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Prelapserian Labor in John Milton’s Paradise Lost

Priming the fall of Adam and Eve from the eyes of a prolapserian author (see Reference Passages, p.6)
In lines 205-250 of Book IX in Paradise Lost
, Adam and Eve have their first argument over the nature of labor in Paradise.  In the prelapserian state, there is still the possibility that Adam and Eve will not fall and will instead obtain knowledge via Raphael’s counterfactual history when “man/With angels will participate…by tract of time” (PL 5, 493-505).  The trajectory of the argument uncovers the vulnerabilities that make both Adam and Eve susceptible to the fall—Eve in her desire to define a sense of self separate from Adam and Adam, in his act of magnetic sympathy.  The labor dispute immediately precedes the temptation, in order to dramatize a fall that is not predetermined by divine authority.  Milton’s choice to explore the nature of prelapserian labor gives him a stage to foreshadow the circumstances which led to the fall, during a prelapserian moment in human history when the fate of man had yet to be determined.
Although Eve was only recently created from Adam’s rib, she already perceives that she has fallen under Adam’s authority (PL 4, 484-491)—thus, Eve’s suggestion that she and Adam labor independently in lines 205-225 demonstrates a desire act freely outside of the hierarchy of Adam’s rule.  When she tells him that she will “find/what to redress till noon,” she both means that she will go attend to the work of gardening and that within these few hours apart from Adam, she will regain a sense of dignity
.  Eve hopes to find a sort of rebirth in the “Spring of Roses intermixt/with Myrtle” (218-219), where “Spring” is a season born anew and “Myrtle,” a plant that remains evergreen year-round.  In the few hours where Eve is free to work as she pleases, she regains the sense of free will that existed before Adam seized her hand  (PL 4, 484-491) and claimed her for his own company.  The ability to act on her account (rather than to please Adam), allows Eve to stand taller as a being who is not under the command of man or any other creature.  Eve’s want to exist of her own free will gives Satan an avenue by which he can exploit the desire. 
Before defining a space for her own actions, Eve must specify what Adam can do while she is away.  She states, 

Let us divide our labours, thou where choice
Leads thee, or where most needs, whether to wind [ 215 ]
The Woodbine round this Arbour, or direct
The clasping Ivie where to climb (PL 9, 214-217)

Although Eve gives Adam a choice (“do what you want” or “do what is needed”), she does not allow him the option of laboring in her company.  In her place, she offers the “Woodbine” and the “Ivie,” which do not provide conversation, but do provide another medium over which Adam can exert his control.  To “wind” and to “direct” are both coercive actions that Adam can take instead of seizing Eve’s hand (PL 4, 488-89).  The enjambments ending with “wind” and “direct,” have the effect of further highlighting the distance between the action and the direct object; where continuing onto the next line reminds the reader that although Eve may be a plausible direct object, it is rather the “Woodbine” and “Ivie” that receive Adam’s actions.  By displacing Adam’s attentions, Eve denies herself a second opinion when she is tempted by the serpent; therefore leading to the increased likelihood of the fall.

Eve further removes herself from the hierarchy of Paradise by creating a distinction between the “work” carried out by Nature and the “labour” exacted by her and Adam.  In context, Eve states, 
…the work under our labour grows,
Luxurious by restraint; what we by day
Lop overgrown, or prune, or prop, or bind, [ 210 ]
One night or two with wanton growth derides
Tending to wilde. (PL 9, 208-212)


The words used to describe the garden of Eden--“luxurious,” “wanton,” and “wilde”—paint a picture of a Nature that is incapable of moderating its own excesses.  The “work” of Nature is then contrasted by the acts of Adam and Eve, who “lop,” “prune,” and “bind”—actions, which reduce that which Nature makes superfluous.  Embedded within these actions is the logic that Adam and Eve are endowed with the ability think within “Reason,” (239-243) where “Reason” means both with logic and within moderation.  Eve has engaged in an act of interpretation that takes her a beyond the abstracted notion of work
 to a point where she has discovered experiential knowledge.  It is evidence that Rafael’s promise of gradual knowledge can and will be fulfilled in due time.  However, it is also inadequate to satiate Eve, who overlooks the mental experience and continues to demand physical separation.
Eve develops her argument upon the notion of efficiency, stating that, “looks,” “smiles,” and “casual discourse” create distractions that “draw on,” “intermit,” or “intervene” (221-225) in the process of work.  While “draw on” and “intervene” ask the reader to pause and stop, they are lost within the construction of the sentence, where they are placed in the middle of each line.  Although “intermits” closes line 223, it is followed in an enjambment with “Our dayes work brought to little.”  Eve has a proleptic drive that causes her to introduce the principle of productivity.  New to the concept of labor is the idea of efficiency, which asks how Adam and Eve can best allocate their time, although their amount of work is boundless and seats in Paradise, eternal.  It is not a sentiment that is shared by Adam, but rather a proleptic drive possessed by Eve.  Eve’s desire to compartmentalize time (which is infinite in Paradise) develops her propensity to desire the instantaneous knowledge presented by the serpent.  
 
While Eve’s desire to define a separate realm of existence leads her to eat of the Tree of Knowledge, Adam’s desire to maintain the status quo—a Paradise in her company—sets-up the condition for his own fall.  Adam immediately recognizes Eve’s need for both autonomy and station in Paradise.  Although Adam seemingly affords Eve with a sense of singularity in his use of “Sole Eve,” he immediately revises his term of endearment to the oxymoron, “Associate Sole” (227).  Although Adam is able to part with Eve for two syllables, he can only bear to do so temporarily, quickly falling back onto an understanding of Eve relative only to his own needs.  Additionally, Adam understands Eve’s need to break out of Paradise’s hierarchy and promises her a position of highest regard in his own opinion, stating that Eve is, “to me beyond/Compare above all living Creatures deare” (227-28).  However, this is no consolation to Eve, who already knows that man reigns over Nature and beasts.  While this social elevation gives Eve agency above all “Creatures” of Nature, they are “Creatures” which are described as being “deare” to Adam, and hence under his possession.  Adam has an inability to see Eve as nothing more than an extension of himself and of the male lack that was created when God made Eve from Adam’s rib.

Despite Eve’s call for separation and desire to be distinct, Adam concludes that her actions are qualities, which, “for nothing lovelier can be found/In Woman, then to studie houshold good,/And good workes in her Husband to promote” (232-234).  Adam’s statement reflects the engenderment of a fallen consciousness.  Although Eve argues for a division of labor in the gardening tasks, Adam refers to a domesticated economy where the specialization of feminine labor lies within the confines of the “houshold” and   “good workes in her Husband”—which are both ideas bounded by an interior that limit that vast physical grounds of Eden and intellectual development of Eve.  In his use of gender, Adam has already fallen to the prolapserian perspective, allowing him to attain one slice of the gradual knowledge that is promised by Raphael.  

Furthermore, the inability to see Eve’s request for separation as self-motivated leads to an act of sympathy that brings detriment to the marital relations.  Adam ignores Eve’s rational argument for efficiency, and reinterprets her suggestion as the devoted sentiments of a wife that thinks in terms of his and hers conjoined interests (lines 232-234)—a quality that is “loveli[est]” in woman.  Adam’s affinity for Eve as a self-same being (lines 228-234) affirms Michel Foucault’s warning that sympathy “has the dangerous power of assimilating, of rendering things identical to one another…of causing their individuality to disappear—and thus of rendering them foreign to what they were before
.”  Adam counteracts Eve’s resolve to exist independently by offering the extreme that he and she should think as one, that they should respond to God’s labor calling as a single unit.  Although Adam’s fervent insistences only exacerbate the argument, it is ultimately this act of sympathy that fuels the strength Eve’s resistance.   By refusing to give Eve agency outside of the marital bond, Adam has made the mistake of internalizing her intentions as those of his own; thereby risking the assumption that the fall of woman from Eden represents the best intentions to precede the fall of man.

Adam’s work of sympathy continues in lines 236-237 where he first uses “whether” to qualify that “food” and “talk of the mind” are two distinct options, only to come to the conclusion that their meanings can be collapsed into “Food of the mind.”  Although the two terms carry distinct meanings, Adam chooses to focus on magnetic attraction of their commonalities: the fact that both “food” and “talk” satisfy man’s need for “Refreshment” in Eden.  
Other images of combination can be found in Adam’s speech from lines 242-247.  Unlike Eve, who sees “labour” as a necessary avenue to her freedom, Adam sees it as nothing more than “irksome toil” (242).  Eve represents the voice of “Reason,” calling for a more efficient production process, while Adam is the “delight” that enjoys the leisure of Paradise.  Together (“Delight to reason joyn’d”) they are stronger to “keep from Wilderness with ease” (243-45).  Adam ends his speech as it is begun by giving the Eve the distinction of a separate identity.  Although Adam states that their existences are complimentary, he also implies that Eve’s absence creates weakness.  One without the other would reduce the “ease” with which each can resist temptation.  Adam is less for losing Eve and thus, more susceptible to fall when she is at once representative of his strength and temptation.
In the same way that Adam and Eve reinterpret the meaning of prelapserian labor, Milton reinterprets Genesis 2, where labor only exists after Adam and Eve have fallen.  Adam, Eve, and Milton all actively interact in the work of reading by interpreting the function of labor in Paradise.  While Adam and Eve pose counterbalanced arguments, their interpretations represent different viewpoints—all of which are equally valid.  Although the “Reason” endowed in humans (and are “To brute deni'd” (240)) allow them to engage in a dialogue with the text, it is similarly this same “Reason” which led to the fall of humankind.  It is a return to Milton’s lifelong interest in trial by contrary and the limits with which knowledge must be bounded.           

Passages for Reference

Adam, well may we labour still to dress [ 205 ]
This Garden, still to tend Plant, Herb and Flour,
Our pleasant task enjoyn'd, but till more hands
Aid us, the work under our labour grows,
Luxurious by restraint; what we by day
Lop overgrown, or prune, or prop, or bind, [ 210 ]
One night or two with wanton growth derides
Tending to wilde. Thou therefore now advise
Or hear what to my minde first thoughts present,
Let us divide our labours, thou where choice
Leads thee, or where most needs, whether to wind [ 215 ]
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:
For while so near each other thus all day [ 220 ]
Our taske we choose, what wonder if so near
Looks intervene and smiles, or object new
Casual discourse draw on, which intermits
Our dayes work brought to little, though begun
Early, and th' hour of Supper comes unearn'd. [ 225 ] 

To whom mild answer Adam thus return'd.
Sole Eve, Associate sole, to me beyond
Compare above all living Creatures deare,
Well hast thou motion'd, well thy thoughts imployd
How we might best fulfill the work which here [ 230 ]
God hath assign'd us, nor of me shalt pass
Unprais'd: for nothing lovelier can be found
In Woman, then to studie houshold good,
And good workes in her Husband to promote.
Yet not so strictly hath our Lord impos'd [ 235 ]
Labour, as to debarr us when we need
Refreshment, whether food, or talk between,
Food of the mind, or this sweet intercourse
Of looks and smiles, for smiles from Reason flow,
To brute deni'd, and are of Love the food, [ 240 ]
Love not the lowest end of human life.
For not to irksom toile, but to delight
He made us, and delight to Reason joyn'd.
These paths & Bowers doubt not but our joynt hands
Will keep from Wilderness with ease, as wide [ 245 ]
As we need walk, till younger hands ere long
Assist us: But if much converse perhaps
Thee satiate, to short absence I could yield.
For solitude somtimes is best societie,
And short retirement urges sweet returne. [ 250 ]
             --From Paradise Lost, Book IX, lines 205-250
Part of my Soul I seek thee, and thee claim
My other half: with that thy gentle hand
Seisd mine, I yielded, and from that time see
How beauty is excelld by manly grace [ 490 ]
And wisdom, which alone is truly fair.

--From Paradise Lost, Book IV, lines 484-491






� Unless otherwise cites, all quotations will refer to Book IX of Paradise Lost.


� redress, v: trans. To set (a person or thing) upright again; to raise again to an erect position. Also fig. to set up again, restore, re-establish. 


� This should be reminiscent of Adam’s statement: ““whate'er Death is/Some dreadful thing no doubt” (PL 4, 425-26)


� Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (Les Mots et Les Choses)
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