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Casual Discourse Lost: The Separation of Adam and Eve

in a prelapsarian world and enjoys many of the characteristic
the Miltonic ideal of polemic seen in the exchanges between (
and the Son, Raphael and Adam, and God and Adam. Of onx
the more striking aspects of the debate, we are not actually aw
until its close: throughout the entire dispute, Adam and Eve
holding hands. When Eve makes her final response and separ:
from Adam, Milton emphasizes that separation all the more t
very literal severance of a physical bond that has joined them e
in the heat of dispute: “from her Husbands hand her hand / &
she withdrew” (385-6).

While this underscores the critical division of the pair and
end of a degree of harmony they will never know again, it ¢
reminds us that this final debate before the Fall enjoys much of
congeniality we see in the discourse of other unfallen beings:

The knowledge that the dialogue has been spoken handfast
spreads an afterglow over its tone that should dispel any suspi
we might have had that it is a domestic squabble and confirn
gravity and tenderness. (McColley 168)

While disagreeing as independent rational beings, Adam and 1
place their disagreement in the context of domestic concord :
attempt sincerely to come to a consensus. They employ nothing
the oratorical deception of demonic dispute; in contrast to
pomp of Pandemonium or the histrionics of the serpent, Adam
Eve open a simple discussion that evolves naturally into a disf
only when they find that, for the first time, they disagree. W
follows is an honest and logical examination of the issues, an 0]
inquiry that is prelapsarian in all but the most important respt
it falls critically short of mutual agreement.

Fowler has noted that there is, however, one important «
ference between this exchange and earlier conversations in wh
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1e two are engaged in that Eve initiates the discussion: “Eve first
» her Husband thus began” (204).! Certainly one of the most no-
ible aspects of the debate is that Eve insists on having both the
rst and the last word, even after Adam has effectually closed the
ebate by acceding to her wishes. Since such comparative garru-
ty on Eve’s part is a clear deviation from the usual pattern of their
onversations, in which Adam initiates and concludes their discus-
ons, and in which Eve is chiefly an attentive but passive listener,
ve’s initiation of the discussion of their separation hints that this
blloquy may take a much different turn.

The very abruptness with which Eve opens the discussion
gnals a new, less courteous tone to their conversations. Deviat-
\g from Adam’s example, Eve does not preface her remarks with
complimentary address; she opens with a simple, unmodified
ocative: “Adam, well may we labour still to dress / This Garden
.. 7 (205-6). In contrast, Adam prefaces all but one of his re-
yonses with a glowing tribute to his “opponent”: “Sole Eve, As-
yciate sole, to me beyond / Compare above all living Creatures
zare” (227-8), “Daughter of God and Man, immortal Eve, / For
ich thou art, from sin and blame entire” (291-2). Only in the “fer-
or” of his final response does he finally imitate Eve’s brevity with
O Woman” (343). Eve, on the other hand, opens with a compli-
ientary address only once in the entire episode, responding to the
yurtesy of Adam’s first response with the single line “Ofspring of
eav’n and Earth, and all Earths Lord”” (273). In her two subse-
uent responses, she does not employ a vocative at all: “If this be
ur condition . . . “ (321) and “With thy permission then .. .”
§77). Eve initially cites as her reason for wishing to separate that
iey talk too much—*“what wonder if so near / Looks intervene
1d smiles, or object new / Casual discourse draw on, which in-
rmits / Our dayes work brought to little” (221-224)—and the
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comparative terseness with which she engages in debate certainly
suggests that she is a woman wishing to get to work.

One consequence of such a diminution of, if not courtesy, a
least patience for “Casual discourse” is that Eve temporarily pre
vents both discussion and what is for Milton synonymous witt
reason—the ability to choose, “reason also is choice” (II1.108)
After noting the “wanton growth” of the Garden and their inabil
ity to check that growth, Eve asks Adam to advise, only to rust
quickly into stating her own opinion before Adam has a chance tc
respond: “thou therefore now advise / Or hear what to my minde
first thoughts present” (212-3). Her comment appears to offe:
Adam the choice of either advising or hearing, but she clearly
makes the choice for him, as she does a moment later when sug:
gesting what their division of labors should be:

Let us divide our labours, thou where choice
Leads thee, or where most needs, whether to wind
The Woodbine round this Arbour, or direct

The clasping Ivie where to climb, while I

In yonder Spring of Roses intermixt

With myrtle, find what to redress till Noon. . . .
(214-19)

Christopher Ricks has said that Eve “doesn’t care what he does
and she knows very well what she will do” (144, cited in Fowle:
451n216-9), but I believe that Eve’s proposal indicates that she
does care what Adam does and is, indeed, eager to tell him wha
tc 0. She appears to be offering Adam a choice here: “thou where
choice / Leads thee,” but the coordinate “or where most needs’
suggests a manipulation of which Eve is probably not even con-
sciously aware. Though she is willing to grant him the freedom o
doing whatever he prefers to do, it is clear that Eve would rathe:
he do what must be done: “whether to wind / The Woodbine
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Despairing, seeks to work us woe and shame
By sly assault. . . . (251-6)

Once again we see a radical departure from standard debate, a
minder that discourse is an examination of preconceptions rat
than a defense of a fixed position. What Mary Ann Radzinow
has explained of the absence of stichomythia in Samson Agonis
“that ‘thrust and parry’ is an instrument of debate only betw
fixed and preestablished positions; it is not an instrument of in
lectual discovery” (17), applies to Adam’s entire approach in
debate with Eve, in which his intention is merely to examine
issue, not to cross disputational swords. Adam clearly does
remember Raphael’s warning until halfway into his remarks; ye
soon as he does, he immediately checks himself and reverses
opinion.

One of the most notable differences between Milto
prelapsarian discourse and demonic debate is that the former s
gests a certain spontaneity of thought, an organic developmen
argument in directions of which the speaker is himself unaw
when he begins his oration. When Adam first considers Eve’s
gument, he is struck by its skill and is moved by what he take
be her motives. He immediately intuits the fallacy of her reas
ing but is willing to suggest a better argument for the same e
until another thought occurs that compels him to change his mi
Unlike the mechanical respondent obliged to refute an argu
regardless of its merit, Adam shows himself not to know wha.
feels about their separation until his “right reason” leads him in¢
tably to what he remembers of Raphael’s warning. With the d
ger again in mind, Adam’s quickly intuits other axioms more
evant to their particular situation: they are more vulnerable “as
der” (258), and “The Wife, where danger or dishonour lurk
Safest and seemliest by her Husband staies” (267-8).
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Milton’s prefaces Eve’s response with our first note of dis-
cord between the two. She responds “As one who loves, and some
unkindness meets, / With sweet austeer composure thus reply’d”
(271-2). The shift in tone is subtle; the general congeniality re-
mains in that she responds “As one who loves,” and her compo-
sure is “sweet” if “austeer.” Indeed, for the only time in the debate,
she follows Adam’s example of prefacing her refutation with a
complimentary address. And yet it is also apparent that she is un-
able to emulate his ability to detach the speaker from the speech,
for she takes his response quite personally, as one who “some
unkindness meets” (271). Adam has been anything but unkind in
his response, which has been courteous and flattering to both Eve
and her proposal. Her ability to reason syllogistically, however,
leads her quickly to dissect Adam’s axiom and find lurking with-
in what she assumes to be an insult to the strength of her faith and
love.

Ironically, Eve’s very success as a logician works against her
in the debate, for she assumes that conclusions reached logically
are necessarily true. She has yet to learn the limitations of discur-
sive reason. Adam has offered the simple axiom that there is
strength in unity, greater vulnerability in division; yet Eve quickly
deduces that Adam’s concern for her safety cannot be from physi-
cal danger, since they currently appear to be either immortal or
capable of withstanding any threats to their lives: “As wee, not
capable of death or paine, / Can either not receave, or can repell”
(283-4). This leaves her with the logical, if incorrect, conclusion
that Adam fears her mental or spiritual strength insufficient to
resist deception: “His fraud is then thy fear, which plain inferrs /
Thy equal fear that my firm Faith and Love / Can by his fraud be
shak’n or seduc’t” (285-7).

The danger of her reasoning is that she bases her refutation
on inference, rather than on any explicit statement of this concern.
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od his motive, which has been simply to avoid Satan’s attempt
ogether, which in itself would be offensive in the mere sugges-
n that the tempted was not “incorruptible of Faith” (298). Far
ym assuming Eve’s weakness, Adam has thought that she “with
yrne / And anger wouldst resent the offer’d wrong / Though
:ffectual found” (299-301). Since Adam argues noetically
ough much of the debate, he risks the fact that she may misun-
rstand the unspoken connections, that she may not only misread
s writing between the lines but supply her own version.

It is interesting to note the difference between each’s percep-
n of the other. Adam has shown himself in each response to
sume naturally the best of motives behind Eve’s proposal.
ough she has not stated as much, he immediately assumes that
> is motivated by concern for “houshold good” and the desire to
courage her husband to do “good workes” (234), and he now
serts that she is blameless and would surely render any attempt
seduce her “ineffectual.” Eve, on the other hand, has immedi-
ly assumed the worst of her husband, being quick to denounce

assumed estimation of her despite what he has proven daily of
it esteem.

Adam indicates that Eve also has dismissed the danger of
tan as hastily as she has misinterpreted himself. Reminding her
it “The Enemie” has seduced a third of heaven—*Suttle he
>ds must be, who could seduce / Angels” (307-8)—Adam him-
f claims to enjoy the benefit of external aid against such a foe:
or think superflous others aid. / I from the influence of thy looks
.eave / Access in every Vertue” (309-310). It appears to be an
ective ethical appeal, an honest admission of his own vulnerabil-
to make Eve feel that he is not arguing from a sense of his own
yeriority, but is, rather, asking her to be no more dependent than
is himself. Joan Bennett has argued that Adam wants “a greater
1se of interdependence, a more complete security in his relation-
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ship with his beloved, than is possible to rationally free creat
(398), but Adam’s position is consistent with what Milton has
elsewhere about the reason for Eve’s creation. God tells Ad:
Book VIII that she will be “Thy likeness, thy fit help, thy «
self” (450), a position which Milton echoes in De Doctrina
“God gave a wife to man at the beginning to the intent tha
should be his help and solace and delight” (Complete Prose W
VI.374). In wishing Eve to remain with him so that they may
each other, Adam is wanting her to do nothing more than the
pose for which she was created.

Though Eve responds with the continued courtesy of “as
sweet” (321), she persists in her belief that Adam “Less attrit
to her Faith sincere” (320). As is clear throughout Paradise
at the heart of the fall of both angels and humans in Milton’s
verse lies the sin of pride, which we find first with Eve in th
sistence that Adam is undervaluing the strength of her faith
as Satan rebels out of a “sense of injur’d merit,” Eve L
staunchly to her desire to separate chiefly because of hurt feel
Adam has assured her in his second response that he has the |
est esteem for her faith, and yet she continues to misinte
Adam’s real intention. It does not appear to matter what a
ances he gives her—she has concluded that Adam does not 1
highly enough of her faith, and she is largely deaf to anything
ther he may have to say on the subject.

Waldock and others have noted that Eve’s second ret
strongly echoes Milton’s own dismissal of a “fugitive and ¢
tered virtue” in Areopagitica (22), for the central question o
response is “what is Faith, Love, Vertue unassaid / Alone, 1
out exterior help sustaind?” (335-6). Fowler is surely right, |
ever, in noting that a legitimate argument in the fallen wor
1644 is hardly so appropriate in prelapsarian Eden, where v
is not defined by the ability to resist temptation (456r335). Inc
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wler suggests that, in attributing his own earlier sentiments to
e, Milton appears, “in the interests of self-discovery,” to be
amining his own “dangerous individualism” (456n335). In the
ntext of this rebuttal, Eve’s individualism is not only dangerous
t potentially blasphemous, for it leads her to suggest that para-
ie as Adam has described it is ultimately deficient: “How are we
ppie, still in fear of harm?” (326). If fear of Satan compells the
o to live “In narrow circuit strait’nd by a Foe” (323), Eden is
re a prison than a paradise. According to Eve, Adam’s account
the danger implies that Eden has been “Left so imperfet by the
aker wise,” that “Fraile is our happiness, if this be so, / And
'en were no Eden thus expos’d” (338-41).

Eve also refutes Adam’s claim that the mere attempt by Sa-
1 to seduce her would be an affront, since “his foul esteeme /
cks no dishonour on our Front, but turns / Foul on himsel{”
29-31). Indeed, Eve argues that honor, rather, cculd result from
> test: “who rather double honour gaine / From his surmise
yv’d false, find peace within, / Favour from Heav’n” (332-4). In
ntrast with the Son in Books IIT and VI, who wants nothing
re than to augment God’s glory, Eve shows herself to be inter-
ed only in enhancing her own position, working for “double
nour” for herself rather than glory for God. Milton shows us
it, even before being tempted by Satan with godlike knowledge
1 power, Eve is concerned primarily with her own self-image.
e resents any implication from Adam that she may be vulnerable
Satan’s deception and is eager for the glory she would receive
proving him wrong.

Adam’s third and final response to Eve is the only occasion
the debate when he has no complimentary address, as he hast-
refutes Eve’s implication that he has said anything critical of
id’s design: “best are all things as the will / Of God ordain’d
:m” (343-4). With a critical shift from his earlier courtesy to the
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harsh “O Woman,” Adam indicates his own fervor to refutc
suggestion belittling God’s creation. Of course, this conf
rather than refutes, Eve’s own suggestion that there has
“Nothing imperfect or deficient left” in either man or “augh
might his happie State secure” (345-7). What Eve continu
overlook, however, is that “God left free the Will” (351), w
guarantees their freedom but also makes them vulnerable t
deception of another. Having never been exposed to mend:
Eve does not comprehend the possibility of hypocrisy:

Since Reason not impossibly may meet

Some specious object by the Foe subornd,

And fall into deception unaware,

Not keeping strictest watch, as she was warnd.

(360-3)
By assuming her power sufficient to resist any evil, Eve is cl
not “keeping strictest watch,” a state of readiness that woul
allow such prideful confidence.

Resorting again to axioms, Adam reminds Eve that “Tr1a
come unsought” and that “constancie” is best proven by ol
ence: “th’ other who can know, / Not seeing thee attempted,
attest?” (366-9). Adam notes the contradiction in what Ev
suggested of the “double honour” of resisting Satan. While v
ing the glory of a solitary resistance to temptation, she para
cally is also hoping for a heavenly audience that will observe

Having once again refuted Eve’s reasons for wishing to
arate, Adam suggests a more logical motive for her sugges
while subtly indicating Eve’s overconfidence: “But if thou t
trial unsought may finde / Us both securer then thus warnd
seemst, / Go” (370-2). It is the moment for which Eve has
waiting, as she quickly responds, for the first time, that Ad:
right, “that our trial, when least sought, / May finde us both
haps farr less prepar’d” (381-2). On the surface, it appears tha
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:lapsarian debate concludes in agreement, but this is merely the
e that Eve puts on the affair. Adam asserts even in his closing
;ponse what he maintains throughout the debate, that temptation
buld be avoided, which “Were better, and most likelie if from
se / Thou sever not” (364-6). He has made clear what his own
:lings and desires are, but is unwilling to demand that she stay,
r [her] stay, not free, absents [her] more” (372). The only con-
1sus reached in this critical debate, then, is that Eve will have her
n way.

While differing widely in their reasons for thinking so, mod-
1 critics have generally agreed that Adam’s great failure as a
slapsarian “disputant” lies in his inability to persuade Eve in this
tical separation scene. In her discussion of the scene and its
ation to Milton’s antinomianism (1983), Joan Bennett summa-
ed the development of modern responses to the separation, all
which share the belief that Adam is, in one respect or another,
fault. E. M. W. Tillyard claimed over forty years ago that
lam’s entire problem is in arguing the matter at all with Eve,
10 really is merely waiting for him to put his masculine foot
wn and demand that she stay with him (17-19). Some twenty
ars later, Dennis Burden argued that Adam has to be in some
iy culpable so that they can both be responsible for the Fall
>ff). Noting Samson’s remark that “Commands are no con-
aints,” Fredson Bowers and Anthony Low each argued as well
it Adam should have laid down the law with Eve and left it to
- free will to decide whether to obey his commands or not. More
:ently, however, such critics as Diane McColley and Stella
vard have objected that such readings diminish Eve as an inde-
adent, rational individual, who must be allowed to go if she is
oe truly free. Though agreeing with this basic premise, Bennett
5 argued that
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Adam falls as Eve’s governor when he lets her go, because by
ing his permxssxon when he does, he substitutes his own auth
for a truly free decision from her. (399)

I would argue, however, that, having developed his pov
of reason in his earlier encounters with Raphael and God, A«
actually does much better in this debate than any of these read:
would suggest. He is not victorious in the sense of persuading
“opponent,” but this is not a valid measure of success in ei
debate or, most especially, the context of this scene. Eve i.
independent, rational being allowed to accept or reject Ada
argument, and the fact that she is not persuaded merely confi
that freedom; it does not indicate any failure on Adam’s
Bennett places the blame chiefly on his seeming to grant perr
sion rather than leaving the decision to Eve, but she arrives at
conclusion by what I believe to be an undue emphasis on the se
ingly imperative “Go” at the close of his remarks. What her an
sis ignores is the conditional adverb clause that modifies Go:
if thou think, trial unsought may finde / Us both securer then
warnd thou seemst, / Go . . . “ (370-2). The only thing truly
perative about this remark is that she must decide for herself
act upon what she thinks is best: “But if thou think. . . .” Adam
presented his reasons for thinking they should remain together
now leaves it to Eve to make her own decision.

Bennett also argues that Adam concedes to Eve’s wishes
soon, that he lacks “the rhetorician’s patience . . . to bring he
the point where . . . his reasons enable her reason to underst
uswe Whole picture” (400), but I would argue that Adam pres:
his case as thoroughly as possible without badgering Eve. He g
her as comprehensive an argument as she needs to make
“right” decision, and he can hardly be blamed when she does
any more than can Raphael’s instruction be faulted for Ada
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1bsequent mistakes. In both cases, Milton shows that the blame
wist rest entirely with the person who, exercising his or her own
ee will and reason on a sufficient account of the facts, simply
iakes the wrong choice.

Notes

! For earlier scenes in which “Adam’s right to the initiative
:ems insisted on,” see V.17ff and IV.408-10 (Fowler 450n204).
2 Milton draws a distinction between the two types of reason-
g in his Art of Logic, in which syllogistic logic is said to said to
ave arisen “from the weakness of the human intellect”:
Such . . . deduction has arisen from the weakness of the
human intellect, which because it is not able by the first
intuition to see the truth and falsity of things in the axiom,
turns to the syllogism in order to judge of their consequence
and lack of consequence by its means. (Works X1.367)
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