculiar quality
of the nature of man:

whereas...Man observeth how one Event hath been produced

by another; and remembereth in them Antecedence and

Consequence; And when he cannot assure himselfe of the

true causes of things, (for the causes of good and evill

fortune for the most part are invisible,) he supposes
causes of them, either such as his own fancy suggesteth;
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or trusteth to the Authority of other men, such as he
thinks to be his friends, and wiser than himselfe.
(Hobbes, 54. His emphasis.)
Without the help of a microscope, scientists returned to the
language of theilr authorities: Aristotle and Aquinas.
Mary O'Brien's notion of male potency can be seen already in
the work of Aristotle. Aristotle found no difficulty in
privileging the male role in the male/female relationship. 1In

his On The Generation of Animals, Aristotle declares that "woman

provides matter for the embryo, while the man gives the matter
form and motion.... The menstrual blood is the ‘prime matter'™
(Warner, 40). However, he "believes the male semen to be made
up of water and pneuma, which is hot air. This air is not one of
the four elements, but more divine than they are. It is the
sublunary analogue of ether. This heat is not that ordinary fire
which does not generate life, but is like the heat of the sun,
which is known to generate life.... What the male contributes is
simply this hot, divine, fertile air" (Morsink, 112).

In the thirteenth century, Aristotle's biological work was
accepted into the church through the works of St. Thomas
Aquinas. In his Summa_ Theologiae, Aquinas writes:

It was absolutely necessary to make woman, for the reason
Scripture mentions, as a help for man.... [As the life of]
man...is directed to a nobler function still (nobilius
opus vitae), that of understanding things...there was more
reason than ever in man for emphasizing the distinction
between the sexes, which was done by producing woman
separately from man.... Only as regards nature in the
individual is the female something defective and manque
For the active power in the seed of the male tends to
produce something like itself, perfect masculinity; but

the procreation of the female 1s the result...of the
debility of the active power.... With reference to nature
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in thg specles as a whole, the female 1s not something
manque, but is according to the tendency of nature, and is
directed to the work of procreation. Now the tendency of
the nature of a species as a whole derives from God, who
is the general author of nature (universalis auctor
naturae). (Aquinas, Vol II, 92, i)

The language used by these two authorities affirms the basic
tropes that will dominate seventeenth-century reproductive
underztandlng. "Pneuma" translates into Latin as "spirlitus" and
into English as "spirit." And Aquinas introduces the expresslions
"the active power of the seed of the male," and "author of
nature." This vocabulary constitutes semen as the active force
in generation because of its divine association, an active force
in all creativity. Man, unlike woman, is "directed to a nobler
function...that of understanding things." If man understands
woman, if he knows her, then she can become a tool of his
creative 1lmagination, a tool to further his understanding of
other ‘things.' She also becomes an instrument with which to
create more men. Marina Walker writes that "The Angelic
Doctor... accepted Aristotelian biology with far-reaching
consequences on the attitude of the woman's role in European
society. He saw man as the vital source of life and woman solely
as the incubator, the blood transfusion unit" (Warner, 39).
After Aquinas and Aristotle, the linkage of semen and spirit was
not questioned again until the seventeenth century.

Essentially, there were two streams of thought that

influenced embryology: atomism, and neoplatonism. Both schools

were influenced by william Harvey's De generatione animalium,
published in 1653. Harvey is known in this century for his
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discovery that blood circulates in the body. When he first
published his findings on the circulation of blood, they were
dismissed as foolishness. However, after a period of twenty
years had passed, Harvey's work was generally accepted.
Therefore, when he published De generatione animalium, his work
wvas approved without question. This is unfortunate because
Harvey, lacking a microscope, was unable to trace the movement
of semen to the uterus, and therefore had to resort to metaphor.
Thus he concludes: "The woman after contact with the spermatic
fluid in coitu seems to receive influence, and to become
fecundated without the cooperation of any sensible corporeal
agent, in the same way as iron touched by the magnet is endowed
with its powers and can attract other iron to itself" (Farley,
17).

The first large theoretical influence on embryology, atomism,
was emphasized in the works of Kenelm Digby and Nathaniel
Highmore.® Both believe that, the seed of the male and female
were composed of different atoms that when acted upon by a vital
force, developed mechanically with the aid of a formative force
already inside the atom. Digby writes that

All generation is made of a fitting, but remote,

homogenial compounded substance; upon which outward Agents

working, in the due course of nature change it into

another substance, quite different from the first, and

make it less homogenal than the first was. (Bodemer, 187)
This "homogenial substance" was described more in detail by

Highmore:

Highmore describes the seed as composed of small,
indivisible particles.... [There are)] two varieties of
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seminal atoms: spiritual atoms from the male and material
atoms from the female. The gonads extract atoms belonging
to every part of the body from the circulating blood.

In higher forms, embryogenesis occurs in utero, where two
seeds coalesce, the feminine material atoms acting ‘to fix
and cement the spiritual Atomes together, that they might
mutually cohere the one to the other; the Masculine,...to
actuate, enliven, and to act for all the rest.' (Bodemer,
189)

Digby and Highmore's theorles of "vital" and "formative" forces
could not be verified empirically. However, they believed they
lived in a ordered and rational world, and since the male in the
male/female relationship was rational, these forces were
naturally attributed to the male.

Neoplatonism, the other influence on embryology, was
introduced through the writings of the Cambridge Platonists. In
response to Hobbesian materialism, they were "seeking a
reconciliation of a mechanistic philosophy with contemporary
religious beliefs" (Bodemexr, 196). In 1758, Thomas Hobbes had
written that

nothing can be Unjust. The notions of Right and Wrong,

Justice and Injustice have there no place. Where there 1is

no common Power, there is no Law: where no Law, no

Injustice. Force, and Fraud, are in warre the two

Cardinall vertues. Justice, and Injustice are none of the

Faculties neither of the Body, nor Mind. If they were,

they might be in a man that were alone in the world, as

well as his Senses, and Passions. They are Qualities, that

relate to men in Society, not in Solitude. It is

consequent also to the same condition, that there be no

Propriety, no Dominion, no Mine and Thine distinct; but

onely that to be every mans, that he can get; for so long

as he can keep it. (Hobbes, p.66)

Thls deterministic statement flew In the face of the Cambridge
Platonlists, who, as spiritualists, believed there existed an

intended causality for man and therefore that an absolute
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morality was essential. If there were no purpose for man, no
absolute morality, why should Milton bother to justify the ways
of God to men? Benjamin Whithcote argued on behalf of all
spiritualists when he wrote that "They are therefore greatly
mistaken, who in religion oppose points of Reason and matters of
Faith: as if Nature went one way, and the Author of Nature went
another" (Bodemer, 281). It was through Neoplatonism that the
natural and spiritual phenomena could be reconciled.

Neoplatonism is a metaphysical system involving an
hierarchical order. Developed by Plotinus in the third century,
it is an interpretation of Plato's Timaeus, which was then
reinterpreted and christianized by an Italian philosopher of the
s