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Shakespeare’s familiarity with and interest in the Bible have been studietiin de
since the early twentieth century. J. A. Bryant, Richmond Noble, and Roy Battenhouse
are among the prominent scholars who see in Shakespeare’s plays biblical unugspinni
and resonances. This tradition of scholarship, which has opened up wholly new
dimensions, reveals that Shakespeare knew the Bible’s doctrines and sgatgmat
assimilated its language and imagery in his plays. Although a great dehbt#rship
thoroughly traces the biblical influence on Shakespeare, studies which connect the
biblical view of women and Shakespeare’s plays have, surprisingly, not been aitempte
Notwithstanding that feminist criticism of Shakespeare is a rich figkinist biblical
approaches to Shakespeare are extremely rare, mainly because thasrdiggourse
itself has long been viewed as the foundation for discrimination against women.

This dissertation endeavors to scale the heights of Shakespeare’s icortmclasm
studying his radical feminist agenda in conjunction with the biblicahadfiion and
veneration of womankind. It explores the biblical impact on Shakespeare’salepict
his female characters by drawing attention to the various ways in wieidard adapts
biblical language, tropes, phraseology, imagery, narratives, and theordsiiio subtly
echo and articulate the biblical view of women, inculcate his radical fenaisish, and

reinforce an image of women that subverts contemporary patriarchal, hegemonic



discourses. It illumines the various ways in which the Bard reworks and reto@s thes
biblical elements in order to agitate early modern sensibility and subdy s audience
toward this alternative, meliorative, and counterdiscursive view of womankind.

Recent feminist biblical hermeneutics, offering new insights regattang
positive view of women in the Bible, reveal the various misconceptions, especiiéy in t
Pauline Epistles, about the biblical view of women, challenge fallaciousbdba
interpretations of the biblical texts, and exegete the Scripture in ¢éeféneadly light.
This study moves beyond these useful but cryptic probings to show that the scriptural
underpinnings and echoes in Shakespeare’s plays constitute the philosophic foundations
in three main areas: 1) veneration of parturition and maternity, 2) atifrmaf female

wisdom and truth-telling, and 3) celebration of female sexuality and sptyitua
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Women in medieval and early modern England were trammeled and incapacitated
by an oppressive patriarchal system that legitimated their subseryvsiordination,
inarticulateness, and inferiority. In that male-dominated and gended-balsere,
females were denigrated, humiliated, depreciated, treated as sesrdmeirigs, and
marginalized excessively. Social, political, and intellectual ingiitst to perpetuate
patriarchy and male superiority, not only undervalued and trivialized women’s
contributions and experiences, but they also channeled women to internalize a sense of
inferiority and low self-esteem. Women, thus, were denied self-reliarite, se
assertiveness, self-expression, and power to define and create their ownsddstisie
low status of women owes much to the unwarranted negative, constructed view of the
nature of womankind.

In fact, women were misrepresented by the patriarchal hegemonic discotirse
that era. Because the English culture at the time was phallogocentric, eréteas
and concepts was in the hands of men. Male views of the world, especially of women,
was universalized and perceived as ontological givens and unarguable trutheréheref
to promote a negative picture of womankind, patriarchal authorities prejudicially
associated women with negative stereotypes: women were viewed asqaigalby,
intellectually, morally, and spiritually inferior. The majority of tegsejorative
stereotypical pre-assumptions were promulgated by contemporary nmeettiaaligious
discourses.

Based on the theories of Galen and Aristotle, the medical discourse presented a

inferior picture of woman. According to these ancient postulates, the standard, normal



version of the human body was the male, whereas the woman’s body was viewed as
deviant, an aberration from the norm, hence, abnormal, incomplete, and, even defective.
Further, in reproduction, the male was believed to supply the soul of the fetus, whereas
the female provided the flesh, or the matter—namely, the inferior part. Thus, the
pervasive view of women as inferior was directly linked to the pre-existing vi¢we of
female body and its physiological construction and processes. Based on theseteohst
medical observations, many debilitating and stereotypical views surbwuataen.
Parturition, a supposedly honorable feminine experience, was transformed into an ugly
humiliation for women due to the general view of the womb as unclean and polluting and
to the contemporary belief that a woman in reproduction merely supplied tleg, riet
inferior part. The view of parturition in this fashion rendered this distinctleema
experience a humiliating experience partly because of the prevalenveegeiv of the

womb and also because the woman’s contribution in the reproductive process was
allegedly inferior. Thus, the male, and not the female, was the center of thieezpe
because only the male supplied the superior part, the soul. A woman was viewed as a
baby machine to perpetuate patriarchy and serve male ends. Thus, materipipy, anta
respectful feminine experience, was robbed of the status it deserved.

Further, while the penis was associated with intellectual power, the wasb w
associated with women'’s alleged inability to think clearly and reliably. Tdrerevomen
were thought to be irrational and untrustworthy because their female bodilyga®ces
such as menstruation, hampered their thinking power. Menstruation was thought to
influence women'’s thinking and emotions, therefore, women were not appreciated as

reliable and honest truth-tellers. In other words, a woman was not viewedealdecr



wise, and honest thinker because it was believed that her bodily processes pegativel
influenced her intellectual, moral, and spiritual maturation. In addition, women were
believed to be sexually insatiable; therefore, their perceived uncobkeadiexual
impulses negatively influenced their reasoning and rational powers. Nstaviting that
the role the medical discourse played in creating these derogatory views ehvugom
undeniable and unmistakable, the impact of religion was far deeper, more crippting
more influential because the English culture at the time was religiented and church-
guided: the church was a dominant, powerful, and authoritative institution, a social,
economic, and political structure, and the Bible was a major element in thefive
people.

During the medieval era in England, the Roman Catholic Church was the
dominant religious authority. People were under the mercy of churchmen in their
religious beliefs because the majority of the people were illiteratearid not read the
Scripture since they did not know Latin. Because Holy Writ was preachedm the
Bible was accessible only to the priests and filtered to the people throogipéer
labyrinth of traditions, papal bulls, labyrinthine enculturation, and institatived
practices. Hence, people lived in complete ignorance about the true messege of t
Scripture. They were unaware of the truth about God and of even elementary truths—for
instance, how salvation was gained. In fact, the priest was viewed asadaoted
representative; therefore, what the priest preached was taken aslenadtl unarguable
truths by the public. It was believed that the priest enjoyed a speciadmelath God
because, as Christ’s anointed representative on earth, he had a status higheuldran reg

individuals. Overwhelmed with their sense of guilt and fear of a wrathful, unfoggivi



God, which was based on the common belief that all human beings sinned with the Fall
when Satan beguiled Adam and Eve, the ignorant laity turned to their only available
source of enlightenment, the church. At that time, the church was not only a religious
power, but also a state power that was involved in politics and economics. In fadt, churc
authorities carried subtle, self-serving political, social, ideologazal economic

agendas. For instance, greedy and megalomaniacal, church leaders took advaém¢age of
poor people and egregiously exploited them by promoting the belief that salvatidn coul
be won only through the priest’s intercession for individuals. In other words, church
authorities were not objective in their interpretations of Holy Writ; rathey, ékegeted

it in ways that served their selfish goals and supported their agendas, antkthteill

people had to accept those readings without questioning their veracity.

Furthermore, because the Roman Catholic Church back then was male-dominated
and patriarchal-serving, it sought to suppress women and reinforce the power of
patriarchy. Angela Pitt contends that “the church was immensely infiienshaping
society’s expectations of women” (15). Hence, not only did church authorities endorse
the medical discourse, but they also augmented it by giving it a religiousdythrough
exploiting the Bible in a way that suited their self-serving agendas. @Hagibusly
presented the Bible in a way that legitimized women'’s physical and spinteiaority.

To achieve their ends, Catholic religious authorities approached the Bilutvedyeoy
highlighting and accentuating a handful of biblical passages that ostensilgyatiedhi
women; however, the luminous passages that supported the cause of womankind were
conveniently ignored. Further, contemporary theologians, to reinforce the image of

woman as inferior, devised and inculcated wildly errant biblical interppesaand



presented and sanctioned them as unarguable ontological givens. They took out of
context, warped, and mistakenly twisted many biblical passages, egpexaé from
Genesis and the Pauline Epistles, errantly interpreting them in waysmed sheir
prejudiced and patriarchal agendas. Thus, based on their selective readingakehmis
interpretations of Holy Writ, patriarchal religious authorities pragdgbat woman was
created after man, from man, and for man, as his subordinate and inferior. To them, it
was woman who blatantly disobeyed God’s Will, and it was her initial transgndbat
prompted the fall of the entire race by seducing Adam and leading him awagG&om
Woman'’s inferior nature, to them, was an undisputable truth ordained by God. Distorting
the biblically wholesome view of women, religious authorities presented the &lihe
ultimate universal discourse that legitimized an antagonistic view of wonaanki
Affirming and reinforcing the medical discourse, they viewed women as esdiyiaus,
irrational, and physically and spiritually inferior to man; therefore, ttemed women
unreliable truth-tellers and debarred them from preaching, teaching, ergteting the
Word of God. Besides, convinced that women were monstrous, lustful, sinful, and
immoral, they proclaimed that sexual contact with women could compromise and even
destroy men’s spiritual growth, so they advocated celibacy and, affirmitogptiyéspirit
dichotomy, proclaimed that the woman’s body was not only physically corrupting and
dangerous, but also spiritually and morally inferior. Upon purely misogynist grounds,
Roman Catholic religious practitioners professed that women led men amathie

divine path because they were evil and sinful enchantresses. Moreover, due to their
perceived intrinsic sinfulness, women had to atone for their sins by abstaorng fr

sexual intercourse and cloister themselves in religious convents. This caustruct



unwarranted view of the nature of womankind was what grounded many of the
antagonistic attitudes toward and discriminatory treatment of women, whgtated
women'’s status, and what reinforced and inculcated patriarchy.

Before the rise of the Reformation in England and Europe and the completion of
the first English translation of the Bible in 1526 by the English Reformeraiill
Tyndale, people, as | noted above, had no access to the Bible; as a result, they were
manipulated by Roman Catholic personal agendas, and the Bible was not exegeted
honestly and objectively, especially in regard to women. David Daniell positstikat “t
church made increasingly popular expansions of the Gospels which gave fanciful
accounts of things nowhere to be found in the Bible at all” (Reading the Bible 161). The
fallaciously-based interpretations of the biblical texts were preseptect8ieval and
early modern Catholic theologians widely disseminated throughout the Engtistec
and the entire Western world after the decline of Protestantism in the vaitesenth
century. During the Age of Reason, people marginalized the Bible and espoused a
scientific approach to life; therefore, the old negative views of women which had bee
established by the Catholic theologians during the Middle Ages began to cesanth
gain momentum and, as a result, the status of women started to decline.

But during the Reformation when the Bible was introduced into the culture and
objectively exegeted, the whole belief system of the Catholic churcadstartumble.
The Reformers exploded the Mass-based centerpiece of the church, esfiexiadiyon
of how salvation was attained. Preaching that God could be reached by anybogly throu
reading the Bible and interpreting it personally, they obliterated thamaknotion that

the priest’s utterance during Mass miraculously caused the bread and the winalty a



become the body and blood of Jesus Christ. Reformers taught that worshippers no longer
needed to ingest Jesus through the Eucharist since He was domiciled pernvaiti@ntly

the believers’ hearts. The Bible, thus, became a liberating force fooalepegardless

of race or gender.

Among the new ideas that began to surface, once the Bible was dusted off and
read again, was its positive treatment of women. Holy Writ, in fact, abounds witerwom
who are courageous, articulate, caring, assertive, prophetic, and highlyentellipe
woman'’s body in the Bible, furthermore, is not viewed in terms of the taboos of
uncleanness, for Christ, while on earth, healed many women, touched them, and allowed
them to touch Him. Christ and the Apostle Paul even use birth and maternal imagery in
their religious ministries. They included women in their ministry and entraisgm with
divine missions that were previously restricted to men. In addition, women irethhe N
Testament are well attuned to the intellectual sphere. They are evarpgipdetic roles
such as Lydia, Priscilla, Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Phillip’s four dasighter
Reformers taught that the biblical language, themes, narratives, iscidieats, and
tropes do not in any sense suggest any negative view of women, be it regarding their
physiology, morality, sexuality, or spirituality. In fact, the Bible, in no \gagder-based,
empowers women and treats them with respect; thus, the old pejorative medical and
religious discourses against women’s bodies and female bodily processes are
unwarranted in the Gospel. This positive biblical view of the female body was subvers
in both the Jewish culture of Christ’s day and the culture of the Middle Ages.

The Reformers, who staunchly espoused biblical thinking in Europe and England,

advocated and promoted a uniform view of women in their writings. Calvin, Luther,



Zwingli, Bullinger, and many others promulgated an emerging melioreigve of
women. While religious authorities in medieval and early modern Europe intérprete
biblical texts in a prejudiced manner and played down those passages that supported the
cause of womankind, the Reformers espoused a Bible-based thinking that subverted the
deep-seated irrational religious discourses that denigrated womenfoféetteey
dismissed the biased reasoning of church fathers in favor of the biblical vieva, whic
radically diverged from the pre-established patriarchal assumptions about women.
Presenting woman in a new positive light, the Reformers taught that women have the
right to read and interpret the Scripture, access the public sphere, andmetaamiown
destinies. Thus, as the Bible slowly became the touchstone of truth and mainstay of
religious authority, people were influenced by its view of women: they could see how
Christ treated women positively, how He trusted them, and how He championed their
cause in a patriarchal world. Readers of the Bible, especially womenastergshed to
see Christ’s consistently respectful, humane, and caring view of womenedtmdnt of
women which He modeled radically diverted from traditional treatmerdlgsine—and
indeed the larger Roman world—at the time.

This objective view of the Bible’s treatment of women has, in fact, been
resurrected by the recent feminist biblical scholarship. While the Bidehistorically
viewed by many feminist scholars and thinkers—one thinks of Mary Daly in henBey

God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women'’s Liberatioslyn Gage in her

Woman Church and Statend Elizabeth Cady Stanton in her influential The Woman'’s

Bible—as sexist and antifeminist, with the rise of feminist consciousness and thesfemi

movement in the early 1970s, the Bible was exegeted in a new positive light and in the



Reformed tradition of biblical theology; thus, a whole new biblical picture of women wa
resurrected and rediscovered. Based on such female-friendly readirgpl¢heas
deemed to be the unbiased Word of God that elevated both sexes equally. Thus,
according to this notion, the Bible is not the source of women’s oppression; rather, it is
the sexist and fallaciously-based interpretations that have distorted \@octisto justify
women’s subordination and inculcate patriarchy. Feminists biblical scholars wéo ha
utilized this approach, such as Elizabeth Fiorenza, Phyllis Tribe, andRuetsel, have
claimed that exposing the sexism and misogyny of male interpretersiaigpaedieval
and early modern Catholic theologians, redeems the Bible from the histepe&atigived
misogyny. These prominent scholars concur that the Bible is the dominaninidperat
force in the lives of women and believe that, since both women and men are faithful
followers and believe the Bible to be sacred, it is extremely important tamedee
Scripture from senseless chauvinism.

Fiorenza believes that the Bible has been used to justify women’s subordination:
“if we claim that oppressive patriarchal texts are the Word of God then weiprdatal
as a God of oppression and dehumanization” (Bread Not Stone xiii). In “Women in the
Early Christian Movement,” Fiorenza presents new positive insights into the lpaaera
of women in the New Testament with an emphasis on Christ’s affirmative, enmpgwer
treatment of women: “This inclusive character of Jesus’ message and erdveade it
possible for women to become his disciples. All four Gospels note that women were
found in the fellowship of Jesus and that they were the most courageous of his disciples”
(88). Approaching the Bible in a similar positive light, Phyllis Tribe, in her

“Depatriarchalization in Biblical Interpretation,” denies that Bueansgression resulted



in women'’s total subordination to man: “they are equal in responsibility and in jadgme
in shame and in guilt, in redemption and in grace. What the narrative says about the
nature of woman it also says about the nature of man” (40). Moreover,_ in her Human

Liberation in a Feminist Perspectjyussell claims that the Bible is a source of strength

for the oppressed, as it is revealed in Christ’'s promise of Salvation: “The goapel
message of liberation in Jesus Christ. It is good news to all people in evatisitu
Concretely, and in every place of external or internal oppression, liberatianrivasl in
the form of One sent as the bringer of a new humanity” (18). These feminist biblical
scholars not only have presented wholly new and positive readings of the genall bibl
view of women—as seen in the biblical narratives—but they, and many others, have
observed the Bible’s affirmative language, imagery, and tropes inmeéte women.
They also present new positive re-interpretations of many problemasiages that
ostensibly seem to denigrate women, especially the Pauline Epistles.t

In this context, it is important to note that the secularization that the \Wester
culture underwent after the Reformation, together with the rise of theigcie
revolution, leveraged people away from the Bible and its language, themes, tropes, and
imagery. As the Bible continued to be marginalized, people, in time, becamggdessa
to the Bible and its phraseology, language, and stances. The rise of seteias sys
caused the Bible to be less frequently read, heard, and preached. However, this had not
been the case in English culture, and even the entire European world, duringie¢he ear
Reformation when the Bible was a powerful element that shaped people’stotd|le
social, and moral constructs. The Bible at that time “was not, as it can be immoder

times, a file to be called up: it was the life-blood, the daily, even hourly, nourisloment
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the nation and of ordinary men and women. It was known with thoroughness that is,
simply, astonishing” (Daniell, Shakespeare 170). Hamlin avers that “the [Bbvaded
virtually every aspect of culture, shaping ideas not just about religion, but abdigspoli
marriage and social relations, trade and exploration, warfare, agrgdtian astronomy
and medicine” (227). Hamlin maintains that “Biblical characters and episaes w
depicted on painted cloths hung in the local taverns, on dinner plates, purses, jewelry,
swords, and furniture” (227). It is not surprising then that people’s intellemtaatructs
were inspired and informed by the biblical thinking, language, themes, standes
above all, the biblical view of women.

Renaissance literary authors were tremendously influenced by thesdyrec
discovered biblical elements. This biblical influence can be clearly seefiisglly in
the writings of Thomas Heywood, George Herbert, John Donne, John Milton, and many
others as well as generally within the larger culture. It is not surptisargto learn that
this tremendous biblical influence shaped the culture’s view of womenlestedfin the
writings of many Renaissance authors. We see that clearly in the wofitige Puritans,
like Milton, as well as Anglican divines like Donne and Herbert. In Milton thesed
view of women is manifested in his holding Adam as responsible for the Fall as Eve,
since Adam with full cognitive volition deliberately chose to eat from the forhidiae.
Milton even implies that Adam’s sin was greater than Eve’s because he wasptad
by higher-level, Satanic intelligence as was Eve. Adam’s complicity ecididn to eat
from the forbidden fruit is foregrounded over Eve’s in Milton’s revolutionary handfing o
the Fall. Thus, we can safely deduce that the biblical impact on the culturerwas e

radical, provocative, and even manifest in major literary texts.
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In this context, it is important to note that the theatre at the time played an
influential role in shaping early modern English sensibility, morals, and bk
religious stances. Because the Bible was a primary component of the sutturstruct,
it had an impact on Renaissance dramatists; that is to say, Renaissamngevds not
isolated from the impact of religion, particularly the Bible. Playwrigitfyenced by the
Bible, had direct contact with it and utilized its language, themes, narratiees, a
teachings as a background for their writings. That is, since the earlymmdtire was
Bible-based, as had been established by the Reformers, it was to the bessiofer
playwrights to work within the Reformed ideology and not to counter-culturally
secularize their writings excessively. Hence, to please the earlymiadée, to achieve
more success, and to achieve the desired impact on their audiences, dramatists could not
divorce their product from what captivated and overwhelmed people’s minds and
hearts—the Bible. Further, playwrights could utilize the Bible to reinfartteeme more
influentially—namely, to use the Bible to fortify their ideas and agendathérmore,
the theatre was even “enlisted as a means for promulgating the Gosgetvieoxclassed
the theatre with sermons and books as a didactic tool. Protestants such as Martin Bucer
John Bale, and Foxe embraced the didactic potential of theatre” (Groves 15). Many
dramatists in Reformation and Renaissance cultures wrote plays that wereenhby
biblical themes and subjects, including Bal&sd’'s Promise$1538), Foxe’sChristus
Triumphang1556), Robert GreenA Looking-Glass for London an Englafitb94), and
Anthony Munday’s and Thomas Dekkedsphthal(1602). Indeed, as Groves rightly

observes, “the Bible was a unique resource for early modern playwrig@s” (

12



The currency and status of the Bible made it a uniquely powerful source, and a
brief allusion to a biblical story could open up a fund of associations, ambiguities,
and analogues. The biblical plays of the lat8 a6d early 17 centuries are
evidence that religious theatre remained popular with audiences who knew the

Bible and could be expected to connect their knowledge with what they saw on

the stage. (25)

William Shakespeare was obviously among those great literarydigure were
influenced by the Bible either through reading it himself or hearing ithsghin Sunday
sermons. Either way, the biblical language, tropes, imagery, incidentgivess;rand
themes clearly resonate in his plays and sonnets, as numerous scholars haveagbnvinci
detailed. Daniell contends that “Shakespeare knew his English Bible well” qpeicted
his audiences and readers to take [his biblical references] on the spot, beeakset
their English Bible” (Shakespeare 7). Daniell maintains that Shakespeanelyot
assimilated the biblical language, but he also based his characters on adapitations
Gospel characters, their life, suffering, and so on (12). Shakespeare “mehgyféaple
[...] In the texts of the Gospels” (12) and “had no need to walk to Coventry to see the
mystery plays in order to meet ordinary people in dramatic conflict. Hd tiad those
everyday images, heavily pregnant with apparently infinite meaning, at horhe, in't
Gospels” (11-12). Hamlin posits that “some plays, Tike Comedy of Error§he
Merchant of VeniceandHamlet are not fully comprehensible without some biblical
knowledge. This is hardly surprising, since the Bible was the most important book in

Shakespeare’s culture” (225).
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It has been established since the early twentieth century, with schola@ssuc

Charles Wordsworth in Shakespeare’s Knowledge and Use of the(Bi6i4), J. B.

Selkirk in Bible Truths with Shakespearian Paral(&&72), William Burgess in The

Bible in Shakespeard 903), and Thomas Carter_in Shakespeare and Holy Scripture

(1905) that Shakespeare read the Bible himself, assimilated its languhgbésarbed its
messageBattenhouse observes that Selkirk “arranged parallel quotations from
Shakespeare and the Bible on more than a hundred topics. He [Selkirk] concluded that
Shakespeare’s genius had so assimilated and reproduced the Biblefsigredhat his
words seem to renew its authority” (2). Burgess opines that “Shakesjpaakeso deeply
from the wells of the Scripture that one may say, without any straining of theneei,
without the Bible Shakespeare could not be” (13). Carter posits that “no writer has
assimilated the thoughts and reproduced the words of Holy Scripture more cofhansly
Shakespeare” (3). Indeed, “the spontaneous flow of Scriptural ideas and phrases whi
are to be found everywhere in the plays reveals the fact that the mind of Shakespeare
must [...] have been saturated with the Word of God” (4).

In the latter half of the twentieth century, interest in the linguistic, thenaad

narrative biblical resonances and echoes in Shakespeare increased, deepenegwdand ga

enormous momentum. Scholars such as J. A. Bryant in Hippolyta's View: Some

Christian Aspects of Shakespeare’s Plg@61), Norman Crawford in Shakespeare and

the Bible(1967), Richmond Noble in Shakespeare’s Biblical Knowlgd§&0), and,

more recently, Roy Battenhouse in Shakespeare’s Christian DiméhS&4) and

Naseeb Shaheen in Biblical References in Shakespeare’ 3@y are among those

prominent critics who see in Shakespeare’s plays biblical underpinnings anchcesona
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Bryant, who believes that “Shakespeare was a genuine typologist in his usiptoir&cr
allusion and analogy” (16), opens new insights into Shakespeare’s allusions to important
biblical themes and episodes, such as the murder of Abel by his brother Bamlet

the theme of mercy versus lawTihe Merchant of Veni¢céhe theme of the need for
abstinence from criticizing others Measure for Measureand the presence of

Providence irMacbeth Crawford’s insightful study illustrates that Shakespeare dealt
with important biblical themes, doctrines, and events, such as pridaritretand

Measure for Measujereputation (irOthelloandRichard Il), appearance versus reality

(in OthelloandHamled, Judgment Day (iKing Lear), and love of money and gold (in
Romeo and JulieandTimon of Athens Furthermore, Noble, who “find[s] references in
the plays to no fewer than 42 different biblical books” (qtd. in Baker 59), points out that
although Shakespeare did allude to the biblical themes, incidents, and doctrines in his
plays, he may or may not have had a doctrinal purpose in mind. That is, Shakespeare may
have “relied on biblical allusion [simply] for enhanced appreciation of some of his
points” (22). Irrespective of how the Bible informed Shakespeare’s oeuvre anaaeitue
his mind, it is an accepted fact that familiarity with the Bible is a negepsa-condition

for a full understanding of the Bard’s plays. For instance, Shakespeardatsapaljenda
may have been informed by biblical characters and stories: “the sublecgship or
government, [...] the focus of Shakespeare’s English Histories, would naturally sugges
the stories of Saul, David, and other Old Testament rulers” (Hamlin 227). Indeed, as
Hamlin rightly observes, “the Bible [for Shakespeare] was a pecutiaiysource for
complex and fascinating characters and stories not just of faith, but of lovepherois

battle, and betrayal—even incest, fratricide, and genocide” (227).
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Although, as noted here, a great deal of scholarship thoroughly traces the biblical
influence on Shakespeare, studies which connect the biblical view of women and
Shakespeare’s plays have, surprisingly, not been attempted. The purpose ofythis stud
thus, is to tackle the impact of the Bible on Shakespeare’s treatment of wargre
that the Bible’s language, themes, tropes, episodes, narratives, ideasneesl sta
constitute the philosophic underpinnings of the image of woman in Shakespeare’s drama.
Scholars and Shakespearean aficionados have long noted the Bard'’s foregrounding
women and their centrist roles in the plays. For instance, Beatrice isyama@as for
Benedick in their perennial wit combatMuch Ado about Nothingnd Viola’'s intellect
in Twelfth Nightowers over the men who, compared to her, are dim-witted if not
stooges.

Shakespeare’s drama has been a fertile soil for feminist criticisncjagpsince
the rise of the feminist movement in the early 1970s. Prominent feminist schotérsss
Marianne Novy, Carol Hansen, Carol Thomas Neely, Rose Mary Beth, Cathelseg,Be
and Lisa Jardine have ascertained Shakespeare’s radical view of wometahiished
that the image of woman in his drama counteracts that in his contemporarg.dultur

Woman as Individual in English Renaissance Drama: A Defiance of thaites€ode

Hansen argues that Shakespeare revolutionarily challenges his culturestoanal
views of women by introducing strong, savvy, outspoken, and self-assertive female
characters, such as Paulina and Beatrice, who transgress gender boundariege challe

patriarchal hegemony, and violate discursive definitions of woman. IrH&tping on

Daughters: Women and Drama in the Age of Shakespéamdine illumines

Shakespeare’s powerful female characters who resist patriarchgserttaeir
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subjectivity, autonomy, and articulateness. In Comic Women, Tragic Men: A 8tudy

Gender and Genre in Shakespe&@mber addresses issues of gender, female autonomy,

and sexuality and avers that Shakespeare’s women, such as Cleopatra, are bbltbenoug

express their sexuality and assert their subjectivity. In Love'sAemt: Gender

Relations in Shakespeaidovy underscores Shakespeare’s affirmative view of women’s

sexuality and intellectuality and argues that female characters, suosa@sg,
Cleopatra, and Beatrice, unlike their male lovers, betray their culgeader
expectations through their bold expression of emotions and desires and refusal to comply
with restrictive rules.? It is obvious, then, that Shakespeare’s view of women was
radically subversive of his culture’s patriarchal discourse which leggidhwomen’s
silence, submission, and inferiority.

In light of the feminist biblical criticism which resurrected the metisgeaimage
of woman in the Bible, as it had been long-ago observed and advocated by the Protestant
Reformers, this dissertation moves beyond the findings of this critical trend and
endeavors to open new insights into Shakespeare’s progressive and radical view of
women in conjunction with the biblical affirmation. This study provides new feminist
religious dimensions to feminist criticism in Shakespeare. While fen8hizkespearean
scholars—in the main—have tended to secularize their approaches to Shakespare’s vi
of women, since they have historically perceived the Bible as sexist affdraimtist,
this dissertation, in view of the biblical affirmation and veneration of women, sraate
paradigm shift in the feminist critical tradition in Shakespeare by rdounito the
biblical presence in the Bard’s oeuvre. This study gives new feminist bidhiicansions

to the image of women in Shakespeare by showing that the Bard subtly echoes the
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biblical view of women in order to, directly or indirectly, agitate his cultisegnsibility,

to enhance his audience’s identification with and appreciation of his feministeaged

to steer them towards an alternative, counterdiscursive view of women. | laagtieet
biblical language, imagery, themes, lessons, narratives, episagpes, tphraseology,
doctrines, and stances constitute the philosophic foundations for Shakespeareéntreatm
of women.

Chapter two tackles the biblical underpinnings of parturition and childbifhen
Winter’s Tale | argue that the biblical language, themes, narratives, tropes, imagery,
episodes, and stances constitute Shakespeare’s ground and vehicle for his subversive and
revolutionary view of parturition and maternity. Reflecting and echoing thiedli view
of maternity and childbirth, Shakespeare counterdiscursively depicts thie fermative
process as female-centered, characterized by joy, dignity, and hortoe foaternal, not
humility, disrespect, and shame, as it was conventionally viewed. Shakespeare, who
seems to have assimilated the biblical celebration and veneration of madachity
parturition, exalts this distinct female experience by echoing the Bilditguage, tropes,
imagery, allusions and narratives, particularly that of the Virgin, td éigiaudience’s
empathy for, augment their appreciation of, and subtly express his veneration of
maternity and childbirth. | argue that Shakespeare conflates his maigenaa with the
typically-polarized stories of the Fall and the birth of the Messiah and nfaeashe
informing metaphor for his play in order to influence his audience’s sensilmtitynaite
them to rethink their discursive, conventional assumptions about maternity and dhildbirt
By modeling maternity and childbirth on the Virgin’s immaculate conception,

Shakespeare radically shifts the paradigm: he portrays parturition anoirthits
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empowering experiences that are more advantageous for the mother thamethe fat
thereby disrupting his culture’s discursive belief system which maigatkeihe woman’s
role in this process and, as had been pre-established by the medical and religious
discourses, attributed credit and honor to the male. Echoing the biblical view, stances
and nuances, Shakespeare, in direct violation of his culture’s view of this female
experience, presents a new redefinition that dignifies and venerates matednit
subverts the prevalent contemporary, objectifying view of the mother as l @araan
receptacle to preserve male seed and produce offspring to perpetuatehyaama serve
male ends. To exalt and sanctify the maternal, Shakespeare not only superimpodes upon i
the most revered Christian imagery, but he also describes the materngliauseli
language that retools biblical references and tropes.

Chapter three discusses the biblical dimension of female truth-tellingiaddnwv
in King Lear. | argue that Shakespeare, echoing the biblical view of women as reliable,
wise, and authoritative truth-tellers and capable promulgators of high biblitted, t
subverts the early modern patriarchal discourses which trivialized and uneelrval
women'’s perspectives and viewed them as irrational, incapable of wisdom ahd insig
lacking persuasion skills, such as eloquence, reason, logic, and rhetoric, ayiolenteli
preach and teach the Gospel. In direct challenge to his culture’s pgetti@@ologies
which gendered truth-telling and wisdom, Shakespeare radically choosesla tiem
emblematize and elucidate central biblical truths that greatly impactedlhire. |
maintain that Shakespeare, in order to steer his audience’s empathy foriteadlypibl
informed view of women and agitate early modern sensibility, exalts @ddm

depicting her as the exemplar of messianic wisdom, truth, light, and spirtttannood.
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Reflecting the biblical affirmation of and reverence for women'’s trdtimge wisdom,
and insight, Shakespeare positions a female to demonstrate biblical-basedcrnot logi
based, thinking and function as the ultimate truth-teller who, with her Christ-pkd&; S
enlightened mind, serves as the prophetic, divine minister who leads blind people out of
darkness to the light. Thus, she approximates the Christ and is modeled on the ultimate
truth-teller, preacher, educator, and enlightened progenitor of Christianity.

Chapter four focuses on Shakespeare’s reflection of the biblical view of sgxualit
and spirituality and his destabilization of sexuality/spirituality dichotam®thello
Echoing the biblical view that sexuality is not sinful and not antithetical tousgitit
and that the body is not inferior to the spirit, Shakespeare challenges contgmpora
patriarchal discourses which viewed women as lustful, monstrous, sinful, and evil
enchantresses who led men away from God and corrupted their spirituality. Tveeachie
this end, | argue that Shakespeare chooses a female, and not a male, to emboaoly the uni
of sexuality and spirituality. Challenging his culture’s polarization rtiakty and
spirituality, the body/spirit dichotomy, and the resulting perceived mongtiansit
sinfulness of women’s sexuality and spiritual depravity, Shakespeare kadiwabses a
female who is boldly sexual and singularly spiritual. Although Desdemona is lgexual
aggressive, she models true and high spirituality, as manifested in her rebgiguade,
the language used in reference to her, her messianic attributes—égjpgaipic love,
mercy, grace, forgiveness—and her serving as an agent of reconciliatical\aatibs.
Although discursively perceived by lago and Othello as a threat to men’saigiyjt
Desdemona serves as Othello’s savior and spiritual guide. By juxtaposingrttaa R

Catholic unwarranted ideology against sexuality beside the radical binbea|

20



Shakespeare, | contend, influentially and counterdiscursively critiquesibwelrts

contemporary antagonistic attitudes and derogatory pre-assumptions about women.
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CHAPTER 2
“[ll HAVE PRESERVED / MYSELF TO SEE THE ISSUE™:
THE BIBLICAL DIMENSION OF PREGNANCY
AND PARTURITION IN THE WINTER’S TALE

An important feminine area where the Bible poses as a liberating and ermampw
force for women is pregnancy and childbirth. Throughout history, most cultures have not
viewed these female creative processes positively due to the desgh{zejarative
beliefs about the female body, especially menstruation and birth. This rierbiodily
experience has typically been a source of humiliation and indignity for women. Thi
negative attitude towards childbirth and pregnancy, a part of the whole hegemonic
discourse, denigrated women and assigned them an inferior status in societtituides a
towards the female body reflected the wider cultural context in which women wer
viewed as less than human. Thus, this distinctly female phenomenon—upon which their
uniqueness in large measure centers—did not enhance the status of women; waber, it
a source of shame and disrespect. In this context, before delving into the biblicalf vi
the female body, pregnancy, and childbirth, I find it necessary to explorestbedail
backdrop of these negative views toward the female body in medieval and early modern
cultures.

Early modern attitudes toward the female body were constructed based on the
medical writings of the Greeks and Romans, especially Galen and Arigioti@rding to
these medical theories, the female body was viewed in terms of taboo, filth, and
uncleanness. The womb was believed to be a source of all diseases and infectehs. In f
the female body was perceived as a less-than-perfect version of the stantiabbdy.

The general negative cultural attitude towards menstruation centered on theveejora

view of the womb and, by extension, the entire female body. It was held “that wothen ha
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more blood in their bodies than men, but it was of a much inferior quality. It was
therefore a scientific fact that a female is a thing more impetfanta male” (Eccles

26). Thus, sterile women, who did not menstruate, were healthier physically and
mentally: “women of a naturally hot manly temperament, who did not menstruage, we
much healthier than moister women and really needed no treatment, except that they
would then be sterile” (26-7). Pollock observes that “medical practitiomensddieval

and early modern cultures] considered women to be particularly prone to disegse, s
to fevers and ill vapors arising from a malfunctioning menstrual cycle, terig/st
resulting from a diseased womb, and to a general bad health” (45). This nagdtide
toward the female bodily processes begot an unfavorable view of childbirth and
pregnancy: “rather than associating childbearing with a sense of wagj-bed joy,
pregnancy in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was correlated withl physica
discomfort and mental unease” (45).

These medical writings, reflecting and articulating the wider hegemonic
patriarchal discourse against women, copied and endorsed, in the main, thetpg-exis
and long-established ideas about women'’s inferiority. Cressy asserts thedlmeiers
at the time were highly influenced by each other; in fact, they blindly tegbeach
others’ ideas. Motivated by personal gain, public support and acclamation, they
vehemently advocated their culture’s long-entrenched patriarchal belesfsuge they
were not objective in their writings, most of what was offered in these médictd did
not rely on empirical truth, reflecting, rather, prevalent patriarchakig@6-7). Of
course, the world at the time was seen from the male view, for almost aligrnistand

medical writers were males, and everything they wrote about women, thoughd skaive
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biased, was taken as universal and infallible truths. Crawford assegsehanaternity

was defined from the male perspective, and attitudes of maternity deceatfyated to

the attitudes of female sexuality as generally promulgated by diamemedical
practitioners, who inculcated similar assumptions about women (Construction 27).Thus,
these essentialist views of the female body and its processes wery soastructed

and taken as natural givens.

Furthermore, the religious discourse was a part of the alliance fangi¢ve
female body, childbirth, and pregnancy negatively. Church fathers in medievalrgnd ea
modern Europe exploited biblical passages to confirm the general pairdistoarse
against women. Besides, biblical passages that affirmed pregnancy andtbhitd®i
wonderfully wholesome light were overlooked or misinterpreted. The story of thef Fal
Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden, in which Eve was punished by pain in
childbirth, was used to spin the view of childbirth as shameful and disgraceful, not
fulfilling and awe-inspiring. Further, many practices in the Hebrew culasregported
by the Bible, were taken as biblical affirmations. That is, the Bible sm@e reports
incidents or cultural practices, but the fact that they are contained in it doesamthae
the Bible, or God, and Christianity affirm or endorse them. The Bible, thataytoften
reports the cultural beliefs of the Hebrew culture, but it does not necesgarbya it.

For instance, the fact that the Bible reports Hebrew purity regulations formdoes

not in itself need to be interpreted as perpetuating a negative view of womerdiAgcor
to Leviticus (12; 15:19-24), to cite one example, a woman remains unclean for seven
days after menstruation; anything she touches during this period becomes.ustea

has to atone for her unclean discharge by bringing two birds to the temple (15:29). The
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time of purification following birth is longer: seven days of uncleanness followed by
thirty three days of purification if the newborn baby is male, and two weeks éullbyw
sixty six purification days if the baby is a female, plus, offering a lamalazbird
(Hammer 36). Unfortunately, such biblical reports were used by church fatigers a
religious authorities to denigrate the place of women generally. Palladies wariis
journalEn Visitas Bog 72hat under the papacy, people “spoke derisively of the woman
in childbirth. They said she was unclean and defiled, and that she had more to do with the
devil than with the lord” (qtd. in Hammer 36). Palladius dismisses all this asyoole
“that kind of Mardi Gras foolery is plain evidence. We have been certainly wagoat
in Hammer 36). These practices, however, continued until they were rejected by the
Protestant reformers of the sixteenth century.

Thus, the rise of the Reformation witnessed divergent views towards the fema
creative processes. Fissell observes that pre-Reformation Europe \heviethéle
womb as a source of numerous infections and diseases, especially in pregnancy and
childbirth; that is why women were treated as unbaptized following birth (8&hék,
Mclaughlin asserts that in the middle ages “a menstruating woman should neg recei
[Holy] Communion, or even enter a church. Menstrual blood was thought to be attractive
to devils and unclean spirits, and a menstruating woman would by her presence sour milk
and kill the grass she walked upon” (229). However, Mclaughlin acknowledges that the
Reformation departed from such irrational stereotypical views (230). Thoraame€r, a
leading English Protestant Reformer, and his contemporary Reformegrsdesmissed
the need for sprinkling with holy water; the parturient woman was no longexdrasit

unbaptized. The theme of purification was replaced by an emphasis on the p@seivati
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the woman from the dangers of childbirth by the Lord’s goodness, which wadudledc

in the 1549 Anglican Book of Common Prayer” (Hammer 118). Wilson argues that the
origin of the ritual of churching, the baptizing of a woman after childbirth, was the
primitive view of women as shameful and unclean, which, in turn, perpetuated the view
of women'’s inferior capacity (89.

Wilson concludes that the churching and purification ritual, taken together, were
patriarchal constructs “since the women who thronged around the mother, during and
after delivery, did not behave as if they felt her to be impure” (90). IndeedWakks a
legitimate question: how is a woman after birth deemed corrupt and unclean tomdales a
not to females? Wilson rightly observes that the churching process in thevahg@dieod
was a social construct borne out of the wider patriarchal system and icegguiatich
othered women and viewed them as second-class beings (90). Of course, thése soci
stereotypes about women were presented as ontological axioms. However, the
Reformation provided a new, counterdiscursive thinking vis-a-vis the female body,
parturition, and pregnancy. The Reformers rejected the preconceived patrndeas
that dominated the early modern culture. Affirming this assumption, Wilson contends
that the Puritans’ criticism of the churching ritual “had done somethings®w@men’s
status” (90). While religious authorities interpreted biblical texts in aighiegd manner
and played down those passages that supported the cause of womankind, the Reformers
espoused a Bible-based thinking that subverted the deep-seated irratigimalgel
discourses that denigrated women. Therefore, in the area of maternity andtbhildeir
Reformers dismissed the biased reasoning of church fathers in favor of thal vilekv,

which radically diverged from the pre-established patriarchal belefigtanaternity and
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childbirth. Mclaughlin summarizes the contrasting views during the two peridds: “t
role of mother and nurturer of children was by no means accorded the honor given it in
the post-reformation world” (230).

This newly emerging biblical perspective is reflected in many ok&ipeare’s
plays. In this chapter, which explores the biblical underpinnings of maternigyarey,
and childbirth inThe Winter’'s Talgl argue that Shakespeare’s view of maternity and
childbirth echoes the biblical view, as manifested in his language, images, thedes, a
allusions—a revolutionary, even subversive, view that portrays the mother as emgpow
through childbirth. To Shakespeare, parturition is an empowering experience,eaafourc
joy and dignity, not shame and disrespect. Because this respected, creatis® proce
reflects the divine design in human beings, mothers gain subjectivity and authorit
derived from divine powers. The mother is not an objectified being who exists to produce
offspring to advance society and perpetuate the patriarchal system. Kessdexe,
mothers are not passive agents whose sole function in life is to enhance pggiline
Whereas early modern culture viewed this female creative processeatsal a
bothersome necessity that had to be endured to advance male interests, the Bilsle depa
from this patriarchal thinking in favor of a new empowerment for mothers. Hisligri
the male, not the female, was the center of this process because, according t
contemporary medical tracts, the male seed determined the formation oihgftspd,
accordingly, the offspring were the male property. Before delving intShlakespearean
view of maternity and childbirth, it is necessary to discuss this radidatddiview.

The female body in the New Testament is treated in a way that clebvgrts

the preconceived ideas in Jewish and other cultures of Christ’s time. Thev-tettae,
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as indicated earlier, viewed the female body in terms of taboo and corruption. The femal
body was believed to be the source of many diseases and maladies espeuiglly dur
menstruation; at least the Hebrew purity regulations, rightly or wronglse w

traditionally interpreted in this light. Menstruating and menopausal women were not
supposed to be touched, since anyone, upon touching such a woman would become sick
or contaminated. In other words, the female body was treated as a source oinpatidt
uncleanness, a view that stemmed from an errant understanding of the sterfzalf tn
which Eve was punished by pain in childbirth. As a result of the Fall, it was cod¢lude
God punished women through their maternal roles—namely, in childbirth and in all the
other feminine bodily processes, historically viewed as disgusting by phsaiar

societies. Thus, perceived as God’s punishment to Eve, childbirth had always been
treated as a source of humiliation to the woman rather than a source of empadvesrine
joy. Of course, many, perhaps most, of these biblical texts were misinéergressibly

by the Hebrew culture and certainly by the later Roman Catholic church. Such
misinterpretations carried over into the early modern culture and filteredgh the

priests’ prejudiced perspectives. However, recent feminist biblibalaship has
reinterpreted such texts in a new light that shows the Hebrew culture’s mistake
understanding and application of these texts. These scholars present new objective
readings that reveal the actual biblical intent of maternity and chidiagsages in the
Bible. They show the biases and misunderstandings of the earlier exaupiesl, the
hidden message of the Bible clearly contravenes the views that predominatedtheth i

Hebrew culture and in the early modern period too.
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Christ, the main representative figure of Christianity in the New sty
radically diverges from Hebraic culture’s preconceptions. As God’s mEpes/e on
earth and the chief practitioner and exemplar of His message, Christ eatethe
female body as inferior to the male body; rather, He treats it withatedpenany
incidents, Christ, in direct violation of the teachings and practices of Hebitices
touches women, treats their ailments, and lets them touch Him. Swindler deserts t
Jesus “rejected the stereotypical ideas about women’s bodies being impurelead unc
because he touched them, treated them, and allowed them to touch him [...]; being a
champion of women and children, he was despised for being a feminist, and was
politically denounced as a feminist” (276-77). The female body was not repellent t
Christ, as reflected in numerous passages in the New Testament. Foeinstéme
episode where Christ heals Peter's mother-in-law, Christ shows aedegnition of
women'’s physical needs:
On leaving the synagogue, he [Christ] went with James and John straight to the
house of Simon and Andrew. Now Simon’s mother-in-law had gone to bed with
fever, and they told him about her straightaway. He went to her, took her by the
hand and held her up. And the fever left her and she began to wait on them. (Luke
4:38-9)
This passage illustrates that Christ treated the female body with respieaalking at the
idea of approaching an incapacitated— possibly menstruant— woman.
The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke register another impressive episode,
relevant to this matter, when Jesus was approached by a hesitant and embaorassed w

who had a flow of blood for twelve years. Of course, the woman, inhabiting a culture that

30



viewed women'’s bodies as unclean and impure, approached Jesus with fear and
apprehension because she expected yet another instance of public rejectiotihand fur
humiliation in public as she had for twelve mortifying years: “If | only touch hisgat,

| shall be made well” (Matthew 9:21; Mark 5:28; Luke 8:44). To the surprise of all those
attending the crowd, Christ did not reject the woman; rather, He treated hdrdrom
malady and dramatically supported her in public. Although the woman approached Hi
with embarrassment and fear of rejection and humiliation, she was acbgpted and

told, “Your faith has restored you to health; go in peace and be free from youiaafflic
(Luke 8:40-56). Not accepting the notion of uncleanness associated with mamgiuat
bleeding women, Christ rejected His culture’s misconceptions about one’ggettin
polluted if a woman with a flow of blood was touched; to Him, these were mere
irrationally constructed ideas. Further, in another episode in Luke 3:10-17%, @ats a
woman on the Sabbath; He laid His hands on her and told her, “woman, you are rid of
your infirmity.” In addition, in Matthew 15:21-8 Christ heals the Syrophoenician
woman'’s daughter. These examples show that the actual message of Chryistianity
dramatically represented by Christ’'s acts and embodied in His boldgesstearly
subverted the stereotypical views of the female body.

It follows from this that the Bible views childbirth, pregnancy, and maternity
positively and respectfully. In both the New Testament and the Old Testanadatnah
imagery is positively used. In John 16:16-22, for instance, Christ uses childbirégrymag
in a way that suggests His great regard for the female creative process

“In a little while you [His disciples] will not see me any longer, andrgga a

little while you will see me.” At this some of his disciples remarked ¢ ed¢her,
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“What is this that he tells us now, ‘A little while and you will not see me, and
again, in a little while you will see me’ and ‘for | am going away to thbér'?
What is the ‘little while’ that he talks about?” they were saying. “Wephirdo
not know what he means!” Jesus knew that they wanted to ask him what he
meant, so he said to them, “Are you trying to find out from each other what |
meant when | said, ‘In a little while you will not see me, and again, in a little
while you will see me’? | tell you truly that you are going to be both sad and sor
while the world is glad. Yes, you will be deeply distressed, but your painuwill t
into joy. When a woman gives birth to a child, she certainly knows pain when her
time comes. Yet as soon as she has given birth to the child, she no longer
remembers her agony for joy that a man has been born into the world. Now you
are going through pain, but | shall see you again and your hearts wiiliktil
joy—the joy that no one can take away from you—and on that day you will not
ask me any questions.

In this incident Christ clearly viewed conception and parturition as a triumpharitfeve

a woman, and He even dignified childbirth imagery in His religious languaiglect

His appreciation of this female experience. Christ viewed the delivery ofyaabab

source of joy, empowerment, and dignity for the mother. Jesus respected women'’s

creative power so much, in fact, that He used its imagery as the basis of ddimenokt

profound and endearing postulates. He likens the sadness which the discipledifeel at

forthcoming ascension, for instance, to child labor: in the same way a woman’s

prolonged joy follows her brief pain in childbirth, so too will the disciples’ eicS@y at

Christ’s return follow their period of labor and sorrow concerning His absencen,Agai
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we see the foregrounding of women who, instead of men, are used to picture messianic-
based joy, an additional indication of the Bible’s affirmation of maternity.
Christ’'s employment of maternal imagery as the basis for personaampis
and private references indicates how amelioratively He regardechimatbr Luke
13:34, He likens Himself to a hen holding and protecting her baby chicks under her
wings: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you that kill the prophets and stone those who &re sent
you! How often have | longed to gather your children, as a hen gathers her brood under
her wings, and you refused!” This is a compelling image in that Christ likensaHito a
mother hen: just as a mother hen protects her chicks, so too did Jesus attempt to offer
protection to the Hebraic culture from the forthcoming invasion by the colonizing
Romans in 70 A.D which resulted in the total annihilation of Israel. This is an astounding
and highly revelatory image: instead of Christ’s likening Himself to a might or a
powerful emperor, He likens Himself to the maternal instead of the paternal.
In John 7:37-9, Christ again likens Himself to a mother feeding her children from
her breast:
On the last and greatest day of the festival [of Succoth], Jesus stood there and
cried out: “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me! Let him come and drink who
believes in me!” As Scripture says: “from his breast shall flow fountaihgiog
water” He was speaking of the Spirit which those who believed in him were to
receive; for there was no Spirit as yet because Jesus had not yet biéied.glor
Of course, the image of drinking from a human breast suggests, in the obvious
interpretation, drinking milk from a female breast. Christ likens the femék to the

Spirit that spiritually nourishes the newborn Christians. He holds the femaleesxgee
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of maternity in such high esteem that He, again, applies it to Himsellvibglia the
mystique of maternity and not hesitating to use it in his ministry. He froratifigks the
negative views of his patriarchal culture towards women and their matemadublerts
these stereotypical views, and preaches to his followers to change theirdtosidies,
modeling for them how to do so. Since the early middle ages, this image of Glaist a
mother has been a source of inspiration and empowerment for female writers gito fou
against discriminatory treatment, even if they could not unseat the predominant
patriarchy of that era.

Furthermore, the Apostle Paul, to whom most feminists refer as a migpgynis
uses birth imagery in his ministry, which suggests his acclamation aeirest
maternity and childbirth rather than his denial or deprecation. In Galatians 4ul 8sPs
birth imagery by referring to himself as a birthing mother: “My littiddren, with whom
| am again in travail, until Christ be formed in you!” Paul's use of this matémagery
to get his point across—the point being that the Galatians cause him pain as the baby
causes pain to a birthing mother upon delivery— clearly shows his regard fox¢his a
inspiring female experience. In 1Thessalonians 2:7, Paul again likens Hionself
mother: “we were gentle among you [the Thessalonians], like a mother carimgy f
little children.” Paul indirectly compares himself to a mother feeding &ley vith milk
in 1 Corinthians 3:2: “Brothers, [].I gave you milk, not solid food.” Christ and Paul—
the two main proponents, exemplars, and practitioners of the Christian faith— in short
affirm the female experience repeatedly in their ministries anchgsitiRather than
neglecting this female experience, both regarded it as a source of dighjtgpaer; thus,

maternal imagery figures prominently in their preachings. This clelaolys that they
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not only dismissed the pre-existing patriarchal views that held this fendeence as a
source of humiliation and shame to the woman, but they also perceived maternity as the
basis of affirmation and power and used it as a primary means to convey theirgsachi
In the Old Testament too maternity and childbirth, upon a closer look, appear in a
positive light. Of course, there are a few passages, which will be didduslssv, that
were misinterpreted or mistranslated by religious authorities and bywiinmssupported
patriarchal agendas in the Middle Ages and the early modern period. However, the
general picture of maternity and childbirth in the Old Testament is heless positive.
In Isaiah 42:14, God Himself speaks like a birthing mother in travail: “Now lkewjilout
like a woman in travail.” In Jermiah 4:19-22, God is again likened to as a birthing
mother:
Oh, my anguish, my anguish! | writhe in pain. Oh, the agony of my heart! My
heart pounds within me, I cannot keep silent. For | have heard the sound of the
trumpet; | have heard the battle cry. Disaster follows disaster; the {@hdelies
In ruins. In an instant my tents are destroyed, my shelter in a moment. How long
must | see the battle standard and hear the sound of the trumpet? My people are
fools; they do not know me. They are senseless children.
The use of language of groaning in birth and travail, which expresses God’ssdatre
the suffering the people of Israel brought on themselves, evokes the caagealof
parturition. Further, in Hosea 11:1-9 God compares himself to a mother—a mother to the
people of Israel:
When Israel was a child, then | loved him, and called my son out of Egypt. As

they called them, so they went from them: they sacrificed to Baalim, and burne
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incense to graven images. | taught Ephraim also to go, taking themby thei

arms; but they knew not that | healed them. | drew them with cords of a man,

with bands of love: and | was to them as they that take off the yoke on their
jaws, and | laid food for them. [...] How shall | give thee up, Ephraim? how

shall | deliver thee, Israel? how shall | make thee as Admah?

Further, Hosea 13:7-9 contains a strikingly powerful maternal imagerce fi
mother bear, wrathful at the loss of her cubs, defends and protects them. Thiwilinage
be explored in my discussion of Shakespearats Winter's Taleén the scene when
Antigonus is pursued and devoured by a fierce bear. This suggests that God, who created
Adam and Eve and meant them to be equal, does not view the female creative process as
a degrading experience: “God created man in His own image, in the image oeGod H
created him; male and female He created them” (Genesis 1:27). It is ibi@disat the
merciful God would denigrate childbirth throughout the Bible and maternity. thstea
childbirth is portrayed as a divine process that was created by a loving andgovere
God.

Childbirth throughout the Old Testament is also shown as a source of joy and
blessing. Deuteronomy 7:14 and Genesis 1:22 and 17:5 portray pregnancy and childbirth
as a joint operation of God and human beings. God'’s involvement in human fertility is
manifested in His healing many barren women, such as Sarah, Rachel, abetlklizad
promising them offspring. Of course nothing in the Bible is more emblematic of the
divine involvement in human reproduction than the story of the Virgin, whom God
blessed with the conception of Jesus. Tikva Frymer-Kensky holds that God is the

controller of pregnancy and childbirth; His constant presence in this process stiggest
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childbirth is God’s creation, not an accomplishment of human beings, for women get
pregnant only with the involvement and help of God, irrespective of the human sexual
intercourse (189-91). Thus, it can be deduced from Frymer-Kensky’s argunaeal t
women'’s conceptions are the result of God’s divine orchestrations and echo, to some
degree, the Virgin's conception.

Notwithstanding that the general biblical view of parturition and mageisit
obviously positive, there are a handful of problematic passages which have been
interpreted errantly, taken out of context, and institutionalized to inculcatarpay
Such passages were historically used as evidence of the Bible’s denigfathildbirth
and maternity. The Roman Catholic priests in the Middle Ages approached the Bible
selectively: they picked those seemingly negative passages, atedrthem,
simultaneously overlooked the positive ones, and kept the Bible, especially iglyypic
liberating treatment of women, out of the hands of the common people. They took many
passages out of context, distorted their meanings, and, prejudicially, itedrprany
others incorrectly. Such distortions of biblical passages were reinforaess ditcne and
eventually accepted as universal truths. Instead of focusing on Christideatd the
female body and parturition, or the Apostle Paul’s attitude, church fathers, radtxa
self-aggrandizement and their desire to perpetuate patriarchy, pdekditeal precepts
that had been selectively and selfishly filtered through their subjeets®ning.

For example, 1 Timothy 2:12-15, which states that women are saved in
childbirth, has been taken by religious authorities as a solid biblical evideatacgdmen
are valued only for their procreative functions—to produce offspring, to perpetuate

patrilineage, and to enhance the prosperity of society. To these historizaitéed,
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hence, a woman was synecdochically perceived as a mere womb—thaprsdactve
machine. Based on an errant reading of this passage, a woman’s complex and demanding
maternal roles, which far exceed mere biological physicality gaed in favor of a
biased patriarchal reading that reduces women to simply one physiolegicabh. This
interpretation of course defines childbirth as a humiliating experieneecimen. By
limiting women'’s role to their physicality, patriarchal medievalrstgated maternity all
together, for maternity encompasses much more than being a womb for mamgactur
babies. In fact, this reading went so far as to put the father at the centempobtiess,
which was reinforced by the biased medical theories at the time. The womasdwesd
to a mere womb, a passive receiver of the male sperm, and a mechanical kiessel w
preserved the fetus for a few months. The women'’s role was passivelyl ltmitee
body, whereas the father’s role was much more important: after all, thaaght that
the semen formed the spirit of the fetus and was alone the source of life. Thus,tbhildbir
enhanced paternity, not maternity—the male’s active involvement, not the female’s
passive loan of a body part for nine months. The father was placed at the center, not the
mother.

However, reconciliation of this twisted interpretation with Christ’swatétin
Luke 11:27 proved to be futile. This passage relates Christ’s talking to a crowd & peopl
when suddenly a woman, moved by Christ’s preaching, comes out of the crowd and
shouts at Him, “blessed is the womb that gave birth to you.” This woman creates an
implied image of valuing a woman simply because she possesses a womb, thereby
perpetuating the traditional image of a woman as mere womb, as programnezd by h

patriarchal Hebrew culture. However, Christ’s reply, “blessed ratkedahase who hear
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the word of God and obey it,” clearly suggests his dismissal of the woman’s camyvict

as signaled by His mention of the word “rather.” In other words, women are not
important simply because they have wombs and can bear a man’s child but begause the
are rational and intelligent beings who, like men, can hear, absorb, and act on Christ’s
heady maxims every bit as thoroughly and rationally as men. This constituégsra m
paradigm shift: women are important not for being a body part but for being a whole
person, capable of intelligent thought and action.

Further, we see how the medieval church fathers’ interpretation that wothen wi
gain salvation from God through their reproductive function contradicts the whole
biblical message that salvation is only won through God’s grace and merchediean
in Christ’s sacrifice, not through good works. This is articulated in Titus 3:&@&d ...]
saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He
saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit whom He poured
out on us generously through Jesus Christ our savior.” Interpreting 1 Timothy in
accordance with medieval Catholicism is, in effect, to deny Christ’s pdocifall
together. The Reformers’ chief agenda was to emphasize that salvation could be won
only through God’s grace and faith in Christ, not through good works. Accordingly, then,
how can women be saved through childbirth? The Reformers saw the folly of the
patriarchal medieval logic and assiduously dismantled it.

Further, feminist biblical exegetes did not let such passages go unnoticed.
Hammer presents an alternative, more convincing and insightful interpretation of
1Timothy: he reads it that “women will be preserved through (not by virtue of) the

hardship of childbirth much as Noah and his family were saved through the waters of the
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flood in 1 Peter 3:20. Thus, saved through a danger by God makes the best Christian
sense” (75). Hammer’s rationale, then, forces an alternative view of Gl alimate
caretaker for parturient women, not their punisher. Again this provides further exidenc
that God is on the side of the maternal, an idea that will be explored in detail in my
discussion ofrhe Winter’'s Tale

Another major biblical passage emphasized by medieval religious a@hdsiti
Genesis 3:16: God tells Eve after the Fall, “I will greatly multiply youn pai
childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children.” This passage was fieavil
highlighted by patriarchal cultures to reinforce the belief that childbirthGeabs
punishment for Eve. It follows that this female creative process was viesvedhameful
and humiliating experience— a punishment—and therefore degrading. But if God,
Christ, and the Apostle Paul affirm this female experience, as | discussed thieave
why would God make it a punishment characterized by pain and suffering? Naging thi
inherent contradiction, Helen Wessel and Carol Meyers, feminist biblicabsshol
contend that “reading pain into Genesis 3:16 is a culturally conditioned

misunderstanding” (qtd. in Hammer 76). In her popular book National Childbirth and the

Christian Family Wessel presents a critique of this prejudiced interpretation of the

Genesis passage. She points to the discrepancy in the interpretation of the Hafokrew w
“issabon” in Genesis 3:16 as “pain” when referring to women and “toil” wherrirefer

to the man. She attributes this discrepancy to the interpreters’ bias whiktaddéom

their cultural beliefs (Hammer 76). Meyers also shares Wessel'prigti&tion of

“issabon” as toil based on her lexical and syntactic studies.
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These two critics, then, posit that it is foolish and inaccurate to interpret
“issabon” as mere toil in childbirth because such a reading ignores the painawolve
the birth process, particularly the “strong uterine contractions” (Hammei i8refore,
Meyers maintains that the Hebrew word “heron” in Genesis 3:16, often interpreted
parturition, refers to pregnancy, not parturition. Hence, she concludes that the final and
most convincing interpretation of the Genesis passage would be “toil in pregnancy”
rather than “pain in parturition.” Expanding this interpretation, Hammertashat it
“better reflects the universal scope of the story in which the verse is embkqgbaats
to the increased toil involved in any pregnancy as ongoing daily tasks are compounded by
the body’s extra burden” (18-19). Although Genesis 3:16 was historically ietedpas
God's curse on women due to Eve's fall into sin, Hammer observes that the word “sin”
does not figure in this narrative at all. The Bible does not describe the déstcessl in
childbirth as a “curse,” nor is the notion of curse even indirectly connected to theawoma
(23). The biased interpretation of Genesis 3:16, which Wessel, Meyers, and Hammer
expose, intensifies the cultural view of female sexuality as suspiciousduhegrand
corrupt. The negative view of women’s sexuality as suspicious and sinful in large
measure accounts for the general attitude toward parturition asmunthesis reflected,
as | discuss below, in Leontes’s reading of Hermione’s body as corrupt amdrsifiie
Winter's Tale

It is important to note that childbirth and maternity have been marginalized and
neglected by male theologians and historians as a female experiencen’$/oistery
has been written by males; therefore, due to their prejudices, they have digttailed

to appreciate or accurately report this female experience (Le)eiSeen from the male
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historians’ biased perspective, it was essentially dismissed and givenattergion.
Had it been written by females, it would have been, most likely, highly emptiaszn
important and identity-shaping experience. Crawford argues that motherhood as a
feminine experience was neglected by historians until the rise of thenssomevement
of the 1960s and 1970s when writers started to focus attention on women'’s history and
past experiences (Construction 5). Male historians, she maintains, “did not haa®t inter
in women’s experiences. This new interest in women’s past lives, as establstine
feminist movement, sparked an interest in the history of maternity, as an im@Espact
of women'’s lives [...]; thus, women’s experiences are no longer seen through males’
perspective” (5). In fact, owing to the pre-dominant negative attitude towards women i
general in patriarchal societies, maternity, as a powerful fempéxience, has been
marginalized at best and obliterated at worst. Because, nowadays, we |hghiya
secularized culture and have moved away from the Bible as the shaping idéologica
construct of our lives, we have forgotten the various stories of biblical mothelnsas
the Virgin, Rachel, Hannah, the Shunammite woman, Bathsheba, Naomi, Esther,
Deborah, Miriam, Tamar, and Ruth. We forgot what maternity meant to these mothers
and that Solomon “had a throne for the Queen mother, and she sat on his right” (1 Kings
2:19).

However, Renaissance culture in time became a biblically-informed anddief
culture. The man-made traditions were discredited in favor of a higher aythiosi
Bible. People at that time knew the Bible and read it much more than we do nowadays.
The Bible was seen as a liberating text that emancipated people from tiodiamsti

manacles and ideological chains that had bound people, especially women, for ages.
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Once the Protestant Reformers put people back in contact with the previoustgdalos
Bible, people were more enlightened about how Christ and the Apostle Paul treated
women. The biblical thinking about maternity and childbirth were incrementally
comprehended and foregrounded during the Renaissance, albeit the pre-existing
traditional views were present too. This chapter explores how Shakesddere’s
Winter’'s Taleassimilates the biblical thinking vis-a-vis its celebration and veneration of
maternity and childbirth. | argue that Shakespeare’s acclamation atatierabf this
powerful female experience echo biblical language, themes, storiesyyyeagd

allusions in this play.

Many critics, as | stated earlier in this dissertation, contend that §iese
assimilated the Bible’s language, imagery, and phraseology in order to reiafttreme.
He uses such biblical tropes, | contend, to elicit his audience’s empathy andrttuate
their appreciation for his subject. Renaissance people were very semwshilidal
language and nuance. Because they were quite familiar with its imagerppes! t
Shakespeare made his audience more receptive to and empathetic with somets his pl
and themes by couching them in biblical language. When Shakespeare, | suggest, is
concerned with maternity and childbirth, he assimilates biblical materagkiry in his
plays in order to effectively challenge his patriarchal culture’sgmesived notions
about these female experiences. By using the biblical tropes as a vehietedmmatic
purpose, he reinforces his theme and buttresses his claims more efficiapésing his
language with biblical maternal imagery enables Shakespeare to infhusraxgience’s
sensibility and subtly express his veneration of maternity and parturition. $\inate,

Shakespeare, in numerous plays, challenges his patriarchal cultureismydeiefs by
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making his male characters, strikingly, the ones who predominantly use matexgaty
to refer to themselves. By having his male characters use maternatynalgakespeare
critiques the deep-seated stereotypical assumptions prevalent in émaytpatriarchal
culture and in the process champions the cause and plight of women in biblical fashion.
The Apostle Paul, who existed during the heyday of Roman Empire

colonization which viewed parturition in terms of disgust and uncleanness, usesamater
and birth imageries to refer to himself in his ministry. For a male to use fesmmagery
like this in a hegemonic culture that emphasized gender boundaries and sdppresse
women was extremely subversive and radical. In Galatians 4:19, as | diseasker, he
likens himself to a birthing mother in travail; in 1 Corinthians he compares hitaself
mother suckling her child. Further, notwithstanding the reality that Christ peacia
culture entrenched with patriarchal beliefs, in John 7:3-9 He compares hionself t
mother suckling her baby. Also, to review a point | made above, God, in Isaiah 42:14 and
Jermiah 4:19-22, likens Himself to an anguished, parturient woman shouting in travail
For Christ, Paul, and, above all, God to use imageries of maternity and parturitiost sugge
their great reverence for this female creative experience.

These biblical tropes figure abundantly in Shakespeare’s plays. Irgracall
astoundingly, many of his male characters use maternal and birth imagexpeegse
their emotions, thereby disrupting their society’s gender expectations emibéirg
patriarchy. For instance, when he is reunited with his daughter, Perictethissénetoric:
“I have suffered like a girl,” and “I am great with woe, and shall deliver vag@pi
(PericlesV.i.38; 107). InCymbeline upon reunion with his children, Cymbeline says,

“O, what am 1? / A mother to the birth of three? Ne’er mother / Rejoiced deloeera
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more” (V.v.368-70). InThe Winter's TaleCamillo, expresses his emotional longing for
his country, after a long exile, using imagery of pregnancy and childbighatl re-view
Sicilia, for whose sight / | have a woman'’s longing” (IV.iv.655-56). The wardding”
suggests birth and conception. Camillo seemingly compares his nostalgia fourtiy c
to a woman'’s longing for pregnancy after a long period of barrennddsnhy VIII,

Henry, comparing his grievance to a woman’s groans in birth, cries, “l weigh'd the
danger which my realms stood in / By this my issue’s fail; and that gave tdviany a
groaning throe” (1l.iv.194-96). Henry VIlII, the quintessence of patnyarases a female
image to express his grief at his “issue’s fail.” Such a behavior repsese astoundingly
radical deviance from the established cultural norm$hin Tempesafter he is swept
ashore, following a shipwreck, Prospero expresses his distress and the perils he
undergoes in his journey and utilizes a rhetoric that suggests pregnancy andtlchildbi
“When | have decked the sea with drops full salt, / Under my burthen groaned; which
raised in me / An undergoing stomach to bear up” (I.ii.155-57). In all of these instances
female imagery is used in a wholesome, affirming light, and as if that revautionary
enough, Shakespeare’s males describe their situations with female, notmagkryi

This speaks to how inflammatorily counter-cultural his plays were.

Existing in a culture that viewed pregnancy as shameful and childbirth as
repellent, these male characters are subversive and their assmofatnagery, which is
derivative of feminine experiences, explosive. Shakespeare, like Christ andveduh |
a culture that placed high emphasis on gender boundaries. Parturition, in Hebrew and
early modern cultures, was viewed in terms of uncleanness and taboo, a shameful and

demeaning female experience. The stereotypical views associgtetieviemale

45



reproductive process at the time were no more than discursive constructions that
denigrated women in general. Christ and Paul apparently were aware oftthis fac
therefore, through their application of maternal imageries to themselve#tiéreded to
destabilize the pre-existing, prejudiced patriarchal notions. Thus, since¢hey w
religious iconic models in their cultures, they sought to change those prevaladiqae
attitudes by modeling new ones. Christ and Paul did not feel ashamed to appropriate
feminine imagery to refer to themselves or to illustrate their teachincsy$e they
viewed this female experience with respect. By the same token, Shakéspese
characters, though existing in an intensely patriarchal culture that vahwedirth as
feminine and degrading, do not hesitate to refer to themselves with imageatiderof
childbearing and labor. Christ and Paul, the bastions of Christianity, would not have used
childbirth imagery to describe their emotions had they not revered and appréumsted
feminine experience. Indeed, they would not have used such rhetoric, especially in public
settings and in texts that would in time enjoy phenomenally wide distribution, had the
not viewed childbirth and parturition positively. Similarly, holding similar hg)ie
Shakespeare’s male characters use maternal tropes in order to expressiaison for
parturition and conception. Thus, | maintain that Shakespeare is inspired by the biblical
thinking regarding this matter. However, the biblical dimension for his portohyal
maternity and childbirth was not limited to mere rhetoric.

In The Winter’'s Talethe explication of which constitutes the central concern in
this chapter, the biblical underpinnings of Shakespeare’s acclamation of tyatemes
beyond rhetoric: biblical stories, themes, and language cohere to advaplclinis and

augment his theme. He makes the stories of the Fall of Adam an Eve andicalggo
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of the birth of Christ the Messiah by the Virgin Mary through the Holy Spirit the
informing metaphor for his play. Shakespeare conflates his maternal agemdasesg
two typically polarized stories in order to portray maternity in a new antvsolsght
that iconoclastically challenges pre-established cultural norms. Within ¢peséated
medieval and early modern cultural notions about maternity lay the belief thanvom
existed to produce offspring which would serve male interests—in other words, to
perpetuate patrilineage and to help maintain the prosperity of male-domiocittgt.s
Producing offspring, since it serves male interests, does not serve or enuyaeT,
rather, it empowers men. If we take into account that early modern culturedste
belief that the male’s sperm formed the fetus, and even the baby’s soul, thenioancept
depreciated and degraded women. The female’s role in this process atgs gre
marginalized: she contributed the base part of the creative process, her buslflesh,
and functioned only as a vessel to preserve the male’s deposit in their wombs during the
loaning period of several months. In other words, the male was the center oéaiiigec
process and the female, totally marginalized, was reduced to a mexe passptacle.
Shakespeare, ifhe Winter’s Talediscounts this flawed logic and perception. He
espouses the biblical view that a woman’s maternal role surpasses itdlguHanal
institutionally—limited assessment in favor of a more positive perception. Githidioi
the biblical and Shakespearean view, transcends its constructed definition to a more
positive redefinition. Shakespeare challenges the conventional notion that fertlsthe f
privileged the male. Dismissive of these patriarchal assumptions, he pattiamsrth as
a dignifying and empowering experience that is more advantageous for the thathe

the father, since this female experience reinforces women’s subjeeatidtgelf-
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assertiveness. Masculine sexual dominance is obviated, and the view that men reduced
women to a mere reproductive machine becomes ludicrous.

The story ofThe Winter's Tal®@pens with an exposition of the preconceived
cultural beliefs about women as the cause of the fall of mankind from the Garden of
Eden. In this biblical story, Eve sinned first, seduced Adam to sin, and caused a
permanent rupture in mankind'’s relationship with God. Thus, the medieval and early
modern belief blamed Eve alone for the Fall. This misconception of the biblicatimarr
is evinced in the conversation between Polixenes and Hermione in act one:

Polixenes. We were as twinn’'d lambs that did frisk I’ the sun,

And bleat the one at the other: what we changed
Was innocence for innocence; we knew not
The doctrine of ill-doing, nor dream’d
That any did. Had we pursued that life,
And our weak spirits ne’er been higher rear’'d
With stronger blood, we should have answerd heaven
Boldly not guilty;’ the imposition clear’d
Hereditary ours.
Hermione. By this we gather
You have tripp’d since.

Polixenes. O my most sacred lady!

Temptations have since then been born to’s; for

In those unfledged days was my wife a girl;
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Your precious self had then not cross’d the eyes

Of my young play-fellow. (I.11.70-81)
Polixenes, articulating his culture’s predominant views, believes hereahatn are evil
seductresses who lead men into sin. He holds that his childhood friend King Leontes and
he were “innocent” “twinned lambs” in those “unfledged days,” when they enjoyed pre-
lapsarian status until “tempt[ed]” by women. His juxtaposition of “temptataomal’
“sacred[ness],” when referring to Hermione and his wife, is ironic and pepleagdsal.
His seriousness in this conviction, however, is later seen in his accusatioditd feer
seducing his son Florizel and his insistence that Florizel terminate Hisnehap with
her. What provokes one’s suspicions about Leontes is that he does not share in the
argument about this point, which forces one to suspect Leontes’ confirmation of
Polixenes’ view. This assumption materializes with the sudden and unwarrantéoherupt
of Leontes’ rage. In fact, Leontes’ sudden frantic rants provoke a longrsjahebate
concerning the actual cause of his jealousy. Readers are not told by anyhafroters
in the play that Leontes is impulsive and rash in nature. His rage is not provoked by an
evil agent, like lago; it seemingly materializes out of nowhere. This lead®s oleeluce
that Leontes’ ill convictions smolder in his mind and merely await a spark.ibtegin
success, following Leontes’ failure at convincing Polixenes to delay histdepp&aom
Sicilia, is what catalysts Leontes’ deep-held beliefs, which we see ndmgot, “at my
request he [Polixene] would not [lengthen his stay]” (1.ii.89).

From this point on Leontes begins to perceive Hermione’s every gesture as

evidence of sexual indiscretion. He reads her friendly hospitality towardiést @s a

sign of sexual liaison. When Hermione gives her hand to Polixenes out of kindness,
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Leontes reads that as “mingling blood,” causing him “tremor cordis” and causing his

“heart” to “dance” but “not for joy” (1.i.110-12). He tells Camillo that Héome’s sexual

acts will “sully the purity and whiteness of my sheets— / Which to preserveefs sle

which being spotted / Is goads, thorns, nettles, tails of wasps” (l.ii.328-30)tdse

further believes that his “wife is slippery” (1.ii.275). These invectives sudgast

Leontes agrees with his friend’s view of women as licentiously prone to sexual si
However, Polixene’s conversation with Hermione alludes to the story of the Fall

at an even deeper and more thematically-revealing level. The narrativeadlthe

suggested by Polixene’s allusions, reminds readers of God’s punishment of Eveaio “suff

pain in childbirth.” The play’s maternal agenda, in the subsequent scenesitegit

reading the play in conjunction with God’s assigning Eve the procreative rolstdrlge

of the Fall, as noted earlier, was interpreted by prejudiced patriardgauslauthorities

to serve men and relegate women to an inferior status. In their errant tatgopref the

biblical text, God, as a punishment, sentenced Eve to a second-tier status—tur éxest f

service of Adam, emblematized in her birth from his rib. At the center of thetBallis

the childbirth issue. The big question is, Is the childbirth meant to serve man or woman?

As it was interpreted in the Middle Ages through the early modern period, a woman’s

role in life is merely biological—to produce the offspring that would perpetuate

patrilineage, thereby keeping the male at the center and the woman at time firasg

was woman’s punishment by God, not her reward. What also reinforced these beliefs wa

the early modern medical discourse which emphasized the role of male semenng form

the fetus. Mclaughlin opines that in the middle ages “Aristotelian biologyeasaur

passive, auxiliary, and subordinate status [to mothers] so that the mother [edujced
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to a mere] tube through which the male semen passes to emerge, if nothing untoward
happens, a man child, educated and trained by his father after a brief pergod at hi
mother’s breast” (230). This shows, then, that the mother does not exist outside the
constructed biological image: she is a “tube” and a “breast.” Mclaughlimaizs that

“even that which is peculiarly the woman'’s, the generative function, is infertbet

male equivalent, for the man is the active and fecund force, the woman but a pagsive a
receptive instrument” (218). It follows, then, that the male is the one who controls
reproduction, not the woman, for he is the “active force” who makes conception happen.
In fact, according to medieval and early modern cultural ideals, controlling wife’s

fertility constituted much of the male’s masculinity and self-pride.

Thus, Leontes’ rage about his wife’s assumed sexual transgression cargaat be r
in isolation from his anxiety about her pregnancy. Hermione’s pregnant body s&ecome
the target of his vituperative attack because it is out of his control, for there &syrforw
him to know who impregnated his wife. In addition, pregnancy in the early modern
period, besides being viewed as a proof of sexual activity, was a natural imamaity
safeguard against sexual detection; it provided women with sexual licenseed_eont
admits his inability to control conception, for there is “no barricado for a”’déiy205).

He compares the womb of the pregnant woman to a gate that “will let in and out the
enemy / With bag and baggage” (206). Frustrated at his inability to control dther'sni
pregnancy, Leontes describes women’s reproductive organs in language thassugges
disease and infection: “Many thousand one’s / Have the disease and feel't not” (208);
even his “wife’s liver” is “infected” (301). He tells Hermione that Pehe “has made

thee swell [suggesting disease] thus” (l1.i.64).
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What is important to note about Leontes is that he refers to Hermione’s bady wit
the language of possessiveness. He believes that “his pond [is] fished by his next
neighbor,” and that “other men have gates, and those gates opened, / As mine, against
their will” (1.ii.170-73). He believes that she is the property of another mamy,“ae that
wears her like medal, hanging / about his neck” (1.2.309-10). He compares her to an
object worn by men like a medal, a mere ornament that men show off in front of other
men to enhance their self-esteem. Further, he refers to her in commentsalite
believes that his “honour” [wife] is stolen by others and made “their profits3(11i-12).

That is how men like Leontes, who, to assert their masculine ideal, treat woaren as
object upon which they exercise their subjectivity. But also, female sexisaditthreat

for masculinity due to the continuous fear of being cuckolded, which is what worried
most men in that patriarchal culture. In other words, a woman is used as an object in the
hands of men— a tool or instrument to empower men at the expense of women’s
autonomous self-confidence or dignity. What is more, since women'’s bodies wer treate
by men as sexual objects, upon which they exercised their sexual prowess aid sporte
their superior manhood, men viewed procreation as the means to enhance men’s
bloodline. This view of women as procreative machines to perpetuate patrilineage
obliterated their identity as human beings and negated their maternal role.

While | will tackle the larger issue of how women’s sexuality wastéekin the
early modern culture in the next chapter in greater detail, my main cdmexeris to
discuss one limited but important point—Shakespeare’s reinvention of maternity.
Plugged into and working out of the biblical tradition, Shakespeare presents a new

definition of maternity. Whereas the early modern culture placed men, since they
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contribute the soul of the fetus through insemination, at the center, Shakespearesdiscount
the early modern medical discourse and places the mother at the center, @Raltaiy
maternity and destabilizing the stereotypical image of a woman as agineemachine.
Shakespeare rejects equating woman with womb and insistently resists sash nar
prejudiced definition.

In The Winter’s TalgLeontes not only views Hermione as a sexual object for his,
or other men’s, enjoyment, or a place where they exercise their sexuabsypéut
also he views her as a womb to produce offspring to perpetuate patriarchy. Brodficti
“issue” for Leontes is another way by which he enhances his masculine powefigréne
he is so anxious, first, about controlling Hermione’s sexuality and, second, her
reproduction. In other words, he installs himself as the owner of Hermione’schildie
places himself at the center of the creative process because he contnibpiesious
element to form the fetus. In short, he treats Hermione’s children as albgdriionging
to him. Owing to this rationale, maternity is marginalized and paternityn®reed—
no balance between them.

Amidst his rage about Hermione’s alleged illicit sexual liaison waiixBnes,
Leontes, anxious about the possibility of his bloodline’s contamination, turns to his son
Mamillius to investigate his legitimacy. He expects Hermione to produsprof§ who
bear strong resemblance to his own image. Perceiving Hermione as a copgingan
he expects her to produce exact reproductions of his physiognomy, thereby digmissi
the possibility of the children bearing resemblance to their mother, an idearthat f
shows Leontes’ obsession with meeting the masculine ideal. That is, the more

resemblance to him his children bear, the more secure he feels about his niyasculini
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Suspicious about the purity of his progeny, he asks Mamillius, “Art thou my boy?,” and
“Art thou my calf?” (1.ii.122; 129). Obsessed about Mamillius’ resemblance to him, he
asks, “Why, that's my bawcock. What? Hast smutched thy nose? / They sayadpis a c
out of mine” (1.ii.123-24). Leontes is totally dismissive of the likelihood that Marsil
nose be a copy of his mother’s, which shows how obsessed he is with the masculine
ideal. Leontes is not satisfied that “women say” that he and Mamilliusabm®st as like
as eggs” (1.i.131-32). What concerns Leontes is not assurances from women, fer wome
might “say anything” (1.ii.133). Rather, probably he needs assurances fromamgrs f
men’s opinion of him that matters the most. Leontes is so blinded by his obsession with
his own image as it exists in men’s eyes that he wants his children to bedheogyaof
himself. Leontes looks for doubles of himself to improve his self-esteem. Whateke
first meets Florizel in the final act, the first thing that catchesttestson is the great
resemblance between Florizel and his father:

Your mother was most true to wedlock, prince;

For she did print your royal father off,

Conceiving you: were | but twenty-one,

Your father's image is so hit in you,

His very air, that | should call you brother, (V.i.123-27)
To Leontes, a good wife is a good womb; a good womb is a good copying machine, and a
good copying machine makes a woman a faceless non-entity. He valuesraiite
being a soul mate, but for her reproductive role in “print[ing] father[s] off."ofding to
such thinking, Hermione’s maternal role does not have existence. A woman like

Hermione has existence only within males’ definition.
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As he uses possessive language to refer to Hermione’s body, Leontes speaks of
his son in similar terms: Mamillius is his “collop” and “calf.” Leontes @rred that
Hermione’s assumed sexual infidelity will “give scandal to the blood o’th’ primge
son— / Who | do think is mine, and love as mine—" (1.ii.131-34). He speaks with
Polixenes about Florizel, Polixenes’ son, in a language that suggests rivalry about
ownership: “Are you so fond of your young prince as we / Do seem to be of ours? (L.ii.
165-66). When Polixenes states that his son is his “exercise,” “mirth,” “friend,”
“parasite,” “soldier,” and “statesman,” Leontes assures his frienddatillius
represents the same to him: “So stands this squire / officed with me” (1.2.174-75). Of
course, amidst all this we note, distressingly, that the mother has no exi&tetive
child is the father’s property. In fact, while Leontes tries to erasedtier, in
Polixenes’ world the mother is erased already.

The second act starts with Mamillius being in the presence of women after
meeting with his father. When he first meets with his mother, her reastfomtis a bit
confusing; her first line to her women is, “take the boy to you. He so troubles imse / ‘T
past enduring” (11.i.1-2). Although it is not clear why Hermione is so upset hatlchild,
we can speculate that probably he meets her with coldness after having beredobis
his father’s suspicious thoughts. Mamillius also acts coldly toward Hermsiargehen;
when the First Lady asks him to “come, my gracious lord / Shall | be youfelay?”
he declines her request: “No, I'll none of you” (II.i.3-5). When queried why he slnisvs t
coldness towards them, the First and Second Ladies, Mamillius responds, “You’lEkiss m
hard, and speak to me as if / | were a baby still” (11.i.8-9). Although hts@dtimight be

dismissed as a mere normal childish behavior, one must not overlook Shakespeare’s
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possible dramatic purpose: the child seems resistant to women or the materridiugtam
is in a transitional stage between the symbolic, the father’s realmh@sdmiotic, the
mother’s realm. To put it in Kristevan terms, the child exists in the semiatje &r the
first few years, then s/he enters into the symbolic, or the realm of lasmguhigh is the
stage when the child begins to mature. The semiotic is dominated by the motlmegswhe
the symbolic is dominated by the father. Mamillius seems to be more attunedgaokhear
father since he does not want the women to treat him “as if” he “were a dhbgrsti
indication that Mamillius is closer to the symbolic than the semiotic. Miahidloes not
want to be treated as immature, a baby; rather, he seemingly wants tdadukasea
mature child, in the symbolic order of maturity— the father’s realm. When ldeami
returns to speak with Mamillius, she asks him to tell her a tale. Sensing thaithe i
distance from her, she asks him to “sit by” her (I1.i.22). Demanding more ckssene
Hermione asks him to “come on” and “on” (32). Unsatisfied, she requests him ta “give’
me in mine ear” (34). Hermione seeks a closer union with the child, or a return to her
womb, which suggests her struggle to reclaim her usurped maternal role.

Anxious about Mamillius’ closeness to the maternal, Leontes takes him from
Hermione: “Give me the boy. | am glad you did not nurse him / Though he does bear
some signs of me, yet you / Have too much blood in him (11.i.57-9). Commenting on the
maternal influence, Janet Adelman opines that the maternal was cultoradtyucted as
dangerous: “the maternal body must have seemed especially dangerous to §ttfedoy
in uterus on her menstrual blood and then on her milk that is its derivative” (7). Hence,
Leontes is apprehensive that Mamillius has “too much blood in him” that would threaten

his masculine authority. He assumes that it is not normal for the child to havefsigss
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mother’s influence. For Mamillius to bear more resemblance to his mother thathleis f
represents a weakness in and a threat to the masculine authority. Leonves liedie
Mamilius’ closeness to the maternal impedes his maturity and entraa¢bennasculine
world—the symbolic stage. Therefore, he asks his servant to “bear the boy hence. He
shall not come about her. / Away with him, and let her sport herself / With that she’s big
with” (11.i.105-06). To ensure the mother’s separation from the child, Leontessdlde
she be sent to prison.

Leontes’ prison represents the masculine constriction of the maternal oHetsni
maternity is suffocated since she is deprived of all maternal privil@géise trial,
Hermione declares that, at prison, she is “denied” “the child-bed privilege hdngs
to women of all fashion” (l1.ii.89; 106-07). In addition, she is deprived the company of
her women. When she requests that “my women be with me, for you see / My plight
requires it” (11.i.119-20), Leontes declines, trying everything possible to ecithec
maternal to nothingness. By denying Hermione’s request of keeping the comeany of
women, he intends to weaken her female network, her only source of solace and. comfort
He wants to disturb this maternal solidarity. Instead of lying in a comfertiaimber
where women form an autonomous network independent of the authority of the male
world, Hermione gives birth in a masculine chamber, a prison, where the rfeal@gai
“express commandment” (I1.ii.11) not to let any female in, thereby subsuming the
maternal totally within the domain of men. In fact, the maternal world idaeee by
the male interference. At the trial scene Hermione complains thatashtharried to this
place, [the prison], I' the open air, before / | have got strength of linhitii.104-05).

For a parturient woman to be exposed to the open air was thought to be very dangerous.
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Hermione, like all women, is expected to give birth in an enclosed place, a plaee wh
the birthing woman is surrounded by women only. It should be a feminine chamber
isolated from the males, and Hermione’s body, upon birth, should be isolated from male
intrusion or even male sight.

But, here, Hermione’s body is denied this privilege; she gives birth in a male-
dominated prison cell where her weak body is penetrated by male “air.” WhimaPa
asks the jailer if it is “lawful” for Hermione “to see her women,” the jaslgulates that
he “must be present at [their] conference.” Leontes here turns the bptbcess, which
is supposed to be a moment of maternal strength and a place where women experience
the joy of childbirth, into a suffocating hellish experience, thereby dgrhen the joy
and triumph of giving birth. Indeed, Hermione is totally suffocated. One might wonder
why Shakespeare hides the birthing scene from his audience. Hermione givas birt
prison silently; we do not hear her shouting in travail. A birthing woman’s pain in
childbirth shows her strength, since pain is the woman’s opportunity to demonstrate her
strength and courage. But Hermione is denied this experience. The matpararee
is, indeed, reduced to a humiliating experience, one that is full of pain, sufferileg, ma
intrusiveness, agony, and characterized by loneliness. When Paulina inquiras Em
about “how [her] gracious lady” “fares,” Emilia says, “As well as ongreat and so
forlorn / May hold together: on her frights and griefs, / Which never tender lady hath
born greater, / She is something before her time deliver'd” (11.ii.25-9). Letatesforms
the childbirth process from a feminine realm to domination by oppressiveyraiay.
Anguished at being deprived of her children and not caring about Leontes’ punishment,

Hermione complains courageously:
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Sir, spare your threats:

The bug which you would fright me with | seek.

To me can life be no commodity:

The crown and comfort of my life, your favour,

| do give lost; for I do feel it gone,

But know not how it went. My second joy

And first-fruits of my body, from his presence

| am barr'd, like one infectious. My third comfort

Starr'd most unluckily, is from my breast,

The innocent milk in its most innocent mouth,

Haled out to murder (l11.ii.89-99)

Hermione values her maternal role more than her duty as a wife or her loveifd. Hey |
her, life is “no commodity” after the “first-fruits of [her] body from his geace she is
barr'd.” In fact, while her role as a subservient wife causes her demiseatemnal role
restores her to life, as will be discussed below.

However, in the final and most significant scene of the play, Shakespeare
powerfully vindicates and venerates the maternal. It is important tohadtthis scene is
Shakespeare’s pure invention, meaning it was not included in his source play, Robert
Green’sPandosto Although critics puzzled at his purpose for creating this scene, |
contend that this scene relates to and harmonizes brilliantly with the playérnal
agenda. In this scene, Hermione is restored to life, reunited with her lond-exile,
Perdita, and her child-bed privileges are restored. At this juncture in thd_ptaytes at

last recognizes and accepts the power of the maternal. What concerns met inghisos
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scene is the abundant biblical underpinnings of Hermione’s restoration to mafEneity
central biblical image that Shakespeare emphatically invokes is thme @frgin and
Jesus Christ. Shakespeare’s integration of the Virgin's maternal expeserves as his
vehicle—his informing metaphor, as it were—for veneration of the maternal.

The play in general and the final scene in particular contain many biblical
allusions that suggest correspondence between the story of Hermione and the Virgin
Mary. First, both stories are characterized by divine presence and supihernwdternal.

In the play, as in the story of the Virgin, the divine powers clearly sidetetmaternal,

the oracle of Apollo, for instance, announces Leontes guilty, and a lord wmoasténe

one, proclaims that Hermione is “spotless / In the eyes of heaven” (132-33). When
Hermione is to be escorted to prison, she appears resolute and trusting of divine powers
“I must be patient till the heavens look / With an aspect more favorable” (11.i.107708). |
high morale, Hermione tells those lamenting her miserable state tHattiom [she]

now go on / Is for [her] better grace” (11.i.123-24); she trusts that “powensediBehold

our human actions” and “I do refer me to the oracle: Apollo be my judge!” (1l.ii.26-7)
Hermione’s lines, | contend, echo the Virgin’s speech in the Magnificat: tdl s

glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has been mindhd of t
humble state of his servant” (Luke 1:46-8). Second, both the Virgin and Hermione are
accused of sexual indiscretion and illegitimate conception; both the Viagd's

Hermione’s conceptions are doubted by their husbands. Third, Hermione’s pregnancy is
characterized by Messianic-based joy and blessing; both the Virgin and Heareone

lifted up through childbirth. While the Virgin rejoices that “all generatmiliscall [her]

blessed” (48-9), Hermione claims that “this action is for my bett@egrauggesting that
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her delivery of Perdita is going to be a source of exaltation and grace fexendita is
referred to as a blessing and joy of her mother. In her last speech befasunection,
Hermione describes her children as “joy,” and “fruits of her body”; in factnibere’s
restoration to life occurs only after the reappearance of Perdita94l).iBy the same
token, if we compare the Virgin's status before and after the Annunciatiomave f
correspondence in both stories, especially if we take into account the Virgiwa/sorr
while barren and her joy after Gabriel’'s revelation (see Luke 1:46-9)th-auboth
stories, the newborn child is given a name by the mother and not the father. The custom
in Christ’s Jewish culture was that the father was the one who named the chiisl tlas
case with Elizabeth upon the birth of John the Baptist; Elizabeth, as foretold by the
Angel, insists on naming the child John, but people disregard her request and headed to
the father, the acknowledged authority. Last, the numerous associationsnbritewith
grace reminisces angel Gabriel's greetings to the Virgin;i€atarries to the Virgin the
great, favorable news that she is going to receive God’s grace through heptmmc
“Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you” (Luke 1:28a $imilar
sense, Hermione is associated with grace through conception of Christ-lilka.Psfter
Leontes is penitent, he describes Hermione as “tender / As infancy and (y#ic86-
7). Hermione is lifted up by the rebirth of Perdita. She is, in a sense, resdfeciugh
Perdita. After Perdita is taken by Antigonus and left to die, Hermione dies, but she
“know(s] by Paulina that the oracle / Gave hope thou wast in being, have preserved /
Myself to see the issue” (V.iii.126-28).

Similarly, Perdita is referred to in language that is reminiscetieoMessiah.

The birth of Christ was revealed to shepherds; by the same token, Perdita is faund by
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shepherd who describes her in a language that suggests Messianic-stylagdanfg
rebirth and hope: “though met’st with things dying, | with things new-born” {(1111iP-
13). The birth of the Messiah signaled a spiritual rebirth of Israel. Perdisaippearance
represents the coming of chaos to the world, but when Perdita reappears, ordaerd rest
in the kingdom of Sicilia. Perdita, a source of grace and blessing to her parents, is
portrayed as the Messiah whose resurrection brings order and peace back to the world.
Before the birth of Christ, people of Israel were living in a chaotic and dankl w
characterized by spiritual death:
It will be for you [Christ] to give his people [Israel] knowledge of theiva@bn
through the forgiveness of their sins. Because the heart of our God is fullayf mer
towards us, the first light of Heaven shall come to visit us—to shine on those who
lie in darkness and under the shadow of death, and to guide our feet into the path
of peace. (Luke 1:76-9)
Similarly, only with the resurrection of the messianic Perdita are order and pe
restored. Echoing Israel’s loss of faith in Christ, their clouded judgment, and the
subsequent destruction that followed, Leontes’ “unsafe lunes,” “weak-hingeg fand
“diseased opinion” (11.ii.34; 11.iii.118; 1.ii.298) wreak chaos in his kingdom. Remingsci
Israel’s attitude to Christ, Leontes wishes to see Perdita “consumedreiitilfiii.132).
Although Paulina, the divine voice of justice, tells him that Perdita is “a befiing
spirit” (1.iii.127), he remains adamant: “Our prerogative / Calls not yourghbjects’]
counsels”; [...] “we need no more of your advice. The matter, / The loss, the gain, the

ord’ring on't, is all / Properly ours” (I.i.165-66; 170-73). The consequences of his
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intransigence is, of course, as his subjects Dion and Cleomentes declaréngnenac
“dangers” that “drop upon his kingdom and devour [it]” (V.i.27-8).

Thus, Perdita’s rebirth is painstakingly analogous to the birth of the Messiah.
Perdita is the divine savior through whom salvation can be attained and the eraeof peac
achieved. Shakespeare, in addition to this obvious analogy, further exalts Perdita by
couching her language in biblical echoes. She is described by a Serviduat @5t
peerless piece of earth [...] / That e’er the sun shone bright on,” (5.1.93-4) aifeteat
who if she were to “begin a sect, might quench the zeal / Of all profedset{108-09).
“Begin[ning] a sect” is reminiscent of Christ's God-ordained mission to beggttaof
Christian believers. As Jesus was favored by God to go on this mission, so too
Shakespeare favors Perdita by describing her in this exalting and faviasdiée.

While Antigonus is in the forest intending to leave her, he, speaking to the babthata
“some powerful spirit instruct the kites and ravens / To be thy nurses” (I1.IIBIB5-

This image is, in fact, reminiscent of the story of prophet Elijah who, to esaape ki
Ahab’s rage, was instructed by God to hide while the ravens, commanded by God, fed
him: “Leave here, turn eastward and hide in the Kerithe Ravine, east of the Jordan. You
will drink from the brook, and | have ordered the ravens to feed you there” (1 Kings 17:2-
5). God’s sending of the “ravens” suggests His concern and nurture of Elijahimitaa s
sense, “some powerful spirit instruct the kites and ravens” to “nurse” Perdita, a
indication that the maternal is supported by divine forces. More, in the Bible, tims rave
were sent by God to help a male; here Shakespeare has “the ravens” hele-a-fema
further proof of his support and affirmation of women. Furthermore, Polixenes’ rédusal

legitimize Leontes’ actions after ordering Perdita’s exile baatsiking reference to
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Christ when he declares that he would be joining that “who betrayed the best"—alluding
to Judas’s betrayal of Christ— if Polixenes assents to his friend’s groundless,
unwarranted atrocities.

The big question, apropos of this mountain of meticulously chosen allusion which
Shakespeare amasses, is how the story of the Virgin serves his purpose to vederate a
reinvent the maternal? First of all, as explored earlier, the early madarreglaced the
male at the center of the creative process, since the male semen supposestitiie
fetus and greatly marginalized the role of the female whose womb was badtmwe
further male ends for a brief nine-month period. However, the Virgin's immaculat
conception reverses this thinking because it is the female, Mary, not Joseph, who is
placed at the center. The Virgin becomes pregnant without male inseminatiefgréne
the definition of traditional conception as a biological act made possible ooiygtihthe
male is discounted. That is, in the Virgin's pregnancy it is Mary who is exaite lifted
up, not Joseph; indeed, Joseph remains on the far periphery throughout. She is placed at
the center because she is approached by Gabriel and announced as the chosen woman,
not Joseph. The Virgin finds herself suddenly pregnant through the Holy Spirit without
the biological act; the masculine role of insemination is excluded. In this &odyand
the Virgin work in tandem while men are sidelined. The Virgin’s conceptionfaigni
and exalts the lot of women because the pregnancy happens without male assistance
more accurately, it happens with the help of God. The significance of the event is
profound: nothing defines maleness more than the sex act and the male’s designation as
the carrier of the procreative seed. But in this momentous birth, both are completel

eclipsed: the male receives no credit, and the female all. The fact tveasicbosen by
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God to be the mother of Christ greatly exalts Mary specifically and wageeerally. In
fact, in the entire nativity account, Scripture repeatedly marginaheasale every time
the birth of the Messiah is mentioned, and this even applies to all the Old Testament
prophesies, as in Genesis 3:15 when the writer, boldly and shockingly, says, “the
woman’s seed [...] shall bruise [Satan’s] head.” Thus, by reworking the story of the
Virgin’s Immaculate Conception in his play, Shakespeare, | suggestiaimate his
audience to view pregnancy and parturition positively. He reminds his audiantleis
female creative process should be viewed as a dignifying, not demeaning, female
experience that involves divine presence.

In The Winter’s Tal&Shakespeare juxtaposes the story of the Fall and the story of
the Virgin’s immaculate conception in order to remind his audience of two cpacrds:
first, God has forgiven women of their disobedience, as represented by Eve’scin whi
caused the Fall; second, He chose another woman, Mary, to give birth to thehyiesi
Savior of mankind in Christianity. God'’s privileging of a woman for this noble role
presents a new view of birth and pregnancy. Shakespeare invites his audience odirectl
indirectly, to rethink their stereotypical ideas concerning this femaddiveeprocess.
Instead of embracing the Fall’'s model, thereby perpetuating patrjé8bakespeare
invokes the much more positive Virgin’s model which places the focus on the featale
the male. | am not suggesting that he denies the biological aspect of didatiuirthe
role of the male in it; rather, | contend that he favors a new view of this female
experience as a way of challenging patriarchy. Shakespeare discountiuness
prevalent belief system which places the male at the center and feénedareaargin. To

him, childbirth empowers all women as it did the Virgin. This radical view tegjlec
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contemporary patriarchal medical discourse which defined childbirth as weswa’
role in life through which she serves men by producing offspring to perpetuate
patrilineage. Shakespeare views parturition as an empowering and digfefyimgne
experience that, far from being woman'’s curse, is a source of joy and blessing
Shakespeare invites his audience to think of this female experience in terms of the
Virgin’s story, not Eve’s story.

Similarly, Hermione’s pregnancy is not a curse at all to her; rathemisource
of joy and blessing. However, it is made a curse through the dated lens of Leontes’
ossified patriarchal misconceptions. Before the Annunciation, the Virgin was
overwhelmed with sorrow, but once announced by Gabriel as the chosen woman to bear
the Son, she is elated with joy, manifested in the Magnificat (see Luke 1.48s5hHe
Virgin, in a sense, was resurrected from her death, barrenness, and lifted ogb, lsp G
similarly, Hermione is resurrected through her maternal role: her dgatfies the death
of the maternal. Hermione is restored to life only when the messiani¢aPerabpears.
Through her sacred maternal role Hermione survives patriarchal oppressiba, as
declares: “knowing by Paulina that the oracle / Gave hope thou wast in being, have
preserved / Myself to see the issue” (V.iii.126-28). Hermione, like the Vimgamphs in
the maternal role. To Shakespeare, giving birth is a feminine experiencehthwbia) a
woman becomes a mother, not a womb. Motherhood, to him, is a sacred role that is
reminiscent of the Virgin's experience. What was the impetus of this garastift? The
answer is obvious: the biblical view of women.

Indeed, apart from the play’s correspondence to the Virgin’s story for its

allusional framework that venerates the maternal, Shakespeare pdrérayaternal as
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sacred in many other ways. Hermione, as a maternal figure, throughoutytie pla
associated with grace and described in a religious language that iatesparretools
biblical references and images. | have mentioned earlier the image of Godadiser

bear defending His people in Hosea 13:7-9. The bear as a powerful biblical maternal
figure also clearly figures in Shakespeare’s play. It is a bear, and nothemanimal,

that chases Antigonus and devours him in revenge for his heinous act. In this same scene
the maternal figure’s shadow appears to Antigonus “in pure white robes / Like ver
sanctity” (lll.iii.5-6). This suggests the power and sanctity of the makerermione,

though dead, overcomes death and haunts Antigonus, who has her baby, as a shadow
“like very sanctity” probably to ensure her child’s safety. At a furteeel, the image of
Hermione as a holy saint dressed in a “white robe” allegorically echoewdlge of the
saints of God, the believers of Christ, dressed in “white robes” and surrounding God:
“They [the saints of God, the believers in Christ] came from every nation anamdbe
people and language, and they stood before the throne of the Lamb, dressed in white
robes [...]. With a great voice they shouted these words: “Salvation belongs to our God
who sits upon the throne [...]" (Revelation 7:9-11). In this biblical image, the “white
robe” symbolizes the eternal life in heaven that the body of believers in Chirestjay.

The “white robe” is worn by those sanctified believers who win salvation andeaslg r
gualify for eternal life in heaven. In a similar sense, Hermione’s conaok to life

dressed in “white robes” like “very sanctity” reflects this biblicahge of the saints who
come back to eternal afterlife dressed in “white robes.” In this viewnidee, the

maternal figure of the play, is portrayed as a godly, sinless person dikaaglyn the

afterlife.
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Shakespeare, to venerate and elevate the maternal, depicts the masonal a
sacred and holy that he superimposes upon it the most reverent Christian imagery. He
imbues the maternal with the ultimate Christian image that is chazactdry high-level
godliness and sanctity. Furthermore, the maternal is described as spedllgsn the
final scene. Penitent Leontes announces that Hermione’s “actions shall bartyiat
she has “holy looks” (V.iii.104, 149). Perdita, upon reunion with her mother, “kneel[s]
[to] pray [her] mother’s blessings” (V.iii.120-01) as if the maternal scaexl shrine that
blesses people. In fact, Paulina’s chapel, which becomes Hermione’s birtambeahis
depicted by Shakespeare as a special place that has a holy nature wdrycomes in
must “awake [his] faith,” especially disbelieving people like Leontesteltseeven a
sense in which the chapel suggests a heaven that is only accessed by “ajake[ne
“faith"—and acknowledging maternity is the license for entrance to thig plac
Recognizing Hermione’s maternity, in this view, becomes a preconditiond@mggion
from sin.

Polixenes, refusing his “name” to be “yoke[d] with his that did betray thg"Bes
equates Leontes’ sins against Hermione to Judas’ sin of betraying Chréitq).i
Wronging the maternal is so great a sin to Shakespeare that he appayeatés it to
betraying “the Best.” Leontes is redeemed from this sin only when harfesi[ly]”
feels that “the stone rebukes [him]—For being more stone than't” (V.iii.3Ft8)her,
while Leontes in the inception of the play is strongly concerned for his culture’s
masculine ideal, of viewing women as hatching machines, towards the end he
relinquishes it, as manifested in his new disbelief in the necessity of maewigen his

subjects, except Paulina, press him to remarry so that he will have a male tedis, he
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them to “care not for issue,” for “the crown will find an heir” (V.i.46-7). What bes
suggests Leontes’ recognition of Hermione’s divine maternal rights fsalspeech:
“Good Paulina / Lead us from hence, where we may leisurely / Each our demand, and
answer to his part / Perform’d in this wide gape of time” (V.iii.151-54).

Furthermore, the play contains abundant instances that show sovereign support of
the maternal. These divine powers, | maintain, force the recognition of thenahatethe
end of the play. Apart from the Oracle of Apollo which decisively announcesibies
innocent and Leontes a sinful tyrant, divine powers appear to those who wrong the
maternal as threatening and punishing forces. Immediately after Mesrdéath
Leontes recognizes that “the heavens themselves / Do strike at my injustice$44-
45). After Hermione dies, a Mariner, Antigonus’ accomplice, while on an island
intending to leave Perdita to die, announces that “the skies look grimly / And threaten
present blusters” and that “the heavens with that, [Perdita], in hand are &amgkyrown
upon [them]” (111.iii.3-6). Upon leaving Perdita, Antigonus comments that he ‘freae
/ The heavens so dim by day” (lll.iii.54-5). Immediately after these aamisnAntigonus
“exits pursued by a bear,” a powerful maternal figure that punishes those who wrong
maternity. Such systematic use of language and imagery forces one to cdwsider t
possibility that the Bible, in which ‘*heaven’ advocates and supports the maigrnal,
Shakespeare’s undeniable source of inspiration, as though he wishes to annihdate anc
patriarchal views and lend credence to his enterprise by superimposingllsi@hiction
on it.

We see, thus, that the Bible presented new radical views of maternity and

parturition, ones that diverted from the prevalent stereotypical assusfitatrpervaded
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medieval and early modern cultures. Shakespeare, the chief iconoclastiofigigeay,
is Bible-oriented in his view of maternity, pregnancy, and childbirth. While his
patriarchal culture viewed the woman as a reproductive machine to seevantesdsts
and to perpetuate patriarchy, Shakespeare dismisses this irrationaltycteas
discourse by showing these female creative processes as dignifyinig\zatthg to
women. The biblical maternal images, tropes, and stories apparently béeogneunds
for his positive depiction of maternity and childbirth. His modeling the story of the
maternal figure irmhe Winter’'s Talen the story of the Virgin, who conceived of Christ
without the physical sexual act, invites his audience to empathize with and pay more
respect to maternity and childbirth and to view it differently. Inundated byéuical
discourse, Shakespeare’s male-dominated culture placed the male at thefcente
maternity and childbirth. Shakespeare, however, challenges these entrenalsdayvie
adopting the biblical view, manifest in his systemic use of biblical languaggeny,
tropes, and, allegorically, narratives. Shakespeare’s chief end is apptremtherate

and present childbirth as a female-centered experience. In this radeallyiew he
challenges his culture which objectified women and viewed them as womb®fumgti
as receptacles to preserve male seed. Indeed, if Virginia Woolf detiaregomen need
a “room of [their] own” in order to be creative, self-assertive writers, &pare’s
implicit message would be that women need a ‘womb of their own’ in order to have an
autonomous existence in a rigidly stratified culture that denied them an idrrisigle

its pre-existing patriarchal discourse.
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CHAPTER 3
“WE WERE GOD'’S SPIES”: THE BIBLICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF
CORDELIA AS A TRUTH-TELLER INKING LEAR

The medical discourse, a central part in the larger religious andrglatia
systems which pervaded the early modern culture, contributed much to the ¢mmstruc
of myriad negative stereotypes toward women. Not only did it promulgate fpegora
views toward parturition and childbirth, but also toward women’s minds and their
capability of rational wisdom. Many mental afflictions, such as hysterbmadness,
were attributed to normal female bodily processes, such as menstruation dbuitlhil
Mack asserts that “menstruating women [of the early modern period] werechieicebe
especially prone to hysteria or extremes of emotions, an ailment known to
contemporaries as the mother” (27).

This prejudiced view of the female body was informed by and based on the
medical theories of the ancient Greeks and Romans. Not only did the theoriesnof Gale
and Aristotle validate and reinforce the general discourse against woprerassumed
inferior role in reproduction— a woman contributed the base part, the matter, and the
male sperm formed the soul, the superior element—»but they also formed a connection
between the alleged inferior female role and women’s minds and compromised aptitude
for truth-telling. Saucy and TenElshof assert that “in Aristotle’s @ihygy, biology, and
political and ethical theories [...], aside from his view of the male superiority
reproduction when the female supplies the matter or the material [the ipf@riprthe
female was not only meant to be passive, but inferior intellectually and mai&ly”
Mclaughlin also speaks to this duality: Aristotle viewed the male as “atderthe more

noble activity, intellectual knowledge, whereas the female was createglwitlelespect
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to her sexuality, her body, as an aid in reproduction for the preservation of the species”
(217). Plato even held that “a woman'’s ability to learn was less than that of §qtta
in Saucy and TenElshof 34).
Further, because women were believed to be constantly under the influence of
their bodily processes, their mental and emotional stabilities weesl ¢atb question. A
female was thought to be mentally and emotionally unstable and, therefore, was
vulnerable to mental disturbances due to her psychology:
contemporaries argued that the fluidity of women was a biological factlhas
a psychological and spiritual condition. A woman'’s body was believed to be more
wet and spongy than a man’s, making her more lustful, irrational, and emotional.
Lustful, because women’s spongy bodies could not readily expel bad humors and
needed regular sex in order to stay well ventilated and healthy. Irratecalise
the brain required a hot, dry (i.e. masculine) medium in order to effectively carr
on its work [...]. Emotional, because feelings were generated by heart and by the
motion of bodily fluids (blood, bile, phlegm, tears), not the soul or the brain.
(Mack 25-6)
Because “women were generally more moist than men, [they] were tieenedoe
moody, passionate, impulsive, and emotionally powerful” (Mack 26). Thomas Heywood,
a well-known Renaissance writer, held that women are “spare in theirraresvede
preemptory in their demands and purposes, that their affections are still inrdmees;t
either so passionate, as by no counsel to be redressed; or so counterfeit, as to be by no

man believed” (qtd. in Mack 26).
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Therefore, the belief in these medical pre-assumptions led to a pejoratwe v
toward women’s capability of knowledge, intellectual insight, and wisdom. Weme
knowledge and speech were deemed inferior to males’ because the woman wdssiewe
an emotional and irrational being. A woman’s perspective in general, far from being
taken seriously, was invalidated, trivialized, and undervalued. Mack opines that the
interference of women'’s bodily drives in her intellectual performance inspedmen’s
rational faculties and corrupts her moral and religious ideas:

the sponginess and porosity of the female psychology not only made a woman

more emotionally volatile and energetic; it also meant that she mighienge

difficulty in separating her powers of rational observation from her emétiona
biological impulses. Since there was no strong inner scaffolding, no reliable
central core or conscience, her mind was easily permeated not only lofg outsi
influences but by her own strong inner drives. Thus, a feeling of anger might seep
involuntarily into the soul and pollute her religious ideals; heretical behefiat

seep into her bowels and engender lust.” (27)

Hence, women’s ideas back then were thought to have little merit because taeywtve
produced by emotionally stable and reliable beings. lan Maclean points out that rationa
speech was only associated with masculinity: “men are more rationadulgsst to
fluctuating emotions” than women who were believed to be driven mostly by their inner
and emotional impulses (50).

Based on these biased cultural assumptions, women'’s perspectiveswerre gi
minor attention, whereas males’ were given much if not all. Because nuias’ i

depended mainly on and were connected to rational thinking and logic, the male view
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was what mattered the most; female perspectives, however, were nieediaad

discredited. Women'’s views of the world and their feminine ways of understahding t
various aspects of human life—including politics, religion, morals, and ethicse—wer
trivialized because, allegedly, the female lacked the most acclaicdtida at the
time—reason and logic. Since medieval and early modern cultures’ modes of thinking
were rooted in the theories of the Greek philosophers, such as Plato and Aristotle whose
theories were mainly grounded in logic and reason, these methods of truth-kmaseng
mostly espoused.

These philosophical theories further reinforced the pre-established tr@gem
discourse against women: “throughout history, beginning with the Greeks philosophers
and especially since the Enlightenment of the Seventeenth century, analic, re
which is more associated with males, has reigned as the supreme human traih, Wom
who were viewed as more emotional, were therefore seen as inferior ¢galcy
Tenelshof 34). Male’s perspectives on the various issues, especially in palitics a
religion, were universalized and standardized, whereas women were baomédthving
a voice in these typically-designated male spheres. Women were not altogetd t
involved in politics and religion because their ideas were thought to be of no value or
merit. In fact, female perspectives were not even respected or appdecather, what
was respected in women was passive silence and full submission to and blindmexfepti
male perspectives whether it be espoused by a father, a husband, a religioity,author
a political figure. Thomas Laqueur argues that women had to depend on male guidance i

all aspects of their lives because they had weak minds and men had stronger ones (59).
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Thus, this epoch witnessed the many difficulties which women faced in toyinglta
voice of their own, for women were forced to equate male view with univeusial tr

This reflected gender ideologies and the larger hegemonic patriaret@licie in
which males were assigned the intellectual, religious, and politicalesphvanereas
women were advised to stay at home and serve men in the domestic sphere. This view of
women as incapable of worthwhile knowledge was part of the larger patriarchal
hegemony that reinforced male superiority and denied female subjectivity.
Disempowered by these entrenched patriarchal agendas, women wettddadept
male perspective, live in a state of dependency, and accept male ideas without
guestioning. Truth, then, was handed over to them, and they were mere passive receptors
of perceived unarguable truths, because men were viewed as the reliable adldepe
conveyors of truth.

If women’s knowledge and wisdom were not appreciated based on this patriarchal
reasoning, then, as a corollary, women were denied access to many ateas, mlitics
and religion. Deemed irrational, unwise, emotional, and mentally unstable, women were
denied leadership roles in religion or politics. They were not, for instahoegedl to be
judges, lawyers, politicians, or to have a role in the church, teaching and preaodisg
message. In his attack against women’s ascension to political roles, John Knox woices hi
total rejection of women working as political counselors due to their foolislamelss
mental blindness:

For who can denie but it is repugneth to nature, that the blind shall be appointed

to leade and conduct such as do see? That the weake, the sicke, and impotent

persons shall nourishe and kepe the hole and strong? And finally, that the follishe,
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madde, and phrenetike shal governe the discrete, and give counsel to such as be
sober of mind. And such be a woman, compared unto man in bearing of
authoritie. For their sight in civile regiment is but blindness; their stnengt
weaknes; their counsel, foolishness; and judgment, phrensie. (gtd. in Walker 236)
In my discussion of Shakespearkiag Lear, | will show how Shakespeare
challenges such entrenched cultural view by portraying a woman, Coesetlze one
who leads Lear to the truth, for it is he who is blind to the truth due to his myopic vision
and not, as Knox posits, Cordelia who is the blind counselor unfit to lead the allegedly
superior male mind. Counter-culturally, Shakespeare depicts Cordelia asniztea,l
insightful truth-teller. My chief concern in this chapter is to discuss\Wwomen were
denied religious roles as truth-tellers and to explore how Shakespeare chdlesges
pre-established beliefs by portraying Cordelia, Christ-like in her embatiohéruth and
wisdom, as the ultimate prophetic and sagacious truth-teller. Cordelia, the catsumm
preacher who leads Lear to the higher biblical truth about love, wisdom, and God, is the
one who both elucidates and models religious and biblical teachings. Contrary to the
foolish and egotistical Lear, Cordelia demonstrates a better bibliocadb@asierstanding
of the reality of the universe than her father, who represents the quintesttradish
patriarchy in the play. My aim is to show how Shakespeare challenges big @yt
showing Cordelia and not a male as the one who is capable of higher wisdom and who
embodies Christ-like light and truth. Shakespeare, radically, chooses a temal
emblematize the biblical truths and teachings that greatly impactegligisus culture’s
sensibility. By choosing a sensitive issue—namely, the biblical tegelabout Christ’s

love, wisdom, truth, light, and spiritual motherhood—and making a woman model these
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attributes, Shakespeare steers his audience’s empathy and appreciardnitomien’s
insight and wisdom. Even more shockingly, his embodiment of divine love, even to the
point of being messianic, is here not represented by the quintessentialipaleddut by
the female. This is Shakespearean iconoclasm taken to new heights.
Because the religious discourse of medieval and early modern religious
authorities grounded and reinforced much of the patriarchal ideology, | fiedessary
to discuss how these authorities buttressed their views. It is important to ndkeetha
religious discourse was highly informed by the theories of Aristotle whomatent
religious icons, including Thomas Aquinas, supported:
Rational faculties appear more strongly in the male than in the female, a
proposition that Thomas Aquinas supports with Aristotelian notion that the
inferior quality and finality of the female body inevitably works a deilets
effect on women'’s soul. Her sexuality, which is identified with her esserece as
woman, involves a weaker and more imperfect body, which in turn affects the
intelligence upon which moral discernment is based. The inequality between mal
and female relates thus to the moral as well as physical and intdllectuas,
and it seems to be the woman’s body that is the ultimate source of her ityferiori
and subordination to the male. (Maclaughlin 218)
Religious authorities, reinforcing and perpetuating patriarchy, emglbaia took as
ontological givens much of the essentialist medical theories of the Greeks.
Further, as | point out above, these religious authorities twisted mamsibkte
negative biblical passages to buttress their patriarchal agendas andrsaously

neglected and misinterpreted those that support the cause of womankind. Again, the
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Genesis story formed the crucial basis for their attitudes. In regénéd tssue at hand,

church fathers at that time negatively interpreted the Genesis tangw that women

are foolish, unwise, irrational, and undiscerning. First, they took the fact that God chose
Adam, not Eve, to carry His message—the prohibition of eating from the forbidden
tree—as a solid evidence that God favored Adam because he was more reliable,
responsible, and honest than Eve. Adam, to them, was given the authority to be the truth-
teller, whereas Eve was the passive receptor and listener. Secondt thatf8atan

chose Eve, not Adam, as his target in the Garden of Eden was perceived as evadence t
Satan chose the one who could be deceived more easily, for Eve, to them, was jrrational
emotional, mentally and morally unstable, and unwise; for this reason, Sataadeatc

in his mission, whereas, by implication, he may well not have succeeded with the more
mentally astute Adam. In addition, the fact that Eve was created from’édd, not

head, was also perceived as a biblical demonstration and indictment of Evesstingel|
inferiority.

Furthermore, religious authorities, to support their theories, de-contegtliahzl
prejudicially interpreted many Pauline passages, especially thosenmihYiand the
Corinthian letters. In 1 Timothy 2:11-12, the Apostle Paul urges women to beisitae
church and learn quietly: “A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. | do
not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent.” In |
Corinthians 14:34-5, Paul preached that “women should remain silent in the churches.
They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says. If they want
to inquire about something, they should ask their husbands at home; for it is disgraceful

for a woman to speak in the church.” Skewed, de-contextualized, and prejudicially
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exegeted, such passages were exploited by medieval and early modeusrelig
authorities to reinforce their theories about women'’s ineptitude for preachaating,
counseling, and even speaking, since in these arenas women demonstrated their
intellectual and spiritual unworthiness. These passages were used dgatjostfor
denying women the opportunity of expressing their independent thoughts, askeiting t
subjectivity, establishing autonomy, and enriching the body of local belientargheir
God-endowed gifts and talents.

However, biblical exegetes, particularly those who seek intellectuafigst
explication of the texts, present valid alternative and much more acoueaf@etations
that expose the obviously biased reasoning of church fathers in the medieval and early
modern eras. In regard to the Paul’s injunction for women in the Timothy passagéd, Rober
Saucy posits that “quietly” and “quiet” both “translate the Greek plaagesuchidin
quietness)” (292). He maintains that although this Greek word could suggest absolute
silence, its use in verse two of this same chapter and other New Testamegggpassa
“suggest[s] more the idea of quietness associated with peace, good order, dityranqui
(e.g. | Thessalonians 4:11; 2 Thessalonians 3:12; 1 Peter 3:4)” (292). Saucy maintains
that Paul is thus “not forbidding all speaking, but rather speaking that creates a
disturbance” (292). Biblical scholar John MacArthur, in offering further éatmn into
these controversial texts, points out that women were not only allowed to speak in the
church but were also encouraged to do so, the only caveat being that they couldn’t carry
the biblical interpretation in a whole new direction that would upset the harmony and

unity of the local body of believers (see MacArthur Study Biplel863 and 1753).
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Commenting on the second verse of the Timothy passage, Saucy interprets
“submission” as being “ordered under” (292). That is, “quietly receivingucistn
involves subjection, probably as the context of learning suggests, to the one doing the
teaching. Thus, while Paul encourages women to learn, he is concerned thatrtheg lea
not take place in a way that violates proper order,” (292) or, in MacArthur’s view, tha
“usurps authority” (1863). Urging readers not to take the second verse of the Timothy
passage, in which Paul does not “allow a woman to teach or to have authority over a
man,” out of proper context, Saucy suggests that women and biblical expositors must
“understand the nature of this prohibited teaching and exercise of authority” $202)
asserts that Paul is after teaching “false doctrine,” not all teclaml the “authority”
that Paul prohibits is not “legitimate authority,” but the “domineering! ‘avrong kind
of authority” (292). Taking the particular historical situation of this Paulixkeitiéo
account, Saucy asserts that Paul meant “false teaching” because “weraegither
uneducated at the time or influenced by heretical teaching” (292). To buttress his
argument, Saucy points to the Bible’s sanction of older women’s teaching of younge
ones in Titus 2:3-5 as evidence that women are allowed to be truth-tellers.

Regarding the Corinthians passage, Saucy further suggests that Pawdtdoes
demand total silence from all women as a universal injunction, for Paul alréadgdl
women not only to speak but also to prophecy in 1 Corinthians 14: 1-4:

Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especiadlgifh of

prophecy. For anyone who speaks in tongue does not speak to men but to God.

Indeed, no one understands him; he utters mysteries with his spirit. But everyone

who prophesies speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement, and
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comfort. He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself, but he who prophesies

edifies the church.

Paul also said that women can prophecy in 1 Corinthians 14:31: “you can all prophesy in
turn so that everyone may be instructed and encouraged,” which also rules ou the ide
that women only and passively learn from husbands. Further, Saucy contends that Paul
prohibits a “particular kind of speaking by women, not all speech” (292). Paul mogt likel
referred to speech that led to confusion and disturbance in the church. So, Paul urged
women to keep silent temporarily and to postpone their questions till later, asctiiedea
environment and the need for order demanded this. Thus, contextualizing biblical
passages is of paramount importance to a proper understanding as the Refomadcs ¢
see. This more accurate reading of Holy Writ—a primary agenda of the Reserm
occasioned a whole new view of women in the Renaissance, a view which, | contend,
greatly influenced Shakespeare’s richly individuated and compelling portréashale
strength and sagacity.

Sharing a similar insight about the Corinthians passage and stressiegdhem
contextualizing this passage, Sakenfeld suggests that Paul’s “advice iamptecali
disruptive situation in the church of Corinth” (57). He maintains that many ofsPaul’
teachings on women have been interpreted in ways that suited the stifling and
claustrophobic hegemonic ideologies of the early modern era. Richard Hays @llows
similar line of reasoning:

The [Corinthian] passage does not forbid women from exercising leadership or

speaking in edifying ways to the community; rather, it forbids disruptive Bpeec

during the community’s worship. Perhaps the women at Corinth, moving into a
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new position of freedom in the church, were interrupting worship with questions

and creating disorder. Thus, the injunction is not a general rule but a pastoral

directive aimed at a specific situation. (Paul 145)

Horton contends that Paul “is in no sense trying to hinder women from prophesying,
speaking in tongues, singing, or otherwise contributing to the worship. He expected
women to pray and prophesy if the Spirit gave them a ministry” (235). The Apostle
Paul's advocacy here is the same as that evident in Luke’s Gospel when Luke, Paul’
medical physician and fellow traveler, lists the women who accompanied @htist
ministry (see Luke 8:3). This is remarkable since, apart from the twedemles, only
women are mentioned here. The same foregrounding of women, which the Reformers
emphasized in their new view of male/female interaction, occurs in Luke Zditnke

the women who saw the empty tomb of Jesus Christ first and whose names are
individually listed. This bestowal of honor on women—this act of their observing such a
signal act before men and sharing this knowledge with men—constituted a resdlreve
of information flow which the Reformers happily accentuated, and, | allege, Peakes
further dramatized in his plays.

Thus, based on their biased interpretations of such biblical passages, Roman
Church authorities in the Middle Ages and the early modern periods prohibited women
from having active public roles in the Christian ministry, whether that be in pngachi
teaching, or interpreting the Bible. They viewed women as having empty nmdds a
lacking the rational wisdom that qualifies one to preach, teach, or interpk&otigeof
God and His truth. In fact, they presented and sanctioned their prejudiced intemseta

as unarguable ontological givens by devising and inculcating wildly ertalidabi
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interpretations. To perpetuate patriarchy and reinforce the image of thewasma

inferior, they denied women the opportunity to assert their subjectivity throughghari

with men the mission of preaching and teaching the Scriptural message. To further
empower men and reinforce the hegemonic discourse, these religious aglagstgned

the mission of public preaching and spreading the divine message, including proghesyi
and interpreting the Scripture, only to men because men, according to therdeemed

the sole representatives of truth that led to common good—an assumption that they
grounded in God’s initial choice of Adam as His truth-teller. Hence, menvieted as

more suitable for this mission than women because they had mental stahidihglrat
thinking, reasoning power, wisdom, and honesty, whereas women were perceived as dull,
subject to hysterical and emotional disorders, and prone to deception and dishonesty.
Therefore, because men were appointed as the wise, insightful, honest, knovidedgeab
and reliable truth-tellers, women were coerced into the role of passiveorscefpinen’s
wisdom and knowledge. Thus, gendering both knowledge and wisdom further reinforced
the lower status of women, bred a state of dependency on men, and perpetuated mind-
numbing patriarchy.

Furthermore, highly influenced by Greek philosophical ideas, contemporary
theologians held the rhetorical art of persuasion as inseparable fromamholgieason.
Because women were allegedly irrational and lacking sound judgment, they were
regarded as unfit for public roles that demanded rhetoric, eloquence, and the art of
persuasion. Due to their so-believed weak methods of persuasion and rhetorical skills,
women and their public discourse were greatly undervalued and discouraged. Men only

were thought to be the ones fit for such roles because they possessed theynecessar
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eloquence needed for efficacious communication. As a result, men’s talk wasl \@e
wise and perspicacious whereas women'’s was scoffed as idle chatter dridssort
loquacity. Patricia Parker points out that “women were viewed as talkativeemipty
words, while men’s talk deemed eloquent and more efficacious” because it is
characterized by wisdom and logical reasoning (458). Rhodes, maintaining tbatahet
persuasion was believed to be “a masculine virtue,” asserts that talkaes veae viewed
as a “peculiarly feminine perversion and subversion of the great power of lartguag
produce both civil conversation and civil order” (173).

It is not surprising, then, that, given the close connection between power and
knowledge, to find that men in medieval and early modern cultures were regarded as t
ones who could preach scriptural verities and address theological nuances. Due to the
theological presuppositions against women, which intensely dominated and influenced
that culture, all power over knowledge, beliefs, ideas, concepts, and religehele in
the hands of men. In religious matters, male priests, particularly inotimafCatholic
Church, controlled the production of religious beliefs and assumptions, among which, of
course, were the man-constructed theological presuppositions which undervalued and
prohibited women'’s involvement in this allegedly and peculiarly masculine sphere.
Deciding what was wrong and right, then, was within the purview of male authority, fo
men were the reliable truth-tellers, not women. Women, who acted as passptors
of men’s thoughts, had to bow to the authority of the male preacher and accept his
leadership in all religious matters.

It is important to point out, however, that notwithstanding that women in pre-

Reformation period were allowed to go to religious convents and practidemetigey
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were permitted to do so under the leadership of male priests. Incapacitatedlay a
dominated culture, women were not permitted to dispute the legitimacy, plausénltity
authenticity of what males preached, for the males were the trighstetld women
were, manacled by the twisted reading of Paul’s injunction, supposed to receive
instruction in silence. Even in the rare cases when a woman was permitteactg phe
was allowed to educate only women, particularly those younger in age, because an olde
woman was believed to be wiser and more authoritative than the younger ones, but not
men whatsoever, for men were the ones favored by God to take the role of praphesyin
elucidating texts, and expounding religious and moral truths. However, these pre-
assumptions are far from what Christ preached and embodied, what the Apostle Paul
taught and demonstrated, what the Bible clearly commands, and, what, thus, the
Protestant Reformers called for.

In Christ’s Jewish culture, like the larger dominant Roman world, women were
not respected as truth-tellers; rather, they were deemed irrationay;emmoked, unwise,
and therefore, unworthy to be listened to. Christ, as manifested in His revolutionary
positive treatment of women, radically diverted from His culture’s beliefdhe example
of the conversation between Him and the woman in the crowd in Luke 11, Christ, as |
noted above, boldly voiced His dismissal of the woman’s internalized convictions that
women are simply important because they possess a womb and can bear children and
asserted that women, like men, are rational human beings who can hear andHabsor
message and act on His heady maxims. Swindler opines that “although Jesus knew tha
the woman'’s statement, “blessed is the womb that bore you, and the brdasis tha

sucked!,” was meant as a compliment, He rejects this “baby machine” imageneiw
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and insists on the personhood, the intellectual, and moral faculties, being primalhy for
(193). In addition, instead of asking the woman to sit and listen to his teachings in
silence, Jesus respects and attempts to gently reform her wrong, inéertiabughts
about women’s worth, thereby subverting the generalized view of women as passive
receptors. Rather than humiliating the woman for giving herself the peomtss
comment on His ministry, Christ respectfully responded to her in a way tipat\ars
women, affirms their self-worth, and viciously denounces male patriarchy.

Further, Jesus did not hesitate to listen to women and engage in intellectual
conversations with them in many instances in the New Testament. In Luke-42, {88
instance, He accepts Mary, Martha’s sister, as an intellectual humnay thereby
rejecting his culture’s prevalent belief that women’s proper place was dothestic
sphere:

As Jesus and His disciples were on their way, He came to a village where a

woman named Martha opened her home to Him. She had a sister called Mary,

who sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said. But Martha wasctistiay

all the preparations that had to be made. She came to Him and asked, “Lord, don’t

you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell helpto he

me!” “Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and upset about

many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it
will not be taken away from her.

Mary’s choice, to Jesus, was better than her sister’s despite the factttiz Fared

more about serving the guests than her sister who favored sitting and liste@imgst’s

teachings as an intellectual equal to his male disciples. Instead of fajltwgi culture’s
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patriarchal conventions and asserting the masculine ideal by encouvéagintp follow
her sister’s suit in serving the men, thereby relegating the woman to kerilped

sphere, Christ affirmed and reinforced Mary’s choice of engaging in Histrginsan
equal to His male disciples. Swindler comments that “Mary took the supposedly male
role”:

she sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to His teaching. To sit at somemtessd

rabbinic phrase indicating studying with that person. This shows that Mary was

acting like a disciple of a teacher, a rabbi. Martha apparently thoughtvwaary

acting out of place in choosing the role of the intellectual, for she complained t

Jesus. But Jesus’ response was a refusal to force all women into the stereotype

He treated Mary first of all as a person (whose highest faculty is thieat¢he

spirit) who was allowed to set her own priorities, and who in this instance had

“chosen the better part.” (192)

Swindler maintains that the culture of Christ’s time “restricted wom&mdying the
Scriptures or studying with Rabbis, that is engaging in the intellectei@rliacquiring
any religious authority. [However, Jesus’ commendation of Mary’s choileeteHis
insistence] that women had the right to engage in the intellectual and sfivegglist
like men” (192).

Further, the example of Christ’'s encounter and interaction with the Samarit
woman tells us much about His positive attitude to women. Although in His paaliarch
culture it was extremely inappropriate for a male to engage in a conversdahian w
woman, especially if she was a Samaritan (the half-breed Samaraemngxiremely

hated by the Kosher Jews in Christ’s culture), He did not hesitate to includethanw
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in his ministry by revealing to her His Messiahship and entrusting her withuvine
mission of carrying this news to her people. When Jesus came near the welamaSam
and asked the woman for a drink, the woman responded with disbelief and surprise at a
male Jew speaking with a Samaritan woman: “What? You are a Jew and you ask me
woman of Samaria, for a drink?” (John 4:9). Jesus’ response to her was revojudiwehar
radical: “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would
have asked him and he would have given you living water” (10). Not only was Christ’s
response radical in His willingness to accept a drink from a woman—since wamnen w
as discussed above, associated with uncleanness due to their mere physiolagye—but
in His willingness to be the woman'’s spiritual nourisher. The image of Christ’s
willingness to be a spiritual mother for this woman tells us much about His gyaad re
and appreciation for women as spiritual beings—ones who, contrary to what was
culturally pre-assumed, could hear the word of God, absorb it, and act upon it.

Christ, here, does not undervalue women'’s role in ministry, hearing and preaching
the word of God. When queried by the woman about the nature of the spiritual water
Christ mentioned, He told her that “everyone who drinks this water [meaning tharreg
water from the well] will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the waterd gim will
never thirst” (13). Sensing in Christ’'s words an obvious invitation for her to be spyritual
nourished by Christ, the woman did not hesitate to demand this spiritual water from he
allegorical mother, Christ: “Give me this water so that | won't lgiestty and have to
keep coming to draw water” (15). After Christ had revealed His Messiatusthip
woman, she carried the news to her people, who disbelieved her from the first, even

though women'’s testimony in this patriarchal culture was typically digeckdecause
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they were believed to be irrational and unstable, especially in religiatisrs such as
these. But she was later proved right, again showing that the women’s posgion wa
credible. Upon finding Christ talking with a Samaritan woman, His disciplesseere
astounded that they wondered if Jesus “could be the Christ” (28) whom they knew and
followed. Indeed, Christ’s radical attitude to the woman was so astounding &aldigg
disciples, for Christ’'s dependence on a woman was shockingly revolutionary in a culture
that trammeled women and viewed them as incredulous and good-for-nothing beings.
Through this woman, functioning as Christ’s reliable messenger in a divine
mission, the Samaritan people came to believe in Christ: “They [the Samshsaid to
the woman, “We no longer believe just because of what you said; now we have heard for
ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Savior of the world” (42). Swindler
contends that “the Samaritans of that town believed in Him [Christ] on the strénléh o
woman’s testimony,” which we can notice in “John’s language” when “he says the
villagers ‘believed ... because of the woman’s words’ (189). This incident, ofesaars
characteristically empowering of women’s role in legitimate @lansministry
throughout history. Such biblical incidents and myriad others, to be discussed below,
inspired the Protestant Reformers to affirm women'’s role in teaching aadhomg the
Word of God. Acknowledging the role of his wife in his ministry—to take"Acehtury
example—John Calvin declares that “while she lived, she was the faithfut béipg
ministry” (qtd. in Saucy and TenElshof 36). The Reformers followed Christ’snsuit
treating women as reliable truth-tellers, which we can see in their gesoent of

women'’s education and approval of their role in ministry, an attitude which radically
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diverged from the long-established Roman Catholic teachings in pre-Ratormat
Europe.

Furthermore, John 19:25 and 20:11-18 register the central role of women in
spreading the most important event in Christianity, Christ’s crucifixion aarection.
Despite all the risks involved in their mission, Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and the othe
women accompanied Jesus in His ministry and, unlike His male disciples, rémaine
faithful by staying to minister to His needs till the very end. The women, arttenot
male disciples, were the ones who withessed the most foundational events to the
Christian church—namely, Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. Befaedsurrection,
Christ asked these women, particularly Mary Magdalene, the first person to Jelsasn
appeared after the crucifixion, to report the news of His resurrection tliddiples, an
incident that shook His male disciples because Jesus trusted a woman to repgriahis si
incident. However, the testimony of these women was met with disbelief, mas it
dismissed by the disciples and other people as mere womanly nonsense, for woman were
believed to be unreliable narrators. Wilkins points out that in Christ's Jewisingule
rabbis disagreed on the “acceptability of a woman giving testimony in aafdaw”

(110). Josephus recorded a traditional convention that stated, “from women let no
evidence be accepted, because of the levity and temerity of their sexh (gtdkins
111).

However, the centrality of this event to the Christian church is unmistakable, for
had these women not witnessed the crucifixion and the resurrection, these events would
not have been spread and reported accurately, and the foundation of the Christign church

unabashedly based on the resurrection of Jesus Christ, would have been gutted. It is these
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women who receive the most credit for the spreading of the news of the résnrrec
faithfully, an action which paved the way for millions of subsequent believers and
spiritually blind people, including males, to come into the Christian faith. Indessk t

women played a major role in leading the congregations of lost people to the true path by
reporting the most fundamental truth that formed the basis of the whole Chagian
Christ’s sacrifice of Himself to save mankind. This fact is, of courselusnifating and
empowering to women throughout history. God’s choice of these women to witness
Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection shows His “bestowing a special honor e the
women. They are exemplary of a true discipleship to Jesus, and because of their
faithfulness and courage, they were given the special honor of first wirtesbe

empty tomb and the post-resurrection appearance of Jesus” (Wilkins 111). Such luminous
biblical passages about the role of women in spreading the Christian truth were
conventionally ignored by medieval theologians. Women at the time were kept in
ignorance about the majestic role their female antecedents had played tia@tyis

when they spread and strengthened the foundation of the Christian religion so
dramatically.

Thus, in reporting the role women played in Christianity, the Bible undoubtedly
operates as an empowering force for women against the various ideological pre
suppositions that worked to undervalue their achievements during the Apostohdera a
to keep them marginalized and ignorant. The Bible, by reporting the role of sudgnwom
as Mary Magdalene, works as a counter-cultural force against the predominant,
constructed religious discourse that trivialized the role of women in aidingt @hd

their male counterparts in preaching and teaching the Christian message.yGortoav
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later they were disrespected by medieval religious authorities, womeredad b
positioned and entrusted by Christ to function as truth-tellers by carhgrigstrumental
news of His resurrection. It is hardly surprising that these women hawadaly been
known as Christ’s female disciples, an indication that Christ held women’s and men’s
discipleship as equal and that Christ disregarded His culture’s discrinyingeoder-

based treatment of women. Wilkins asserts that “contrary to the way that gibunal c
groups of His day lowered the status of women, Christ restored women within His
community of faith to their original status as equal with men” (111). Wilkins furthe
maintains that “women are validated as worthy of the most privileged sentioe
community of faith, bearing witness to the reality of the risen Lord Jesus”. (hifart,

the message of the New Testament, then, is obvious: men and women are equal in the
eyes of God, and gendering prophecy and truth-telling was not in Christ's agenda, nor
was it part of the biblical message, a fact that is consistently rexaftncthe Pauline
Epistles too.

The Apostle Paul’s attitude to women is consonant with Christ’s, for Paul, like
Christ, expected women to share in spreading and promoting Christianityatgaad
preaching the gospel. To Paul, not only men receive the Holy Spirit and prophesy, but
women as well have the right to prophesy. In 1 Corinthians 14:26, Paul proclaims that
women are, like men, allowed to preach the Word of God and prophesy it: “each one has
a psalm, has a teaching, has a revelation, has a tongue, has an interprétatiomid
“revelation” suggests prophesying religious truths and teaching them. No#riag
suggests that women were prohibited from preaching and interpreting the Word of God.

Also, in 1 Corinthians 3:16, Paul encourages believers in the acts of “teaching and
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admonishing one another,” equating his view of men’s as well as women'’s role in
ministry.

Further, the Apostle Paul highly regards women'’s role in promoting Christian
faith by including them in his ministry. Priscilla, for instance, along withhlusband
Aquila, accompanied Paul in his ministry; indeed, Paul calls them his cowarkers
Christ: “Greet my fellow workers in Christ Jesus. They risked their fmesie. Not only
| but all the churches of the Gentiles are grateful to them” (Romans 16:3% Paul
mentioning of Priscilla’s name first suggests his high regard for herTroig is
reinforced by Paul in his listing of her before the husband in his expression of his
greetings for the two, which we again notice in 2 Timothy 4:19. In addition, Pan$see
to exalt Priscilla over her husband for her excellence in teaching and pigetuhigospel
to the brilliant preacher Apollos because her name is again mentioned first:

Meanwhile a Jew named Apollos [...] came to Ephesus, [the place where Paul left

Priscilla and Aquilld. He was a learned man, with a thorough knowledge of the

scriptures. He had been instructed in the way of the Lord [...] and taught about

Jesus accurately [...]. He began to speak boldly in the synagoguePAibaia

and Aquillaheard him, they invited him to their home and explained to him the

way of God more accurately.” (Acts 18:24-6; my italics)

In fact, Priscilla and Aquila are mentioned six times in the Bible, fourhath times
Priscilla’s name is advanced to her husband’s, which suggests Paul’s \rergdagd for
her role in the Christian ministry. The astute Reformer theologians, hveithsharp eye
for careful Bible scrutiny, readily observed this pattern and re-oriented/ibe and

treatment of women because of it.
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Furthermore, Paul refers to many other women who helped in preaching,
spreading, and promoting the gospel. In Romans 16:6-7 and 12, Paul greets four women
who “worked very hard” “in the Lord” to spread the gospel and lay a strong foundation
for the church: Mary, Junias, Tryphena, and Tryphosa. In Romans 16:1-2, Paul exalts
Phoebe’s role in serving the Lord and building up the church: “I commend to you our
sister Phoebe, a servant of the church in Cenchrea. | ask you to receive heona tine L
a way worthy of the Saints and to give her any help she may need from you, iasshe
been a great help to many people, including me.” Also, Paul, in Philippians 4:2-3,
applauds the role of Euodia and Syntyche for their help in spreading and promoting the
gospel: “I plead with Euodia and | plead with Syntyche to agree with each wther i
Lord. Yes, and | ask you, loyal yoke-fellow, help these women who have contended at
my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellk@rsyor
whose names are in the book of life.” Also, in 2 Timothy 1:5, Paul mentions that Timothy
was mentored by women and not men: “I have been reminded of your [Timothy’s]
sincere faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mothercEwamd, |
am persuaded, now lives in you also.”

The Bible in general does not gender truth-telling or receiving the $jmfit,
which is evident in its emphasis on the equality between men and women in prophesying.
Nor does it discriminate between men’s and women’s aptitude for missionesyirol
Acts 2:1-4, both men and women were filled with Holy Spirit at the day of Pentecost:
“Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the
whole house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tonguethat fire

separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Haly Spi
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and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.” In Acts 2:17-18, Peter,
quoting Prophet Joel, tells people at the Pentecost that “God says | will pour out my
Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy [...]. Even on my servants,
bothmen and womefemphasis mine], | will pour out my spirit in those days, and they

will prophesy.”

Reinforcing the role of women as truth-tellers, the Bible, both in the Hedomdic
Christian traditions, contains many references to women prophets. It idamgornote,
in this context, that a prophet is a person through whom God spoke. A woman prophet,
then, is one who does not speak nonsense, but rather one who is empowered by divine
inspiration to speak the truth—one who should be believed, credited, and relied on in
what s/he prophesies because s/he works as God’s minister and possessesightine ins
The widow Anna, referred to in Luke 2:36-8, is a notable wise prophet; she received the
Holy Spirit and prophesied the coming of Christ to redeem Jerusalem. In Acts @4e9, L
refers to St. Philip’s four daughters who had the gift of prophecy. In Luke 1:41-5,
Elizabeth, Jesus’ aunt was prophetic because she received the Holy Spirif thede
instances, female superiority is strongly emphasized.

The Old Testament also contains many references to women who, in their
unsurpassed wisdom, are described as prophetesses. Judges 4 and 5 records the story of
Debora who, with her prophetic wisdom and courage, could save her nation from
destruction, thereby becoming a national heroine. God-inspired, Debora seaved a
divine counselor to the people of Israel in their struggle against Canaanitesiqpre
She tells Barak, commander of the army of Israel, that “the Lord Godaef tssmmands

you” and advises him not to fear the Canaanite chariots (4:6). In passindghatong
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divinely-inspired advice, Debora functions as God’s authorized prophet who wassent
a divine mission to save the people of Israel. Further, 2 Kings 22:14-20 tells thefstor
Josiah, king of Judah, who sends his secretary Shaphan, once the Book of the Law was
found in the temple, to go and find someone to explain what was written. Shaphan finds a
wise prophetess, Huldah, who foretells the punishment that God will bring upon them for
their idolatry practices. She also tells the secretary that God weNeelosiah of seeing
the destruction that God will inflict upon the people of Israel. In her spiritughihas a
seer who knows the mysteries of God, Huldah poses as a prophetess and a supreme truth
teller. Huldah, above everybody, including the king of Israel himself, is exadt¢he one
who was able to know whether the Book of the Law found in the temple was authentic or
not. Indeed, she displays a deep understanding of God more than anyone in her nation. In
their writings, the Reformers fairly reported this female supremacy d&ibite and
adjusted their view of women accordingly.

All these examples manifest that the Bible, contrary to how it was prejligici
exploited to serve male ends in the Medieval and early modern eras, empowers wom
by portraying them, not as irrational, foolish, and emotionally unstable beingstHart ra
as wise and credible truth-tellers, a fact that clearly shines throug'€and the
Apostle Paul’s inclusion of women in their ministries and assigning them sagntific
roles. Christ did not undervalue women as authoritative, rational truth-tellensseelde
expected them to share in promoting and spreading the gospel. Had He not held this
positive view of women, He would not have trusted them to witness His crucifixion and
resurrection and reliably report these signal incidents which formed thrs pillthe

Christian church. Christ elevated women and put them on an equal level to His male
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disciples, thereby disrupting His patriarchal culture’s long-establishet bgstem
about the nature of womankind.

The Apostle Paul, many of whose verses were mistakenly skewed and twisted t
suit the ideological and self-serving purposes of medieval theologians, uloserand
objective lens on his ideas, proves an ardent advocate of women. His inclusion of women
in his ministry and his treatment of them, as discussed above, reveal his gnebtarega
women’s contribution in spreading and promoting the gospel—coworkers and
collaborators in this divine mission. The notion of women as passive receptors of men’s
knowledge is, then, alien to Paul's agenda, for he did not prohibit women from
prophesying nor did he, in any occasion, trivialize women'’s role in interprégng/ord
of God and preaching it as equally as their male counterparts. Indeed,sGintsPaul’s
treatment of women harmonizes with the Bible which exalts women and elevate®the
a higher status by portraying them as agents of God, prophetesses through whom God
spoke, and wise counselors who knew God’s ways. The charge that the Bible—which
portrays women as Christ’s disciples, agents in spreading and reinforciastbed,

Paul’s reliable coworkers, God’s ambassadors and spokespersons, and prapivetesse
spoke God’s wisdom—views women as unreliable truth-tellers is patentlyafadse
ludicrous. Rather, women in the Bible are entrusted with divine missions that demand
high-level wisdom and rational thinking. Biblical women succeeded in thesgions, so
they were equal to men in prophesying, telling the truth, and playing roles thatddema
rationality and plausible thinking.

Moreover, in Christianity, for one to qualify to be an enlightened truth-teller, s/he

must have absolute faith in Christ, which is a necessary pre-condition for thepgitdly S
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to enter one’s heart. A clear manifestation that one has received the Hdly Spir
moreover, is his/her demonstration and emulation of Christ’s love. When the Holy Spirit
finds its way in a believer’s heart, s’lhe becomes more enlightened to the truth tha
disbelievers because s/he is endowed with divine and Spirit-based wisdom and
transcendent insight that surpasses human standards which are sevesslytditniear
logic and potentially tainted reason. Thus, what qualifies one to be a wiseiahktrel
truth-teller is not his/her intelligence, rhetorical skills, and logical aadaning powers.
1 Corinthians 2:14-16 addresses this point clearly:
The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of
God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they
are spiritually discerned. The spiritual man makes judgments about all, thirigs
he himself is not subject to any man’s judgment: “For who has known the mind of
the Lord that he may instruct him?” But we have the mind of Christ.
Paul tells the Corinthians that his “message and preaching were not witmaiise a
persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, so that your igith m
not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power” (4-5). In addition, as manifested in
Christ’'s and the Apostle Paul’s reliance on women in their ministry and bihe!Bi
general view of women as reliable truth-tellers, gender considerat®msvatid
measures of one’s eligibility to be God’s minister because anyone+diegmof sex,
ethnicity, intelligence level, or rhetorical skills—can receive the HolyitSpid proclaim
truth and wisdom. The Truth of God can be reached and prophesied by both males and

females.
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Self-love and megalomania, which contrast with Christ’s sacrificial donke
other-centeredness, are obvious signs that one still lives in darkness becaudg the H
Spirit has not found His way into the heart, which is what happens to Lear who at the
beginning is blind to the truth due to his failure to understand true love. His tendency to
understand love in logical terms, his adherence to errant ideologies, {padelfand his
worldly purposes corrupt his judgment and lead him to the wrong path. In addition, Lear
is blind and foolish because he values logic, eloguence, and reason above heart and spirit,
the locus of true and Spirit-based wisdom and insight. It is not until he reaches a better
understanding of Christian love that he breaks free from his cloying myopic vision.
However, Cordelia, in the way she preaches and enacts love in Christ-like fashion, i
portrayed as having Christ's mind and wisdom.

In King Lear, Shakespeare’s chooses a woman, Cordelia, as the most enlightened
character to define, preach, and epitomize Christian love. Shakespeare shouvdikieat
how early modern culture viewed women as ineligible for receiving the Holi,Spir
Cordelia is fully enlightened by the Holy Spirit; thus, she has wisdom, foreaight
vision that qualify her to prophecy the truth and lead others to the true path. In the way
she preaches and defines love, Cordelia is depicted as the ultimate tentivhel
embodies Messianic truth, light, wisdom, and spiritual motherhood. In addition,
Shakespeare exalts Cordelia as a reliable truth-teller by makingeheptiesentative and
spokesperson of the Biblical discourse, which he reinforces by making her mod€sChr
love, truth, light, and spiritual motherhood. Cordelia acts as the loving person whose truth
guides the lost and the blind out of darkness to the world of light and spiritual rebirth, just

as Christ was the spiritual mentor to the people of Israel and a source of thittar)
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insight to the lost. By depicting a woman in this fashion, Shakespeare challenges his
culture’s patriarchal ideologies, which condescendingly trivialized w&syeerspectives
and viewed them as ineligible to prophesy the truth, and he invites his audience to rethink
their negative ideas about women. Shakespeare conflates his feminist agerida w
biblical discourse in a way that enables him to agitate early modern §gnaiiu to
elicit interest in and empathy for his feminist agenda. This is reirdpred only by
having Cordelia preach biblically-grounded teachings and depicting her @setheho
models Christ, the ultimate preacher, educator, enlightener, and truth-tell@isdyes
affirmed by Lear who is the quintessence of patriarchy—by having hexr asthe
divine minister and prophet. Hence, he challenges medieval biased exegetes who
prejudicially interpreted the story of the Fall as evidence of God’s favofiAglam as
His truth-teller, and not the woman Eve.

| contend that Shakespeare, echoing and reflecting the Bible’s affimudti
women as reliable and credible truth-tellers, portrays Cordelia as thé-liKerigrototype
of truth, light, wisdom, insight, and spiritual maturation. He positions her as thratdti
exemplar and practitioner of the truth that sets her father free from his narrow-
mindedness, bigotry, and spiritual blindness, for she is the light that guides béesa
spiritual journey and lifts him out of darkness. By choosing a woman to define and
preach Messianic love and embody truth, wisdom, light, and spiritual motherhood,
Shakespeare depicts women as reliable truth-tellers who can receiv@yt&phiit and
have Christ-like minds. Cordelia, whom Shakespeare elevates to the levelstEChr
mind, acts as the divine agent who, with her inner light and Spirit-based wisdom,

approximates the Christ, as God’s minister and prophet whose mission is to lead blind
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people out of darkness to the light. Cordelia, not only intelligent and insightful in the
human sense, possesses an insightfulness and vision which are Spirit-basedn she i
short, illuminated by the Holy Spirit because of her faith in Christ.

Jesus Christ is, obviously, the epitome of Christian love, for His death at the
Cross to save mankind embodied sacrificial and unconditional love that far tranaltends
human boundaries and efforts. It is definitely the highest kind of love, and raaplep
failing to understand, never reach that level of altruism and self-deniast'€lsacrificial
love cannot be understood by human standards which are based on logic and reason
because Christ sacrificed Himself without expecting any rewardg:Weghld a man
sacrifice his body for nothing? Because Christ’s love lacked logical motiyats
perceived by human standards, it was thought of as foolishness by some of His

contemporaries. In her Jesus the Holy F&tirabeth-Anne Stewart contends that Jesus

was viewed as a fool because of his challenge of all contemporary somgausgland
nationalistic values and conventions. Not caring for social norms and hierarchical or
gender distinctions, Christ forgave adulterous women, kept company with sinnedgs, car

for sick women, helped the outcasts, and fellowshipped with the untouchable dregs.
Christ’s eating with the tax-collectors, who were held in contempt at thewiasean

obvious violation of social considerations; therefore, what He did was seen as faslishne
(131-33). In addition, Christ did not demonstrate His love through rhetoric and
eloquence, the logical methods of self-expression in human perception during the Roman
Empire era when rhetoric was held in such high esteem; rather, He chosewhiaims

were manifested in caring for the poor, healing the sick, empowering widoas

feeding the hungry. Hence, the love that involves total self-denial is illdgydalman
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standards and measures. Because He did not seek personal gain and selizaggratdi
Christ was thought of as ignorant and unwise. However, it was His allegeshfess
that proved Him as the ultimate truth-teller, which is the case for Codietiae love
also proves her as the ultimate truth-teller.

In the play, Lear is not enlightened by the Holy Spirit because he does not
understand love in the Christian sense. He is blind from the true path by his egoism,
excessive self-pride, self-centeredness, and devotion to the cultural masiadise
Lear is concerned with human standards of intelligence, logic, and reasofaedtsethat
grounded much of masculine thinking at the time—and insists that love be defined from a
logic-based perspective, thereby egotistically installing himsehlesenter and arbiter
of truth. However, his views turn out to be wrong, which causes him to live in darkness
and deviate from the true path.

In Shakespeare’s patriarchal culture, males were viewed as rakognedl, and
wise; therefore, their perspectives were deemed more meritorious thanisom
Women, who were viewed as irrational, unstable, and prone to hysteria, wereéxpec
be passive receptors of men’s high-level wisdom and insight. In addition, meas, it w
thought, could receive the Holy Spirit, whereas women could not because theyotvere
created in the image of God, further disqualifying them as reliableteliéins. However,
in Shakespearelsing Lear, Lear, the quintessence of patriarchy, is the one who lacks
insight and wisdom, whereas Cordelia is the one who, with her visionary and prophetic
wisdom and insight, triumphs as the ultimate truth-teller who guides Leagtinthe

cavernous darkness of his own tortured mind and soul.
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In King Lear, there is a huge discrepancy between Lear’s perspective on and
definition of love and Cordelia’s. Lear’s perception of love is, in fact, insepdirainhe
the predominant cultural ideologies and belief systems, which is basidallyclouds his
judgment, blurs his vision, and corrupts his mind. For instance, Lear, who represents the
quintessence of patriarchal thinking, views love as a sign of a woman’s siolonisthe
male, for males, to increase their self-esteem and self-pride, believéuethavere the
ones who deserved to be loved. Therefore, there is a huge discrepancy between
Cordelia’s understanding of love in its Christian transcendent sense anddudtairal
understanding of it as a sign of female submission to the male. When Cordelia says
“Nothing” to verbally prove her love, Lear perceives this as a complete denial of his
authority and as a bold refusal to bow and submit to his will. He views love as a due right
that must be paid to higher authority as a sign of obedience and submission, which if
properly expressed, pleases him: “Better [she] / Hadst not been born than not t' have
pleased me better” (1.1.237-38).

Eloquent verbal expression of love, then, is the way through which the lower on
the hierarchical scale shows his/her submission to the higher in rank. In otder wor
because Lear is a male and higher in rank, his daughters must show their love
convincingly—in a way that publicly demonstrates their obedience and submission. They
should acknowledge his superiority through an eloquent public speech in a way that
strokes his egoism and self-pride. Hence, when Cordelia proclaims that shieitoves
“according to my bond, no more no less” (1.i.88), Lear is frustrated by and infuridgted w
Cordelia’s response because he perceives it as a challenge to his papenspedtive

and definition of love: he sees it as a sign of Cordelia’s defiance of his autivatity
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refusal to adopt the male view. When asked about how much she loves him or how much
she submits to his authority and accepts his view, Cordelia says “nothing,” dach
perceives as a refusal to submit to his will and as an insult to his manhood agd king|
self-pride. Lear becomes even more enraged when Cordelia, insisting not “fodgve
father all,” (103) brings a male rival for Lear in his daughters’ love:

Why have my sisters husbands, if they say

They love you all? Haply, when | shall wed,

That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry

Half my love with him, half my care and duty:

Sure, | shall never marry like my sisters,

To love my father all. (98-103)
In fact, Lear is so egocentric that he believes that his daughters wenesido devote
themselves to please him and to constantly express their love submissivelpwnhi
terms and by his male standards; thus, he wishes that Cordelia “Bettist Mdabeen
born than not t’ have pleased me better” (237-38). In fact, Lear perceives €erdeli
response as a public humiliation and betrayal to his authority. In contrast to tbal bibl
view, he views love as one-sided, for he expects his daughters to love him whieave
see him show love back to them—another evidence of his view of love as a source of
self-pride and self-aggrandizement. His masculine self-pride, a phtiadeal, blinds
him from understanding love in its true sense, which is what brings about his émise
the end.

Lear does not understand love in its biblical sense, as a sacrificiahict t

involves self-denial, servanthood, and forgiveness, which is embodied by Christ’s

104



sacrifice. Egomaniacally placing himself at the center by reiqgethat love be defined
through his own logical perspective, Lear dismisses Cordelia’s pekspastillogical:
“Nothing will come of nothing” (1.i.89). Cordelia’s definition of love as “Nothing [to be
demonstrated in rhetoric]” transcends Lear’s logical standards, foehesde be an
adherent of the logic-based Cartesian model, “I think | am.” If Cordajis ‘10thing,”
then, in Lear's warped way of thinking, she harbors no love for him; that is, verbal
articulation of love is the only material, tangible proof of its existencestsmhngled and
culturally-engrained ways of thinking.

Further, Lear views love in logical commercial terms: love, to him, is actpbje
a commodity that can be bought by land and riches: “Which of you shall we say doth
love us most? / That we our largest bounty may extend / Where nature doth with merit
challenge” (1..50-52). He views love through the lens of objectified Idgve is a
commodity that can be acquired in return for money or land or even by threats, In fac
Lear views love in rational and logical terms and reduces it to somethingathaven be
measured and weighed, which is manifested in the size of land he proportions to each of
his daughters, based on their declaration of allegiance and submission; thus, edch one o
his daughters’ allocation of land and riches will correlate to their supposetbidvien.
When Goneril proclaims that she loves him “more than words can wield the matter; /
Dearer than eye-sight, space, and liberty; / Beyond what can be valued,raoé; 6iNo
less than life, with grace, health, beauty, honour,” he rewards her with vastudmds f
“shadowy forests,” “plenteous rivers,” and “wide-skirted meads” that “niiadg lady”
(1.i.54-8, 62-5). Regan wants to be similarly “prize[d]” (69) for showing her,lase

much as her sister; thus, she receives an “ample third of our kingdom, / No lessan s
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validity, and pleasure” than her sister (80-81). Cordelia will “draw” “a thirdridhraore
opulent than [her] sisters” only if, as Lear expects, “what she say[s}!sRer sisters’
flowery but false speeches (1.i.84-5). When Cordelia speaks “Nothing” bedaise s
“cannot heave / [her] heart into [her] mouth,” (90) Lear gets infuriated and asks he
“mend [her] speech a little, / Lest [she] mar [her] fortunes” (91-92). Theate Lear’s
use of “fortunes” as a coercive threat and a temptation to elicit wordgeofhd
allegiance. Also, measuring love in material terms, Lear, in response tdi€eroelief
in true love, vows that “thy truth, then, be thy dower” (108); namely, Cordelia will
receive no dower for her “Nothing.” Further, Lear tells Burgundy tlati€lia’s “price is
fallen” (198) because she fails to express love in his terms. Thus, to Lear, nistlong/
a commodity that can be bought with money, but it is also manipulated and exploited by
coercion and threats, which further reinforce his wrong perception of the meaning
love as a voluntary act.

Lear’s view of love as a commodity is also manifested in his surprise at the
sacrificial love Cordelia demonstrates toward the end of the play. Hepissealr that
Cordelia still loves him, since he had earlier given her no land and even exifeahine
her country. Because he deprives her of material gains, which he and everybody
cherishes and considers the chief motivation and measure for one’s love sf lotiaerns
astounded to experience a kind of love that is alien to this culturally-acceptednagi
self-preserving rationale. Lear understands things in eye-foyaitegic, which is why
Cordelia’s “No cause” (IV.vii.74) astounds him. He does not understand Cordelia’s
display of divine love as an unconditional voluntary sacrifice given without emgect

anything in return, which is why he wonders if there is “any cause in rthatrenakes
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these [Regan’s and Goneril’'s] hard hearts?” (lll.iv.75-6). Becauaediees his riches
and lands to Regan and Goneril, he expects this to be a sufficient motivation foo them t
love him in proportion to the land he gave them. In fact, Lear views love in terms of
cause-and-effect logic; when he meets Cordelia towards the end of the @apehts
her to hate him more than her sisters: “I know you do not love me; for your sistess,/ Ha
as | do remember, done me wrong. / You have some cause, they have not” (IV.vii.71-3).
Cordelia’s “No cause, no cause,” contrary to his expectations, presents tothedind
enacts a messianic view of love that is alien to Lear’s logical thinkiogrding to which
he harbors a pre-assumption that Cordelia has all the motivation to hate him.

Further, Lear’s perception of love in terms of give-and-take ratiommpleet
elsewhere in the play: when Kent humiliates Oswald, Lear is pleased witmdirews
this as a service for which Kent deserves to be paid back with Lear’s ldlian thee
fellow. Thou serv’'st me, and I'll love thee” (1.iv.83-4). According to this ratienbear
would love Kent only because he did him a service; thus, love is a way of returning
favors and rewarding those who promote us. He even “gives money” in return for this
service (l.iv.88-9). To Lear, voluntary love that is done without expectation of rewards
simply does not exist. He cannot comprehend merciful generosity. However, &srdeli
love, reflecting the biblical discourse, echoes Paul’s definition in 1 Corinth&tsl 3:
“Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one
another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put love, which
binds them all together in perfect unity.” In Luke 7:42, the one who loves the most is the

one who forgives.
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Moreover, eloquence and rhetoric in Shakespeare’s culture were deemeld natura
manifestations of logical and reasoning powers, gifts which only men alfegedl
possessed. Therefore, men only were relied on to preach important truths bespause t
were more skilled in the use of eloquence and rhetoric to persuade others. In other words
eloguence and rhetoric—the hallmark of love—were celebrated as patriarcleat poat
only men possessed. But the Bible in many instances undermines the importance of
rhetoric and eloquence in heavenly matters. Christian love is predicated on an
extraordinary relationship which, not expressed in empty loquaciousness, can only be
expressed in action through sacrifice, forgiveness, worship, and self-&akespeare,
in fact, dismisses rhetoric and eloguence as means of deceit, which applasyto
characters, such as Regan, Goneril, and Edmund who fraudulently use the power of their
tongues to achieve their selfish goals. Because cunning Regan and Goradlié &oe
detect their father’s egotistical weaknesses in his perception of elejaedchetoric as
the valid means for one’s expressing love, they succeed because Ledruthsasthe
false power of the tongue. Lear is a man who can be persuaded through the art of
rhetoric; that is why he dismisses Cordelia’s discourse as not persuasiasks her to
“‘mend [her] speech.” In fact, he is so shallow and undiscerning that he interprets the
word “nothing” literally and superficially to mean that his younger tiéergharbors no
love for him, for the “nothing,” later in the play, turns out to be the embodiment of true
love. Since he measures one’s feelings based on his/her rhetorical amal skiits in
words, typical male standards, Lear condemns himself to spiritual and psycablogi

darkness.
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Further, Shakespeare’s culture, which was influenced by Reformation thinking,
celebrated the Bible as the source of higher truths. Even though it was athature
espoused logic and reason due to the impact of the Greek philosophy, those who read and
knew the Bible advanced its teachings as the key method of knowing truths. The8ible
it was introduced by the Reformers, offered people new discoveries and truths aibout the
world in a way that appealed to their sensibilities even more than Greek l@gic. A
Sinfield, for instance, contends that “rational, humanistic objections are haore t
irrelevant to the Protestant; they actually illustrate the inadequacy of heasonr
God's inscrutable will should be incomprehensible to the fallen intellect” (17gvBlker
points out that Martin Luther viewed reason as “the devil's whore” (117). Shakespe
by foregrounding the Bible and its central truth&ing Lear, aims to undervalue the
early modern belief system, and by extension, the patriarchal mode ohthimkich
centered on logic and rationality and which were esteemed Roman values that had been
resurrected by the humanist thrust of the educational curriculum in RenaiEseyiaed.

To achieve this end, he chooses central biblical issues that cannot be understood
through logic and rationality, and nominates a woman, Cordelia, to be the spokesperson
and representative of these supreme biblical truths. To exalt Cordeliautistzliter,
Shakespeare chooses central biblical issues as the solid basis of heralisocowisat
she “preaches” is endorsed by the Bible and, hence, irrefutable. Thus, to dibatiss w
Cordelia preaches and embodies is, to the audience, the equivalent of denying the most
fundamental bases of the Christian religion—the Bible—and this of course would
constitute rank heresy. Indeed, Shakespeare exalts Cordelia’s mind by imwithghe

biblical wisdom—the wisdom of Christ. She can see into the heart of higher truth, not the
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worldly truths that grounded medieval reasoning and logic. Cordelia, emmbareate

armed with the biblical thinking, rather than being a passive receptor of itterecf

truth, is the one who must be listened to and appreciated. She resembles Christ in being a
teacher, a spiritual nourisher, educator, and a wise enlightener. She is, ithérief,
enlightened woman chosen by God to lead Lear and others to the true path. Shakespeare
empowers Cordelia with the sanctity of biblical truth which enables hasestaher

subjectivity, her power of speech, and her self-articulation in the facerehehed

patriarchy that denigrated contemporary women and trivialized their nhivagsd,

Cordelia is a veritable expression, even a personification, of the Holy Writretfieal

creature of God’'s wisdom, a female version of Christ, so to speak.

In this context, Shakespeare discounts the importance of rhetoric since biblical
truths are reached through the heart, not mouth. While Lear believes that the locus of
truth lies in the power of the tongue, the Bible and its representative, @ordel the
heart and conscience as the locus of truth: “blessed are the pure in heary, foll dee
God” (Matthew 5:8). Cordelia’s inability to “heave [her] heart into [her] mowth” i
affirmed by the Bible: “The heart of fools is in their mouth; but the mouth of theeiwis
in their heart” (Ecclesiastics 21:26). Kent’'s words to Regan and Gonenidl {Aur large
speeches may your deeds approve” (1.i.187), echoes the sentiment of 1 John 3:18 and its
rejection of loving through empty words: “Let us not love in words, neither in tongue
only, but in deed and in truth.” Cordelia proclaims that her love cannot be expressed in
empty words, but rather in action, like Christ and His Christian followers:

| yet beseech your majesty,--

If for | want that glib and oily art,
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To speak and purpose not; since what | well intend,
I'll do’t before | speak,--that you make known
It is no vicious blot, murder, or foulness,
No unchaste action, or dishonour’d step,
That hath deprived me of your grace and favour;
But even for want of that for which | am richer,
A still-soliciting eye, and such a tongue
As | am glad | have not, though not to have it
Hath lost me in your liking. (1.1.224-34)
Cordelia despises “glib and oily art” and hates to “speak and purpose not” beause sh
prefers to “do’t” instead of showing her verbal skills. Cordelia is “glad” shatdoes
“not” have a honey “tongue.” Unable to recognize “that for which [Cordelia] herjt
Lear “deprive[s] [her] of [his] grace and favour.” Lear does not recogh&ethie locus
of true love is in the heart, not mouth. Defining true love to Burgundy, France says,
“Love’s not love / When it is mingled with regards that stands / Aloof from tireent
point” (1.i.238-40), a speech which pointedly echoes Paul’'s words in 1Cor 13:1-3:
If I speak with the eloquence of men and of angels, but have no love, | become no
more than blaring brass or crashing cymbal. If | have the gift of flongtéhe
future and hold in my mind not only all human knowledge but the very secrets of
God, and if | also have that absolute faith which can move mountains, but have no
love, | amount to nothing at all. If | dispose of all that | possess, yes, dvginef

my own body to be burned, but have no love, | achieve precisely nothing.
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Contrary to how Lear and his flattering ego manipulators commodify love, Paghgse
that love “is not possessive: it is neither anxious to impress nor does it cheridinfla
ideas of its own importance. Love has good manners and does not pursue selfish
advantage” (5-6).
Further, Cordelia’s choice not to “heave [her] heart into [her] mouth” and to
“love” and “be silent” also affirms Holy Writ:
Love knows no limit to its endurance, no end to its trust, no fading of its hope; it
can outlast anything. It is, in fact, the one thing that still stands wheneahas
fallen. For if there are prophecies they will be fulfilled and done with, if there a
"tongues" the need for them will disappear, if there is knowledge it will be
swallowed up in truth. For our knowledge is always incomplete and our prophecy
Is always incomplete, and when the complete comes, that is the end of the
incomplete. (8-13)
Furthermore, Cordelia’s wisdom, manifest in her rejection of verbosigvior fof
“Nothing,” echoes Christ’'s wisdom and choice to say “Nothing” when adést¢he
Jews, led by Judas, and interrogated by the chief priest: “Answerest thou RAbthing
(Matthew 26:62). Rather than trying to prove his identity as the Mess@igtihrhetoric,
Christ chooses to remain silent. Christ’'s wisdom lies in His choice to sathitig,” an
obvious dismissal of verbiage as a valid vehicle for expressing truth, for trutioties
empty words, but in the heart and spirit, the locus of the divine; and in the sanctsied act
and holy boldness that flow out of it. In the same way that Cordelia’s answer is
unpalatable to Lear, so too Christ’s is perceived as “blasphemy.” Thus, Cordelia’s

“Nothing” is actually quite biblical, whereas Lear’s “Nothing will come ofihothing”
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echoes the logic of Plato and Aristotle, or the Cartesian model, as noted above.lAlthoug
Cordelia, like Christ, speaks “nothing,” she turns out to be the most faithful, wise, and
truthful person. Further, Christ, instead of voicing truth, demonstrated it through action:
healing the sick, caring for the poor, empowering the weak, and spirituallymogribe
blind. Thus, Cordelia, in her silence, is divine and Spirit-filled, for she relatebroagh

the mouth, but through the heart which is prompted by the Holy Spirit; that is why she
can see what others can’t. This Christ-like wisdom of speaking one’s ttung$e@ot

what one ought to say, is articulated and affirmed by Edgar at the closeptdythérhe
weight of this sad time we must obey, / Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say”
(V.iii.334-35).

In light of the play’s polarization of wisdom versus foolishness, light versus
darkness, and sight versus blindness, | find it profitable to draw attention to tise play
myriad allusions to Cordelia’s Messianic attributes, which further groundshigre
ultimate truth-teller. In view of Christ’'s redemptive function to save mankihgiens
to Cordelia’s Christ-likeness are unmistakable and undeniable and attain paramount
importance: Peter Milward points out that France’s “Fairest Cordelia,thabat rich,
being poor; / Most choice, forsaken; and most loved, despised” (1.i.250-52), for instance,
echoes the Apostle Paul’'s words about Christ in 2 Corinthians 8:9: “He [Christ), be
rich, for your sake became poor, that you thought his poverty might be made rich” (157).
The reference to Cordelia as the one “Who redeems nature from the general curse
Which twain have brought her to” (1V.iv.205-07) is an obvious association of Cordelia
with Christ—the “redeeml[er]” Who saved mankind from the “general curse”: in

Galatians 4:5; 3:13, Titus 2:14, Luke 1:68, and Revelation 14:4, for instance, Christ is
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referred to as the “redeem|er].” Further, France’s “Thou [Cordeliaktdsere, a better
where to find” (1.i.264)— a comment on her disregard for worldly wealth and material
gains—echoes Christ’s words in Matthew 16:25-6: “Whoever wants to save hidllife wi
lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it. What good will it be for a man if he
gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul?” Also, Cordelia’s “O diatter! It is thy
businesghat | go about” (IV.iv.24) bears reference to Christ’'s speech to His paments
the temple: “Knew you not that | must go about my fathew'sinesgmy emphasis]?”
(Luke 2:49). Cordelia’s sacrificial act is reinforced by Lear’'s canin“Upon such
sacrifices, my Cordelia, / The gods themselves throw incense” (V.iii,20hg¢h echoes
Paul’'s reference to Christ’s death at the cross: “with such sacrifmgssGvell pleased”
(Hebrews 13:16).

Moreover, when Lear and Cordelia are captured by Edmund’s forces, @asdeli
selflessly worried about her father instead of herself: “We are narshé Who with
best meaning have incurred the worst. / For thee, oppressed King, | am aast dow
Myself could else outfrown false fortune’s frown” (V.iii.4-6). Her spekele echoes the
Apostle Peter’s reference to Christ in 1 Peter 1:20-1: “He [Christ] n@sea before the
creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake. Througbuhim
believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith and
hope are in God.” After Lear reunites with his long-exiled daughter and prodiaairise
knows that “this lady / To be my child Cordelia” (IV.vii.67-8), Cordelia saysril b
am,” which echoes Christ’'s language in John 18:5-6 when he, after the Last Sitpper w
his disciples in the Garden of Gethsemane, was captured by the Roman cuhtatsta

crucifixion: when asked if He is the Christ they were looking for, Jesus artsWieaen
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[...]  am he,” and immediately after He said this “they drew back andofétie ground.”
Further, described by a Gentleman to Kent as “holy water from heavesly eye
Cordelia’s tears, shed upon learning about her father’s suffering, carrgtakafile
Eucharistic overtones. Lear’s words, upon Cordelia’s death and his attemptyotyerif
are reminiscent of Christ’'s redemptive function on earth: holding a featloee bef
Cordelia’s lips, Lear says, “This feather stirs; she lives! If it be Bas & chance which
does redeem all sorrows / That ever | have felt” (V.iii.274-75). The sorrowkdhat
talks about echo Christians’ sorrows after Christ’'s death, which is reidfoycEdgar at
the close of the play: “The weight of this sad time we must obey” (V.iii.334).

Apart from the play’s allusions to Cordelia’s Messianic sacrificitd,ac
Shakespeare portrays her as the embodiment and exemplar of truth in a way that is
reminiscent of Christ, the ultimate truth-teller in the Christian wonldiohn 18:23,

Christ, after being disbelieved and mistrusted as a truth-teller byotinars, tells Pilate,

the chief priest, that He, Jesus, “spoke the truth” and that He “came into the world, t
testify to the truth” (37). Also, in John 8:40, Christ told the Pharisees who doubted his
truthfulness that He “told [them] the truth that [He had] heard from God.” In John 14:6-7,
Christ told His disciples, “I myself am the road” and “the truth and the lifethie same

way that Christ represented the truth that spiritually lost people, such dsatieeEs,
desperately needed, so too Cordelia represents the truth that Lear, whasaidimahis
rejection of Cordelia, also desperately needs. When Cordelia tells Leah¢hia “true,”

he tells her that her “truth will be [her] dower,” (1..107, 108) meaning that her &utit i
him, worth nothing, for he totally disinherits her and refuses to heed anything ofhehat s

professes. When Christ was told by the Pharisees that His “testimony id,indal told
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them that they “judge[d] by human standards” (John 8:13, 15). That is, the Phareskes tri
to understand Christ’s truth through their logical minds and culturally-definadngaty,
not through their hearts. In a similar sense, Lear dismisses Cordeith’'asrillogic
because he judges her by human standards.
In this context, it is important to note that Christ’s truth rests on and is defined b
His unconditional and sacrificial love for humankind. The words “love” and “truth” can
be found adjacent together in many instances in the New Testament in reter€hcist
and His teachings. For instance, in 1 Peter 1:22, the Apostle Peter teN®isin
Christ, “Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have
sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart,” which is what
Christ embodied: “love and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17). Similarly, in
her embodiment of truth and love, Cordelia resembles Christ. We can deduce from this
that love is a pre-condition for acceptance of a reliable truth. That is, whatGhade
triumph as the ultimate truth-teller is His unconditional love for mankind. Thus, a loving
person, then, can be a reliable truth-teller because altruism is a signelnatsoreceived
the Holy Spirit and been enlightened from the inside, which is what Cordelia, with her
“truth” and “true” “love,” demonstrates. John MacArthur speaks to this very point:
truth must always guide the exercise of love. Love must stand the test of truth
[...]. Truth determines the bounds of love [...]. Therefore, truth must exist before
love can unite, for truth generates love. When someone compromises the truth,
true Christian love and unity are destroyed. Only shallow sentimentalista e

when the truth is not the foundation of unity. (1975-76)
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Describing the impact of Kent’s letter, which details Lear’s raise state, the
Gentleman tells Kent that Cordelia was moved deeply, not with “rage,” but calmly
“patience and sorrow strove / Who should express her goodliness” (1V.iii.16-17). This
controlled and peaceful striving suggests the fruits of the Holy Spirit asewe se
Galatians 5:22-23: “the fruits of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, gapdnes
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control,” all of which apply to Cordelia:Sek-
control” shows in her calmness upon receiving this shocking news. A reference in the
play even suggests a strong association between Cordelia and the Holyv&pmit-ear
comes out of his madness and meets Cordelia, immediately after deliveriobtbae
most significant speeches in all of Shakespeare (1V.vii.43-6)—which | discus&ih de
below—Lear refers to her as a spirit: “| know you are a spirit, | know” (4&t this line
comes immediately after Lear recognizes Cordelia and that he dedueibas the one
who will “take me out o’th’ grave”(43), and “a soul in bliss,” (44) rule out the possibilit
that what Lear means by “spirit” simply “ghost.” She is a living embodirattite Holy
Spirit and is, thus, able to act so sacrificially.

Obsessed with his ego and self-pride, Lear lacks insight into the truth abqut love
for he favors flattery and praise instead of the truth. This is what Christrooedan the
Jews: “I know you. | know that you do not have love of God in your hearts. | have come
in my father's name, and you do not accept me; but if someone else comes in his own
name, you will accept him. How can you believe if you accept praise from oneranothe
yet make no effort to obtain the praise that comes from the only God?” (John 641-4). |
a similar sense, Lear favors praise from his deceitful daughters to¢Heve of God

which Cordelia preaches and embodies.
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Further, in rejecting Cordelia’s way of love and becoming a child to hisiSata
daughters, Lear resembles the Pharisees who did not love Christ and becanus, as Jes
told them, children of the Deuvil:

If God were your Father,” Christ told the Pharisees, “you would love me, for |

came from God and now am here. | have not come on my own; but he sent me.

Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what | sa

You belong to your father, the devil. [...]. He [the devil] was a murderer from the

beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he

speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. Yet beteduse

the truth, you do not believe me!” (John 8:42-5)

Regan and Goneril, who operate on deceit and lies, represent Satan who causéd the Fal
of mankind. Cordelia, however, is the one “Who redeems nature from the general curse /
Which twain have brought her to” (IV.vi.205-07). Lear here refers to Regan andilGoner
as the “twain” who caused the “general curse” that caused the Fall of manéandalls
because he takes his daughter’s lies as truths. Regan and Goneril impersonayéd the D
who “has no truth in him.” Albany, for instance, calls Goneril, who deceives and lies to
her father, a “devil” and a “fiend.” Lear calls Goneril a “marble-rexhftend” because

she “liest” (l.iv.244, 246). In light of the play’s reference to Lear as a “cHiedr, in

following Regan and Goneril, becomes a devil’s child, notwithstanding later benbsc

a “child changed man.” The “child” who, as discussed below, changes Learaosyséc

the Messianic maternal figure, Cordelia. Thus, Shakespeare reinforce§iramsl af

Cordelia as a truth-teller by alluding to Christ’s truth and the rejectiochvwHe faced in

His ministry: in the same way Christ was disbelieved and rejected atgimming of His
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ministry and later vindicated as the ultimate Truth-Teller, so too Cordakgected as a
truth-teller at the beginning, but later triumphs as the embodiment of the truth.

Furthermore, in the same way that Christ represented the “light” that shone
through darkness and lighted the path of the believers, so too Cordelia, in a sense, acts as
the light in the heart of darkness. Christ told His people, “I am the light of the warld. N
follower of mine shall wander in the dark; he shall have the light of life” (John 8:12).
Before the coming of Christ, the people of Israel were living intspirdarkness and
ignorance of the truth about themselves and God. But Christ, “the light,” shone through
the hearts of the believers: “In him was life, and that life was the light of T light
shines in the darkness, and the darkness has never overcome it” (John 1:3-5). Christ,
“The true light that gives light to every man[,] was coming into the world B¢ light
of Christ is what guides people out of the darkness to the truth; it shines in the heart and
conscience and disables the mind’s desires and alluring distractions: ftigestia will
come to us from heaven to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death,
to guide our feet into the path of peace” (Luke 1:78-9). Only this light extrdatsdrs
from the darkness of their selfish desires and blind consciences—from the déwkness
enlightenment.

Although the play contains many references that associate Cordelia ysthgbh
light, spiritual light is actually implied. In act four scene three, a l@ewn describes
Cordelia to Kent in this fashion: “Patience and sorrow strove / Who should express her
goodliest. You have seen / Sunshine and rain at once — her smile and tears Kka\éere i
better way” (IV.iii.16-19). In fact, the combination of “sunshine” and “a bettey’

echoes the co-existence of “sun,” “shine,” and “the path of peace” in the Lidagpas
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mentioned above: the “rising sun” will “shine on those living in darkness” and guide[s]
[their] feet into the path of peace” (1:78-9). Hence, the significance of thgistence of
“sunshine” and “better way” in Lear’s speech is unmistakable: for one to fimetter

way,” s/he needs “sunshine,” for darkness does not lead to the desired path. T psalm
in Psalm 119:105, for instance, believes that God’s “word is a lamp to [his] feet and a
light to [his] path.” Moreover, the significance of this image is apparert@per than its
physical sense. The “better way,” which echoes Paul’s “excellent walyCorinthians
13:1, is “love,” as noted above, which is embodied in the way of Christ. The Christian
life, which is based on love, is called “the Way” in many instances in the Nstarient:

in Acts 24:14, for example, Paul “admit[s] that [he] worship[s] the God of our fadlseas
follower of the Way.” The way of Christian love, then, is the illumined way, or tlye wa
that leads out of darkness.

Of course, Cordelia is the quintessence of love, and that is why she is adsociate
with light. Further, when Lear wakes up in Cordelia’s tent and recovers from his
madness, the first thing he sees is Cordelia and says, “Fair daylight?l' 4D). It is
only at this juncture in the play that the inner light begins to sparkle in Learts foea
his subsequent acknowledgment that he is “foolish” (IV.vii.58) and request not to be
“mock[ed]” (57) is a manifestation of the working of this inner light: adngtsin, in
short, is the first condition for receiving the “light.” Further, while Leaaskep,

Cordelia wishes that her father has “stood that night / Against my fire dsfttke
wakes,” she intends to “speak to him” (1V.vii.35-6, 40). The image of waking from
“night” sleep to awareness and intelligible speech echoes Paul’'s words sidfshe 14:

“Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.” Paul inrttas sa
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book tells the Ephesians that they “were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord.
Live as children of Light” (8); no doubt, then, that Lear, who is “take[n] out o’the grave,
becomes Cordelia’s “changed” “child” (IV.vii.15). In the same way that augjht the
Ephesians to be “children of Light,” so too here Shakespeare portrays Lear &sltie “

of the “light.”

Lear, who obeys his Satanic daughters and refuses to see the truth by basishing it
exemplar, Cordelia, sinks into darkness—both physical and spiritual. The play, thus,
abounds with images of horrible darkness and night, especially in the storm scene. The
Fool, critiquing Lear for believing his Satanic daughters, commentsThattiedge-
sparrow fed the cuckoo so long, / That it's had it head bit off by it young. / So out went
the candle and we were left darkling” (l.iv.211-13). Lear, then, is “left ohykbecause
his “candle” “out went.” Lear laments that “Darkness and devils / Saddlehdrisgs”
(1.iv.236-37). When queried by Kent about the whereabouts of Lear, the Gentleman says
that Lear suffers in a “night—wherein the cub-drawn bear would couch. / The lion and
the belly-pinched wolf / Keep their fur dry” (lll.i.12-14). That is, Lear etgfin so brutal
a night that even fierce nocturnal animals cannot endure. Also, while Lesnsghi#
raging storm, the Fool comments that “Here’s a night that pities neithemvas / nor
fool” (111.ii.12-13). While in company with Lear and the Fool, Kent comments that
“Things that love night / Love not such nights as these. The wrathful skies / Gadlow t
very wanderers of the dark / And make them keep their caves” (111.ii.40-42). Lea
responds that “the great gods” are the ones “that keep this dreadful pudder o’er our
heads” (47-9). Lear laments that his Satanic daughters left him to sofferch a night

as this!” (11l.iv.19). When Cornwall and Regan query Gloucester about where he sent
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Lear, Gloucester condemns them for causing Lear, “bare head,” to soffexil*black
night” (111.vii.57). Lear’s juxtaposition of reference to “hell,” “darknessida
“sulphurous pit” echoes Christ’s description of Hell where there is “darkness
“weeping,” and “gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 25:30). Indeed, Lear’s torturesn thi
hellish darkness is reminiscent of the torture sinners will experience inHaglever, it
is not until Christ-like Cordelia, “a soul in bliss,” returns and takes him “out o’th’
[darkness of the hellish] grave,” where he is “bound / upon a wheel of fire” full of
“tears,” (IV.Vii.44-5) that the torture is lifted from him, and light istcgdysically, on
his face, and spiritually, in his heatrt.

In fact, Cordelia is described in a language that suggests light, both inner and
outer, and enlightenment, just as Christ is described by biblical writée as
embodiment of spiritual light for those living in darkness. In the same wayt @btesl as
the sole enlightener for those dark-hearted disbelievers, so too Corde ke Hoe
enlightened individual who extracts the ignorant and damned from the heart of darkness
to the world of light and vision. From the inception of the play, Cordelia possesses this
inner light of Christ which makes her more visionary and wise in knowing the truth; she,
unlike her blind father, sees into the heart of things. It is this inner light that nable
Cordelia to see beyond the world of the dark court which is characterized by gited, s
pride, power-lust, and hatred. Cordelia has inner insight and vision to know the falseness
of her sisters: she tells them Kihowyou what you are” (1.i.272), which echoes Christ’'s
language in John 2:24-25: “While he [Christ] was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feas

many people saw the miraculous signs he was doing and believed in his name. But Jesus
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would not entrust himself to them, for keewall men. He did not need man’s testimony
about man, for henew[my italics] what was in a man.”

Cordelia senses her sisters’ exploitation of their father’s self-pndegoism and
the consequences that will ensue. Indeed, Cordelia is the confident, not arrogant, knower
of the truth, and her disclosure of the truth stems from her pure heart which is eryabled b
the Holy Spirit. Through her inner light, Cordelia senses the impending doom waiting
her father: “Time shall unfold what plighted cunning hides” (1.i.283). Corddlize
echoes Christ’s words to his disciples in Matthew 10:26-28, which show Him a confident
knower of the truth that will prevail and see the light: “There is nothing ccett&aét
will not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be made known. What | tell you in the dark,
speak in the daylight; what is widespread in your ear proclaim from the roofs. De not
afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.” It is important to note that
Cordelia’s knowledge, though she is intelligent and witty, does not stem frdhgéeree
or intellectual powers per se, but rather from a divinely-operated and sped-bas
astuteness in the same way Christ was empowered by “the spirit of Ged”ibis called
elsewhere in the Bible, “the light of God.” Shakespeare portrays Cordetis iiashion
in order to endow her with knowing powers which surpass regular cognitive ieelig
that is based on logic, mind observation, and cerebral process. Cordelia knows because
her heart is inhabited by the Holy Spirit. Shakespeare exalts Cordebatsahd Spirit-
based knowing over Lear’s logic-based and flawed reasoning. While “tle& Gre
philosophers generally understood wisdom as knowledge [data] needed for living toward
life’'s highest good” (Jobes 228), Cordelia’s wisdom is Spirit-based; tmerdfer

wisdom is exalted above the Greek ideal of knowledge and data-based wisdom.
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In this context, | find it necessary to note that Cordelia’s wisdom stemshieo
heart, not mind. Wisdom of the heart is fixed and reliable because it is enabhed by t
Holy Spirit and not vulnerable to egoistic desires and the carnal and shifting impiulses
the mind. The mind is easily influenced by desires which corrupt wisdom and lead to the
wrong path. Lear, whose mind is corrupted by self-centered purposes and ledly falli
logic and reason, does not make wise decisions because he gives his mind ¢the rein t
create valid excuses for his purposes, which also applies to Regan and GongtoThe
put their hearts aside and work through the power of their minds to excuse their sinf
acts. In act two scene four, for instance, Regan works with Edmund to creaaé nagit
justifications for her ill treatment of her father.

Further, Shakespeare, to reinforce the supremacy of Cordelia as & telitbl
teller, not only associates her with references to messianic “truth” ighdl but also
with messianic spiritual motherhood; thus, Cordelia, who is, like Christ, filled agth t
“Light of God,” functions as a spiritual mother to Lear, just as Christ was. In the
beginning of the play, we see allusions to Cordelia’s becoming a mother to &éahén
been able to express love in a manner that would satisfy Lear’s lack of modkerly |
From a psychoanalytic perspective, it can be legitimately argued ¢h@ettipal
workings do exist: Lear wishes to “set his rest” upon the “kind nursery” of Cardeli
(1.i.123-24). Lear here wants to be taken care of by “her nursery” assfehehild. In
fact, this is exactly what happens towards the end of the play: Cordehdsto Lear,
nurses him in her tent, and calls a doctor to inspect him, just as a real mother would tend
and nourish her child. This is confirmed by her perception of Lear as a “child change

father” (IV.vii.15); that is, Lear becomes a child again. In light of the garigd journey
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that Lear goes through and how he is totally transformed into a new man, itinsaegy
to see Cordelia as a mother to Lear, not in the Oedipal sense, but in the messianic
spiritual sense; just as Christ was a spiritual mother to the people of ésrakdcussed in
chapter two, so too is Cordelia.

Throughout Lear’s journey of self-discovery, Cordelia remains on his mitfaeall
way as a hidden force pushing Lear further and further into himself to dig¢over the
truth, not only about himself, but also about the world around him and about the extent of
his pride. She functions as a divine force working inside Lear to improve his
understanding of himself and the world around him and to lead him to higher levels of
potentiation as he sloughs off the stultifying encrustations of carnalitdetmoperates
as the divine agent who guides Lear through self-discovery until he is born adeaira Af
“heaviness of sleep” (IV.vii.19) in the “grave” (43), Lear wakes up at aylight,” (50)
and “fresh garments” are “put” on him. Waking from a long sleep suggests, of course,
rebirth, and the “fresh garments” (20) suggest casting off the old self andgsunew
one. In a more preferred reading, the “fresh garment” might suggest the “oldeté as
discussed in chapter two, that believers must have in order to be admitted into God'’s
Heaven.

The manifestations of Lear’s transformation reflect Paul’'s discourdeedmage
of the “new man” in Colossians 3:8-14:

But now, put all these things behind you. No more evil temper or furious rage: no

more evil thoughts or words about others, no more evil thoughts or words about

God, and no more filthy conversation. Don’t tell each other lies any more, for you

have finished with the old man and all he did and have begun life as the new man,
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who is out to learn what he ought to be, according to the plan of God. In this new
man of God's design there is no distinction between Greek and Hebrew, Jew or
Gentile, foreigner or savage, slave or free man. Christ is all thagrs&dt Christ
lives in them all. As, therefore, God'’s picked representatives of the new lymani
purified and beloved of God himself, be merciful in action, kindly in heart,
humble in mind. Accept life, and be most patient and tolerant with one another,
always ready to forgive if you have a difference with anyone. Forgiveely f
as the Lord has forgiven you. And, above everything else, be truly loving, for
love is the golden chain of all the virtues.
Indeed, Lear “finishe[s] with the old man and all he did” and becomes a “new man,”
which is manifested in his new humility, selflessness, tolerance, patiespect&or
others without discriminatory considerations, and, “above everything ass,"love”
for others.
This rebirth that Paul talks about is reinforced by Christ’s response to Niasde
a member of the Jewish ruling council at Christ’s time: “I [Christ]ytell the truth, no
one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” And when the Jew asked how a
man could “be born when he is old,” Christ said that a man “cannot enter a second time
into his mother’'s womb to be born,” but a man who qualifies to enter the “kingdom of
God” is the one who is “born of water and spirit” (John 3:1-5). Thus, Lear is born again,
as manifested in his new Christ-like humility, mercy, altruism, forgiviernese, and
grace, which are signs that the Holy Spirit has regenerated his heart. Thusaméhe
way that Christians were reborn again by having faith in Christ as the @ltim#t-

teller, so too Lear is not reborn again until he has faith in what Cordelia exematithe
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start of the play; and Lear’s kneeling before Cordelia towards the end thex fur
reinforcement and proof of this assumption. After all, Shakespeare’s depiction of
Cordelia as Lear’s spiritual nourisher and mentor grounds her furthéruh-geller, for

had she not been a prophetic and divine truth-teller, Lear would not have undergone this
radical change.

Furthermore, Shakespeare not only exalts Cordelia as a reliable berthne
associating her with messianic references of “truth,” “light,” andtsplrmotherhood,
which put her on the level of Christ’'s mind in terms of wisdom and insight in truth-
telling, but also he, towards the close of the play, portrays her, surprisingly through
Lear’s speeches, as a sacred, prophetic, and divine agent: she is “God’'shgpe” w
eligible to form “packs and sects of great ones.” This further grounding deltoas an
exalted truth-teller exists in Lear’s speech in the final scerngegilay when he “kneel[s]
down” before her:

We two alone will sing like birds I th’ cage;

When thou dost ask me blessing, I'll kneel down

And ask of thee forgiveness. So we'll live,

And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh

At gilded butterflies, and hear poor rogues

Talk of court news; and we’ll talk with them too-

Who loses and who wins; who's in, who'’s out-

And take upon’s the mystery of things,

As if we were God’s spies; and we’ll wear out,

In a wall’d prison, packs and sects of great ones
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That ebb and flow by th’ moon. (V.iii.9-19)
In this speech, Lear, having come out of his purgatorial journey a new man and having,
like Cordelia, a Christ-like mind in terms of wisdom and insight, finally atthiadevel
of Cordelia’s divine wisdom and sacrificial humility. In the first scenthefplay, Lear is
a part of this “court news,” nay, he is obsessed with court news—a mere blind and
ignorant fool who lacks the wisdom needed to understand himself, his daughters, or the
world around him. The journey of suffering and self-discovery, which culminates in his
becoming a “changed” man, is what enables him to be lifted to the level of Cardelia
wisdom. While Lear at the beginning is a foolish and undiscerning agent of corrumption i
his court, now he is out of that circle: he becomes a mere watcher of “poor ragdds”
free of their corruption, their jockeying for position and power, and their scgrigin
prominence and favor. Now, Lear, no longer the blind man, reaches Cordelia’s level of
luminous perspective and sees into “the mystery of things / As if we were @@bs's
Lear eventually attains Cordelia’s godly wisdom. His doing so reminds the rdade
Paul’'s words in 1 Corinthians 2:7: “But we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery, even
the hid wisdom which God had determined before the world, unto our glory.”

Lear and Cordelia here become God'’s objective ambassadors or prophets on
earth, watching the lost and trying to guide them to the true path. It is importatet
here that a spy is one who has knowledge, insight, wisdom, objectivity, and
faithfulness—one who is a reliable and honest narrator and teller of truth. A &1y is a
one who is usually appointed by some higher authority. While spying genisraigwed
negatively, because it frequently involves violation of others’ privacy, here Coathelia

Lear are not anybody’s spies but “God’s spies,” which suggests that they ara@st’s
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trusted prophets and ambassadorial agents of truth. Being “God’s spies,” Cardelia a
Lear now have the eyes of God to see the truth that those living in the dark do not have
access to because they do not possess the inner light. Lear, having acquiredrthis inne
light, becomes one who can see the truth and show it to others as God’s minister. What
reinforces this reading is that Lear’s and Cordelia’s spying amssidivine: they want to

form “packs and sects of great ones.” Christ's mission on earth, similasytonake

people out of the darkness and to form “sects” of believers. In a similar seaspute
himself at Cordelia’s level of being a divine agent of truth-telling whoséigdo form

“sects of great ones.” Further, the “pray[ing]” and “sing[ing]” thatd&tin and Lear will
perform echo Paul’'s words in Colossians 3:16: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you

richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms,
hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.” Lear no longer vie
Cordelia as one who speaks “nothing”; rather, he, acknowledging a woman as the
spokesperson for the truth, accepts her as his equal co-partner in divine ministry to
convey God’s message. He has morphed from the foolish man who is duped by verbiage
and is blind to gold-hearted goodness to a man who appreciates and discerns both refined
speech and divine action.

Thus, Shakespeare invites his audience to rethink their constructed stereotypical
ideas about women. He challenges his culture’s patriarchal belief system whi
denigrated women and viewed them as unreliable truth-tellers based on 1) tb& medi
writings that continued to pervade that culture, 2) the prejudiced readings of a ledndful
biblical passages that ostensibly debarred women from prophesying or sharing the

mission of spreading God’s message, and 3) the teachings that were issuitigef
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hallowed bastions of higher education—namely, Oxford, Cambridge, The Sorbonne,
Bologna, Padua, and many others. To exalt Cordelia as a prophetic truth-teller,
Shakespeare endows her with Christ-like attributes: she and she alone embddies G
truth, Spirit, and light. In the same way Christ, the ultimate truth-tell&hristian

religion, embodied God'’s truth and light and functioned as Christians’ spiritual mothe
so too Cordelia, a spiritual mother, acts as God’s light and truth which guidesivirase |
in darkness to the light. To Shakespeare, women, like men, can receive the Holy Spirit;
therefore, they are as eligible as men to prophesy, teach, and preach God{gemess
women are no longer to be viewed as mere passive receptors of men’s pespective
Indeed, Lear’s final recognition of Cordelia as “God’s spie” who will shatie m the
divine ministry of forming “sects of great ones” is a compelling imagectiés for a
radically new view toward women as reliable truth-tellers and teachers. Tha
Shakespeare’s most riveting messianic figure is a woman and not a man spkeaks t
radicalness of his vision, the extent of his iconoclasm, and the intensity of hestdesir

overthrow patriarchy.
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CHAPTER 4
THE BIBLE AND SHAKESPEARE'S DEPICTION OF
SEXUALITY/SPIRITUALITY DICHOTOMY IN OTHELLO
Medieval and early modern long-entrenched, pejorative views toward thkefema
body, parturition, truth-telling, and rational thinking, relate to the general aiew
women’s sexuality. These repugnant, culturally-constructed ideas, which gilaunda
of the religious discourse against women, were promulgated by the patrigsteat s
which dishonored the female body. Such ideas were highly informed by and were an
extension of the predominant negative view of female sexuality. The Yeiesvaf the
womb as monstrous, unclean, and dangerous to male health generated a negative attitude
toward female sexuality; as a result, sex was seen as impure, unheultbglfa
polluting—a necessary, though pleasurable evil. Further, if the medical theoresspbf
relatedness of these feminine bodily processes to women'’s allegedhlarglith-telling
and incapability of rational thinking, the religious discourse, which espoused
contemporary medical theories, not only affirmed this same rationalalsoutctually
linked it with women’s sexuality and spirituality. Buttressing theaws by exploiting,
accentuating, randomly selecting, and misinterpreting a handful of ostemsgative
biblical passages, religious authorities portrayed the sexual act astlaad foremost
threat to males’ spirituality, because women were cast as the dawgftEeeswho
allegedly seduced Adam and led him away from the divine path and mission which God
had entrusted to him. Because women were viewed as evil enchantresses who
compromised men’s relationship to God, medieval and early modern Catholic
theologians championed celibacy and professed that singleness constitidedithe

spiritual state; thus, to them, a person, especially a female, could reotua¢ and
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spiritual at the same time. They proclaimed that the sexual union betwaeantha
woman was sinful and, thus, devoid of any potential spiritual profits.

However, the view of sexuality as intrinsically sinful and antithetical to
spirituality was mocked by the Protestant Reformers who dismissed thenR3atieolic
view in favor of the biblical view which, upon a closer and a contextualized reading of
the biblical passages, neither viewed women as evil seductresses, notesLigggs
disharmony between sexuality and spirituality. On the contrary, the Bilshasasex for
pleasure and never sees it as detractive to spirituality: sex in the biidi@aihot only
undergirds spirituality but also is an all-important catalyst for it. Thikdail view,
highly espoused by the Reformers, resulted in, along with the biblical aftrmat
parturition, childbirth, and credibility and meritoriousness of female trulingefurther
empowerment for women and another revolutionary diversion from the pre-existing,
culturally-engrained notions. The biblical sanction of sex for pleasussioced
subversive and countercultural ideas about women and sexuality. Because woenen we
historically viewed as lascivious and sinful, they had to atone for their sins bydirghol
the celibate ideal. However, the Reformers, espousing the biblical viewtetefsram
this illogic and viewed sexuality and spirituality as reconcilable, and even
complementary. They viewed sexuality as undergirding to spirituality, faretheal
union between man and woman occasioned much spiritual fruits.

Because the religious discourse of the Middle Ages was intensely glzdiiand
male-serving, it promoted the belief that engaging in the sexual act could leatttalspi
corruption and decline. Thus, the belief in the mutual exclusivity of sexuality and

spirituality not only led to a generally negative view of marriage, busa pfomulgated
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the notion that women, due to their perceived lustfulness, were not spiritual, and could

lead men away from God by undermining their spirituality as Eve had done in Eden:
Women were the daughters of Eve, temptresses who would lead men down the
primose path to fornication. Their women’s bodies proclaimed that they were the
living symbols of Man’s First Disgrace. Everyone knew that, because it was not
only in the Book of Genesis, but in the New Testament where St. Paul spoke of
women as being inferior. (Pitt 15-16)

This view, in fact, in and of itself lowered the status of women. In addition,ropotary

Catholic theologians skewed and twisted a handful of Pauline passages to réimgorce

fallaciously-based assumptions. Grounded in the biblical thinking, the Reformers did not

view women as seductive enchantresses, did not accept the celibate ideal,raotd di

view sexuality and spirituality as mutually exclusive spheres. Ratheryigegd sex as

a wholesome act that undergirds and even enriches spirituality, aseckflethe biblical

“one-flesh” ideal which portrays the sexual union as a spiritual union. In fact, the

Reformers celebrated the biblical portrait of the holiness of the sexws esflected by

the Apostle Paul’'s use of the sexual metaphor to describe the sacred union betwsten Chri

and His Church; thus, sex in the biblical view embodies both spirituality and the divine

bride/bridegroom relationship.
The Bible’s consistent sanction and affirmation of the union of sexuality and

spirituality in males and females, its dismissal of the celibate ide&lpnorable

treatment of the body, and its rejection of the body/spirit dichotomy echo in

Shakespeare®thello. Reflecting and articulating the biblical view, Shakespeare shows

that sexuality does not hamper spirituality, thereby subverting the eargrmod
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hegemonic discourse which cast women as evil enchantresses who led mém@mwvay
the divine path and which viewed female sexuality as monstrous, aberrant, and
dangerous. | argue that Shakespeare, the iconoclastic champion of womankind, affirm
women’s sexuality, and, to challenge the deep-seated pejorative viewdgavaamen,
utilizes and assimilates the biblical language, ideas, and stances to subwestlieval

and early modern belief in the dissociation of sexuality and spirituality. Aiewacthis

end, Shakespeare positions a female, Desdemona, to embody the harmony and
reconcilability of sexuality and spirituality. Notwithstanding that shexsally

aggressive, Desdemona acts as a divine agent of salvation, forgiveness,iaticoncil

and agapic love, and she models for Othello and others true spirituality and not, as
viewed by lago and the conflicted Othello, evil and sinful enchantress wiles—the
quintessential corruption of Othello’s spirituality. Before delving into ibédal view of

sex and spirituality and the biblical underpinnings of sexuality and spirituality
Shakespeare®thellg | find it necessary to discuss pertinent medieval and early modern
medical and religious discourses on sexuality and spirituality.

As discussed in chapters two and three of this dissertation, medieval and early
modern medical discourses, as a way of perpetuating patriarchy and reinfoecing
inferiority of women, presented pejorative ideas about the female body—and by
extension parturition, childbirth, and female sexuality—and used them not only to
promote negative assumptions about women'’s reliability as truth-telleralsboub fore-
ground women'’s spiritual depravity, moral impurity, and impiety. To suppress women

and to denigrate their status, contemporary Roman Catholic religious authoeivesl vi
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women’s sexuality as monstrous and physically dangerous; as a resudtlystxiching
women was perceived as not only dangerous to one’s health, but also to one’s spirit.

Not only was the female womb associated with impurity and uncleanness, but it
was also viewed as “an object of mystery and fear, a wandering organ winelt@ise
of hysteria, another uniquely female ailment” (Callaghan 144). Callagharaims that
“the author ofA Woman’s Doctosays that the matrix [i.e., the womb] is the cause of all
those diseases which happen to women. The moon and the imagination cause the womb
to move about the body, giving rise to hysteria and irrationality” (144). Thisgpe@r
view of the female reproductive organs precipitated a negative attitude taearcs
intercourse; therefore, the sex act was viewed as a source of physigabpoll
uncleanness, and impurity.

However, sex was not only an alleged cause of “self-pollution” physically, but
also “it was universally viewed as an act that defiled the soul, weakened theabdd
corrupted society” (Carroll 155). Thus, sexuality was viewed as a sourcesaégrgnd
spiritual corruption. While the negative view of sex as a source of physical coatim
rested with and was based on contemporary medical theories, the religioussgisc
viewed coitus as an act that compromised spirituality. Because religithasities were
patriarchal in their agendas, they exploited a handful of biblical passapesiadly the
Genesis story and a few Pauline passages, to support their misogynisbagas a
women'’s sexuality. As Hays rightly observes, “the fathers of the churaectam and
intensified the misogynist tradition on sexual grounds” (Dangerous 142). Sexsagddi
below, was seen as a necessary evil that should be performed solely to procreate;

otherwise, it was a sinful act. Thus, not only did contemporary theologians promote
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negative assumptions about marriage and advocated celibacy, but they alsogptbhétsse
sexuality and spirituality, especially for women, were mutually ekautomains which
could never be reconciled.
In the Middle Ages, based on the medical theories and the ostensibly negative Old
Testament impurity regulations towards the female womb, sex was viewegsasaff
and spiritually detrimental to the expression of religious rituals. For icestéased on
the “idea of impurity” and the pre-conceived taboo toward sex, “the priest [auatld]
indulge in intercourse because the ritual he carrie[d] out [would] be invaljdaiad
when the religious goal [was] personal, mystical experience, any stamehdwas]
thought to be an impediment to perfection” (Hays, Dangerous 104). In fact, a Catholic
priest was not allowed to experience Holy Communion if he married because, as God’s
representative on earth, he could not handle the Eucharist with impure hands which were
contaminated with sex.
This contemporary view of sexuality as compromising to men’s spirituality
directly relates to the general, constructed pre-conceptions about womethleesogrce
of this threat. Addressing the clergy, eleventh-century saint Peter Dapeaks to these
constructed pre-assumptions:
| speak to you, O charmers of the clergy, appetizing flesh of the devil, that
castaway from paradise, poison of minds, death of souls, companions of the very
stuff of sin, the cause of our ruin. You, | say, | exhort you women of the ancient
enemy, you bitches, sows, screech-owls, night-owls, blood-suckers, she-
wolves,... Come now, hear me harlots, prostitutes, with you lascivious kisses, you

wallowing places for fat pigs, couches for unclean spirits. (gtd. in Malone 18)
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Stressing that women should cover their bodies which seduce men into sin, church father
Tertullian “demands an abasement of woman and the covering of her shamefel fema
nature as the consequence of her continuing imaging of this guilty nature of e
are the Devil's gateway. You are the unsealer of that forbidden tree. You &rstthe
deserter of the divine law. You are she who persuaded him whom the Devil was not
valiant enough to attack. You destroyed so easily God’s image man” (Ruether 157; gtd.
in Ruether 157). Saucy and TenElshof point out that asceticism in the Middle Ages was
emphasized because “women reminded the men of sex,” so they were seen as
“temptresses and the source of evil, making it difficult for men to be holy” (35)prEie
dominant image about women’s sexuality was that “a woman is the devil's noose, the
death of the body and the soul, a stinking rose, a sweet poison” (Hays, Dangerous 122).
In this context, it is important to point out that the medieval idea that man, and not
woman, was created in the image of God, and the negative view of women’s sexuality
occasioned the resurrection and reinforcement of the body/spirit Greek dichetochy
viewed flesh as inferior to and a detriment to the spirit; thus, the more thesspirit i
divorced from the body, the purer it becomes. Because sex involved carnal and bodily
drives and desires which allegedly corrupted the spirit, medieval theologiareziview
sexual restraint as the first and foremost pre-condition for spiritual punitye Siomen
were associated with flesh and considered lustful, contact with them, egpedia#
sexual act, was deemed the sure cause of damnation, spiritual diminishment,araentr
into Hell. Peter Stallybrass contends that sexual women were viewed ass'sinde

criminals to be purified or exterminated” (qtd. in Callaghan 143). Therefotieolita
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Church authorities prescribed the celibate ideal, especially for women, astheypr
requirement for spiritual height, God’s favor, and eventual entrance into kHeave
However, based on the divine decree in Genesis 1:28, “be fruitful and multiply,”
sex “was merely tolerated by God for the sake of procreation,” and not fsumea
because “God regards sex as intrinsically evil” and also because “pteaglre itself
[was viewed by medieval church priests] as the consequence of sin”: “before Adam a
Eve ate from the fruit that God had forbidden, sex wasn’t part of the scenariod |iseea
knowledge of good and evil gave them sexual awareness” (Gardner 13). Thus, sexual
restraint and the ascetic ideal were “the only God-honoring alternativg edpecially
for women. Augustine believed that sex was the “vehicle for the transfonedti
original sin” (13). Therefore, he approved sex only for the purpose of procreation; pure
sexual pleasure represented sinful indulgence because when a “manitpsakjostice
and succumbs to the body, then sinful carnality, signifying the revolt of bodily agens
intellectual principle, enters it” (Ruether 162). To him, “male erectiontheasssence of
sin” and “woman its source [....], cause, object, and extension” (163). Hence, church
fathers held that for the sex act to be totally sinless, it had to be done in a “totally
dispassionate and instrumental way,” and the “involuntary side-effect, thedatnal
pleasure [...], is forgiven if it is totally involuntary, unintentional, and despised'ifa
the couple’s “only conscious intent being procreation” (165-66). However, even if the
sexual act is “good in its intent and end [...], it [remains] inherently sinful méans”
(166), and if sexual pleasure accompanies the act, then it was viewed as sinfg, and t

child would be born “tainted by original sin” (166).
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This negative view of sex not only furthered the subjection and suppression of
women, but, as Ruether rightly observes, it also “depersonalized sexual relatidns”
transformed the man-woman relationship into “essentially subject-objatbnship” in
which a woman is “used as a vessel to preserve male subjectivity (sdemhject of
domination,” an “instrument of procreation” (164). The coldness of the sex act and the
males’ stultification of emotions during it occasioned profound alienation in treddem
not only was her body being exploited but also the sex act was lifeless, megclzandcal
devoid of any emotional element on the part of the male. Thus, as discussed in chapter
two, a woman was relegated to a baby-machine to perpetuate patriarchyvandale
ends. The view of sex in this fashion was merely a constructed patriarchal ydénabg
sought to denigrate women and inculcate patriarchy, and religious authoritied alay
major role in creating and reinforcing these assumptions.

Medieval and early modern Roman Catholic religious leaders buttressed their
view of sexuality, especially women’s, as sinful and corrupting to spiriguafit
exploiting a handful of ostensibly asexual biblical passages that they, trceittieir
personal and self-serving agendas, warped and twisted. In the same wayethey cit
passages that supported their pejorative hypotheses on parturition and call inom ques
women’s wisdom and truth-telling, so too they utilized other biblical passagestie
Old and New Testaments to portray sex as sinful and destructive to spirituadighym
to show that women, presumably lustful, sinful, and spiritually inferior, could cause
men’s spiritual decline, and to foreground the celibate ideal as the sure\ehicl

salvation and spiritual maturation and growth.
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Among the few passages that these religious authorities exploited@ehesis
story of the Fall of Adam and Eve from Paradise in which they blamed Eve for the Fall
because she, using her female charms, supposedly seduced Adam and led hnonaway f
God. Thus, the sexual union of Adam and Eve was allegedly seen as the major factor for
corrupting their prelapsarian state and leading them to sin. Further, they ue=isGe
1:28 “be fruitful and multiply” to buttress their assumptions that sex was meardady G
only for procreation, and not for pleasure. Furthermore, a few Pauline passages,
particularly 1 Corinthians 7, de-contextualized, skewed, and filtered through te=dbi
exegetical perspectives, were exploited by them to support their agwaicsingleness
and sexual abstinence. However, many biblical exegetes, especiallystdobhcal
scholars, objective and unbiased, presented alternative readings tadltistdahe Bible
actually affirms sex and does not view it as antithetical to spirituality.

Regarding the Genesis story, many reformed biblical scholarsprese
insights that challenge and refute medieval exegetical assumptionsnidrpydt the
Bible’s description of the relationship of Adam and Eve as a celebrationualggxFor
instance, Genesis 2:18 suggests God'’s disfavor of singleness: “The Lord Gdt sai
not good for the man to be alone. | will make a helper suitable for him.” Also, Adam’s
and Eve’s relation is described in the Old Testament with the use of the word “know’:
“And Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain” (Genesis 4:1). John
Piper suggests that the word “knew” refers to sexual intercourse and intiPiaer.
maintains that in Matthew 1:24-25, the use of the word “know” in reference to Joseph
and Mary’s relation suggests sexual intercourse: “when Joseph woke from sld&h, he

as the angel of the Lord commanded him: he took his wife, but knew her not until she had
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given birth to a son. And he called his name Jest&éiv[emphasis mine] her not,”
Piper suggests, “means he did not have sexual relations with her” (31). This saale sex
metaphor, he contends, is used to describe our relationship with God: “sexual language i
the Bible for our covenant relationship to God does lead us to think of knowing God on
the analogy of sexual intimacy and ecstasy”; that is, “the intimacy atabgad sexual
relations points to what knowing God is meant to be” (31). In Hosea 2:14-16, 19-20,
Piper explains, God'’s relation to Israel is described in sexual language:ribwa going
to allure her; | will lead her into the desert and speak tenderly to her” (86Jn&
argues that “in Hebrew, the wolhdais often used to describe sexual relations between
a man and a woman. It means to know by observation, reflecting, and experiencing” (50).
Put this way in the Bible, “sexual intercourse, by God’s description is th@fvay
knowing and experiencing another human being in the most intimate way possible. Thi
“knowing” is what “molds two strangers into one” (50). Furthermore, God’s relation to
Israel is referred to in a sexual metaphor in Isaiah 62:4-5:
No longer will they call you deserted, or name your land Desolate. Buwvilo
be called Hephzibah, and your land Beulah; for the Lord will take delight in you,
and your land will be married. As a young man marries a maiden, so will your
sons marry you; as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God sejoice
over you.
The use of sexual language in this fashion is also evident in the New Testament
in Matthew 9:15, Christ is portrayed as a bridegroom to His people: “How can tbte gue
of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them?” In John 3:30, Christ is described by

John the Baptist as the “Bridegroom.” Further, in Matthew 25:1, the Kingdom of Heaven
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is compared to waiting for a wedding: “At that time the kingdom of heaverbaviike

ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom.” Thus, this
positive biblical use of the wolchowmetaphorically and the use of sexual language in
reference to central issues document the Bible’s blending of sexuality angadipyrit
because the relationship with God is a spiritual union referred to in a sexual lgnguage
thereby suggesting the harmony of both.

Furthermore, the Old Testament celebrates the sexual act between man and
woman in many instances: Genesis 2:25 affirms the sexual union between man and
woman—"For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his
wife, and they will becomene flesHemphasis mine].” Thus, their sexual union before
the Fall—namely, before Satan ruined it—is celebrated in the Bible, and thdésink f
ideal is a luminous picture of the idyllic love-union between spouses. In fact, the “one
flesh” ideal, which Christ Himself affirms, as | discuss in detail below, estgghat a
sexual union is in itself a spiritual union and that sexuality in no way hampers or
diminishes spirituality; rather, it enriches it. Moreover, the Old Testadmes not favor
celibacy; on the contrary, it describes it as shameful and disgracefuiatiddy seven
women will take hold of one man and say, ‘We will eat our own food and provide our
own clothes; only let us be called by your name. Take away our disgracaidh(k:1).
Here, the non-matrimonial state is viewed negatively.

Further,The Song of Songspresents an obvious celebration of sex-for-pleasure
and its spiritual dimension; the union between the lovers is sexual and spiritudakpi
because it is characterized by a complete communion characterized bygrjtent, and

holy purity. IndeedThe Song of Songs one of the Bible’s best examples of the
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celebration of sex-for-pleasure in which procreation is not mentioned at Bliel6ong
of Songswe see a women who is so sexually aroused and excited that she asks her
husband not to “arouse or awaken love until it so desires” (2:7). In verse 1:2, she says to
her lover, “kiss me again and again, for your love is sweeter than wine,” wine he
symbolizing sexual ecstasy. In verse 1:9, “I liken you, my darling, to a maressad to
one of the chariots of Pharaoh.” In verse 2:3-7: “like an apple tree among | amifaint
love.” The fact that love-making is portrayed as wholesome, joyful, and rapturous
reflects the Bible’s affirmation of sex and its radical diversion fronetrey modern
Catholic discourse which professed that sexuality undercut spiritualitysehatas
sinful, that women compromised men’s spirituality, and that intercourse rineied t
relation with God.

The New Testament, consistently affirming sex, does not view celdsay
necessary state for spiritual height. Christ affirms marriage@ndbty. Celibacy is
seen as a voluntary state, chosen by those who have the gift of singleness, t® advanc
God’s kingdom. It is never a necessary condition for one’s spiritual growtrsgdonse
to a question asked by the Pharisees about whether it is “lawful for a man to digorce hi
wife for any and every reason,” Christ emphasizes that marriage andplimaiion, the
sexual union between man and woman, is a sacred and God-created bond: “Haven’t you
read [...] that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,” anérsaid,
this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two
will become one flesh'? So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has
joined together, let man not separate” (Matthew 19:3-6). Kostenberger drgties t

Christ’s response “makes clear that Jesus considered marriage to bel dsadre
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between a man and a woman, established by and entered into before God” (62). And
when the Pharisees proclaimed that “it is better not to marry” (10), Chdghsa

celibacy is a qift that not everybody has, and that it is a voluntary choidedoce the
Kingdom of God: “Not everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has
been given. For some are eunuchs because they were born that way; othersd@ere ma
that way by men; and others have renounced marriage because of the kingdom of
heaven” (11-12). This does not indicate that Christ renounced marriage, sexndlity, a
human sexual needs, but that He makes the love of God a priority over human needs;
thus, sexuality, while subordinate to one’s dedication to divine mission, does not impede
it.

The Apostle Paul also affirms the sexual act between man and woman and does
not view sexual abstinence as a precondition for or an enhancement of one’d spiritua
state. For instance, in 1 Corinthians 7:3-5, Paul encourages couples to have sex:

The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to

her husband. The wife’s body does not belong to her alone but also to her

husband. In the same way, the husband’s body does not belong to him alone but

also to his wife. Do not deprive each other except by mutual consent and for a

time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so

that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.
Here Paul encourages couptes [emphasis mine] to abstain from sex unless by mutual
consent to fulfill duty towards the Lord. This does not imply that having sex involves
negligence to duty to the Lord, as has been misinterpreted by religious &ghoribe

Middle Ages; rather, it clearly states that having sex does not hamper oné’ssir
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However, these verses in 1 Corinthians 7 have been taken as evidence of Paul's
support of celibacy and sexual abstinence. But, upon a closer, objective scrutiny, one
realizes that Paul does not, in any sense, condemn sexuality or view ittzetiaatito
spirituality. For instance, verse one, “Now for the matters you whaiatalt is good for
a man not to marry,” has been interpreted by priests in medieval Europe as ewfdence
Paul's asexuality. However, such an interpretation is flawed because &-has d
contextualized the text. Also, verse 28, “those who marry will face many éourbthis
life, and | want to spare you this,” was errantly interpreted and taken as Bdwibcacy
of celibacy. Ostensibly, this text, taken out of proper historical situation, wontdele
that those who marry will have trouble and distraction from fulfilling their tsairiduty
toward God. Also, in verses eight and nine, Paul, as it was typically argued, teee
prefer celibacy to marriage and sexuality: “Now to the unmarried and tloewwil say: It
is good for them to stay unmarried, as | am. But if they cannot control themgbaxes
should marry, for it is better to marry than to burn with passion.” Further, verss 32
boldly speak to this long-debated issue:

I would like you to be free from concern. An unmarried man is concerned about

the Lord's affairs—how he can please the Lord. But a married man is

concerned about the affairs of this world—how he can please his wife—and

his interests are divided. An unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the

Lord's affairs: Her aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit. But a

married woman is concerned about the affairs of this world—how she can please

her husband. | am saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but that you

may live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord.

145



At first glance, these verses seem to indicate that a married persbaweltdivided”
“interests”; therefore, performing one’s duty towards God requires cgldrat sexual
abstinence. However, such interpretations of the text are based on a flagesiexe
because they do not take into account the historical context and situation in which Paul
made these statements.
In fact, Paul’s letter should not be taken as a universal calling; ratappligs to
a particular situation where Paul spoke to a group of ascetic Corinthians wiszkesl
abstinence to be spiritually elevating and should not be construed as normativeas?aul w
responding to a particular situation, which can be discerned from his opening statement
“Now concerning the things that you asked, it is better for a man not to maotyerR
Baumert presents valid insights about this key issue:
If Paul’s statements are taken as general counsels for everyonentleadto a
serious misunderstanding. If someone is giving pastoral advice to a person which
Is tailor-made and specific to this person’s situation, one cannot simply shift and
apply this advice to other people and circumstances. In the same way we will only
correctly understand Paul if we respect the privacy and specificity didhgue
with these petitioners. It is not everyone who feels him- or herself drate by
Spirit toward celibacy. Whether or not one can extract from his statemeiats bas
principles that can be extended to other circumstances is a matter which must be
further examined and justified on its own. (27-8)
Further, Neuer posits that “sexual abstinence within marriage is onityalhyr
justified if it is for a limited period and agreed upon between both partners. $eautp

is a gift of God that must not be abjured” (104). Neuer maintains that “a life-long
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renunciation of marriage and sex is not commanded by him, but is a gift of gres=e (ve
7) given to one, but not to another” (104). Paul “recommends celibacy as the better
lifestyle for those who are still single. This is because of eschatdlpgessures and to
enable them to be more available for God (verses 26-40)" (106).t Hence, selective
reading of such Pauline passages cannot lead to an accurate understandinigas.his
While reading the previous verses might reveal that marriage destbilineakens
spirituality, Paul, in subsequent lines, asserts that spouses have a rolero play i
enhancing each others’ spirituality: “How do you know, wife, whether you awk syour

husband? Or, how do you know, husband, whether you will save your wife?” (1

Corinthians: 7:16). In addition, | Corinthians 7 should not be read in isolation from other

Pauline texts that clearly affirm marriage and sexuality and naeer them as polar
opposites:
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up
for her to make her holy, cleansingr by the washing with water through the

word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle

or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to

love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After
all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ
does the church—or we are members of his bdghy. this reason a man will
leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become
one flesh.” This is a profound mystery—nbut | am talking about Christ and the
church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves

himself, and the wife must respect her husband.
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The use of the sexual metaphor to describe Christ’s relation with the Church clearl
demonstrates that the sexual union is holy, sacred, blessed, and spiritual, because it
pictures the sacred union between believers and their Savior. This passage timapli

the sexual union of two bodies in marriage is in itself a spiritual union because ismodel
Christ’s union with the church. It also indicates that the body is dignified and does not
corrupt the spirit. The union of two bodies in the sexual act does not undermine
spirituality as the medieval body/spirit dichotomy professed; thus, thle Bubverts this
dichotomy which served patriarchal agendas. While in the Middle Ages the sexaral uni
was viewed as a sinful and corrupting to spirituality, the Bible viewsalgmentation

to spirituality.

The body, especially in sex, was viewed as corrupting to the soul, but the Bible
dignifies the body and does not see a dissociation between body and spirit. This is not
unrelated to the general affirmation of the body in the Bible. For instance, in 1
Corinthians 6:19, Paul describes the body of the believer, whether male or, fesrthle
temple of the Holy Spirit: “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy
Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you
were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.” Thus, the body is honored
because it is the locus of the divine. And this view, as Neuer rightly observes, “is
opposite to the Platonic view, which sees the body as the prison of the soul. Thus,
antipathy to the body is not higher spiritually because God, in Jesus, appeared in bodily
form: Romans 1:3; 8:3; 9:5” (103-04). Thus, Paul’'s honor and sanctification of the body
subverts the body/spirit dichotomy and the early modern hypothesis that sexualit

undercuts spirituality, because, as Paul suggests, one can be spiritual gimgtly b
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making of his/her bodily desires a priority to one’s holy duties towards God. That is, b
putting one’s body in service of “The Kingdom of Heaven,” one’s body, then, can be
his/her vehicle for salvation and grace, as Christ states in the verse abacg, timef
sexual act itself, notwithstanding that it was viewed as sinful at worst eaugsa of
distraction from spiritual duties at best, can be a form of worshipping God when
performed in accordance with the biblical view—namely, not an arena fotiagdke
masculine ideal and objectifying one’s spouse. The sexual act that emulast’s Chr
union with the church—loving one’s spouse as one love’s his/her body— is the sexual act
that the Bible views as sacred and blessed by God. Needless to say, thisletirie

to a deep and abiding love for women and transformed the sex act from the cold and
mechanical to the warm and emotional domain.

Paul’s injunction for husbands and wives to love each others’ bodies reveals his
affirmation of physicality, sexual union of two bodies, and the spiritual aspect of this
love-union. It is a holy union because it pictures Christ’s oneness with the church and the
attainment of one holy entity. Husbands are to love their spouses and care for them as
Christ loved the church and sacrificed His body for it. Thus, this oneness involves a
spiritual aspect because it is a sacrificial act characterized eyaghteredness—
namely, it is an arena for emulating the ultimate self-sacrifice a6CGind represents,
thus, the ultimate spirituality. Love and sex in this fashion involve putting' stheeds
ahead of one’s own. Thus, marital intimacy is a picture of Christ’s intimébythe
Christian believers, which shows the biblical exaltation of sex, because the union and
oneness of the two bodies are only achieved through the sexual act. Gardner speaks to

this very issue:
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Paul describes this holy aspect of sex as a great mystery, a ntgatebecause

of Christ, has now been revealed. That mystery is that the intimacy repcesent

the sexual union of a believing husband and wife is a representation—is, in fact,

the representation—of the intimacy between our Savior and us [...]. Sex is holy
because in the oneness of a human groom with the bride, the oneness of the

groom, Jesus Christ, and His bride, the church, is represented. (18)

“Sex,” maintains Gardner, “was meant to exemplify the oneness of Jesus, the
Bridegroom, with His bride, the Church”; therefore, “this oneness is spirit8a)”

In this context, it is important to note that the Bible’s view of sex in thisdashi
simultaneously liberating and empowering to women and subversive of the nhedigva
early modern patriarchal religious discourse which deemed sex as ateaded by God
only for procreation. Reading the sex act according to the contemporary religious
discourse objectified women because it rendered them a passive vessel-seomiert®
receive, preserve, and incubate male seed, as discussed in chapter two. Rarther, t
biblical view of the sex act radically violated the masculine ideal thaé riiedwoman
the object of man’s sexual subjectivity, prowess, and dominance. Moreover, this new
view of the sex act brought with it new equality, veneration, and dignity for women:
women'’s bodies are not sinful and not inferior to men’s bodies. Above all, this biblical
view of the sex act bolstered women'’s desire and courage to express thditysexua
freely, creatively, and uninhibitedly.

Apart from Paul’s stance towards sex, sex is affirmed in the Bible iy man

instances. In Proverb 5: 15-19, to cite one example, sex is beautifully caelebrate
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Drink water from your own cistern,

running water from your own well.

Should your springs overflow in the streets,

your streams of water in the public squares?

Let them be yours alone,

never to be shared with strangers.

May your fountain be blessed,

and may you rejoice in the wife of your youth.

A loving doe, a—qgraceful deer

May her breasts satisfy you always,

May you ever be captivated by her love.
This is obviously metaphoric language that describes the sacrednessexf #log s
orgasm, and monogamy. After all, we can rightly conclude that the Biblmsaffir
sexuality and does not view it as threatening to spirituality. In fact,tter$ta states,
“the Bible is a book about marriage, and to say that the Bible is a book about miarriage
to say that it is also a book about sex and the meaning of sex, for marriage is the only
natural condition for the pleasure of sex” (49). In the beginning of the Bible there is
marriage: Genesis 2:23-5, and also at the very end there is marriage atiRe\i:.6-7,
21:2 (49).

Espousing the biblical view of women, the Protestant Reformers exploded the
Roman Catholic tenuous premises on sex in general and women'’s sexuality in particula
Radically diverging from the Roman Catholic polarization of sexuality andusdity,

they dismissed the idea that sex for pleasure is sinful and that celibaeyleged ideal
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spiritual state, is a pre-condition for salvation. Instead, the Reformers tdabk bblical

view that women are not intrinsically evil, not spiritual, eternally sinful, artigible for
salvation; on the contrary, they viewed women as spiritual as men, capableivahgec

the Holy Spirit, and able to receive and use spiritual gifts as men. Heagentluded
women in their ministry, allowed them access to public positions that rdcugnétual

gifts, and even encouraged and valued women'’s interpretations of Holy Writ. Béoause t
Reformers discerned the biblical message and made it their sole guidinthikghivere
dismissive of the patriarchal and religious discourses on the nature of womankind, so
they knew that contemporary notions and stereotypical views against women were
unwarranted and stemmed only from personal, self-serving agendas. Crawford contends
that “the prevalent belief in women'’s inferior religiosity compared to wena social
construct” (Women and Religion 154). The Quaker leader, George Fox, preadttbd tha
spirit of Christ may “speak in the female as well as the male” (Eales 86).

Not only did the Reformers reject the celibate ideal and the Roman Catholic
ungrounded belief in the sinfulness of the sexual act, but they also contravened the
culturally-constructed idea that woman was necessary only for procrpatiyeses—
namely, to serve male ends. John Cotton, a Puritan minister in the seventeenth century,
wrote: “Women are Creatures without which there is no comfortable Living foritian:
true of them what is wont to be said of GovernméeFigt bad ones are better than none
they are a sort of Blasphemers then who despise and decry them, and call them a
necessary Evilfor they area necessary Goddqtd. in Morgan 591-92). Cotton also
dismisses “Platonic love” and sexual abstinence because, to him, they are “alind ze

and “the dictates of a blind mind,” and not “of that Holy Spirit, which damhnot good
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that man should be alohé92). Morgan asserts that “the Puritans were not ascetics [as
they were often stigmatized, and] they never wished to prevent the enjoyhearthly
delights” (594). The Puritans were so aware of the demands of the flesh yalethié
leniently with sexual offenses and took every precaution to prevent such offenses” (603).
Sharing Cotton’s view, Luther condemns his culture’s negative view of marriage and
women:

The estate of marriage has universally fallen into such awful disrepute. dree

many pagan books which treat of nothing but the depravity of womankind and the

unhappiness of the estate of marriage, such that some have thought that even if
wisdom itself were a woman that one should not marry.... They [such authors]
concluded that women is a necessary evil, and that no household can be without

such an evil. (gtd. in Karant-Nunn 106)

Further, the Protestant Reformers revolutionarily challenged the Roathali€
polarization of sexuality and spirituality. Instead, on biblical grounds, they digeeot
sexuality as an impediment to spirituality or morality; on the contrary,daegned
sexual contentment as enriching to spirituality. Besides, in directiviolat the
culturally-engrained flesh/spirit dichotomy, they viewed spiritualgyagrivate state in
the person’s conscience that had nothing to do with one’s sexuality; therefore, they
celebrated the sexual union between man and woman and did not view it as sinful or
corrupting to the spirit. In fact, because they saw a great connectioaeefiesh and
spirit, they regarded sex as a delightful and self-contenting act thavelysgnhanced

spirituality of both men and women. They also believed that if people were sexually
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satisfied (and not frustrated), they would be positioned to be more spiritual and pure—
their sexual needs no longer acting as an impediment.
Reinforcing the biblical view and the Reformers’, modern science hassdeni
the long-believed divergence of flesh and spirit:
A human person [...] is a unified organism that is of such a nature and function
that we can see in it a mirror image, as it were, of the essential ob{Gogl.
This means that we function as person in such a way that our bodies, psyches, and
minds are acting together as one thing in everything we do. Our material and
spiritual aspects act as one unified agent. (Ellen 6)
Ellen maintains that “psychological and biochemical studies have demonstrated
conclusively that the chemistry of our bodies is directly related to the psyatalletite
of our minds and spirit,” so, “changes in our biochemistry [...] directly affect our
psychological state of mind,” and “our psychological states of tranquilitlyesss
directly change our biochemistry” (6). These scientific findings retefand buttress the
Reformers’ belief in the reconcilability of bodily needs, includingusdity and
spirituality. Since the Reformers embraced the positive biblical viewxadsgood and
delightful, they advocated and affirmed marriage and sex for pleasure. Tha raehv
of sex not only shook the negative prevailing ideas about the nature of womankind,
particularly the perceived sinfulness of their sexuality and its threat upols men’
spirituality, but it also empowered women and elevated their status. Thus, the &sform
dismissal of the Greek body/spirit dichotomy, which had caused and shaped the negative
views towards women and sexuality and reinforced patriarchy, resuléedghiole new

positive view of women and sexuality.
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As the biblical view of sexuality was resurrected by the Reformdysught
with it new freedoms for women, for a positive view of sexuality occasionedcaligdi
positive treatment of women in the wider context. The Roman Catholic
compartmentalization and instrumentalization of sexuality caused womenltmdbered
and stifled in the convents, denied sexual self-assertiveness, dehumanized, and
objectified—all of which measures reinforced patriarchy. But with therRedrs’
favorable view of women and sexuality, women began to enjoy new freedoms, even in
the public sphere because they became more accepted and respected. Indeed, the
Reformers, in their radical view of sex, shook off the shackles of sexual gtilt tha
overwhelmed not only women, but also men. Dusinberre contends that “Puritanism [...]
sought to liberate man and woman from the oppression of sexual guilt” (73).

This new view of sexuality, the celebration of the sexual union, and the disruption
of the pre-existing belief in the sinfulness of the sexual act are refla@atearticulated in
many of the Reformers’ sermons and writings. For instance, when Luther’s
correspondent got married, Luther sent him a note expressing his delight friahidis
would be able to experience the joy of sex: “On the evening of the day on which,
according to my calculations, you will receive this, | shall make love to atlye@ine
while you make love to yours” (qtd. in Taylor 234-35). In fact, Luther acknowledges tha
sexual drive is natural in men and women. When he was in his forties, not married yet
and queried why yet not married by a friend, Luther, acknowledging thenpeeard
strength of sexual desires, said, “I feel now, and have felt thus far, | willaroy.nt is
not that | do not feel my flesh or sex, since | am neither wood nor stone, but my mind is

far removed from marriage, since | daily expect death and the punishment due to a
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heretic” (qtd. in Taylor 219). In one of his sermons Luther wrote that “natsce is
constituted that it feels sexual desires at about the age of 20. To bear and to overcome
these until the age of forty is truly a grievous and great burden” (gtd. in T28¢r
Further, Luther dismissed the Roman Catholic injunction that sexual abstimehce a
cloistering in the convents, or monasteries, was the better way for s@ttaiament:
It is certain that all convents and monasteries, where supposedly devout people
live and where their spiritual estate is to make them devout and blessed, are worse
than common brothels, taverns, or dens of thieves [...]. It is obvious that such
human commandments, such as forbidding marriage of priests, are nothing but
dictates of mere humans and the devil. (gtd. in Taylor 220)
In many of his inflammatorily counter-cultural writings, Shakespe&e thiese
Reformers, celebrates sexuality, especially women’s sexualityléis abound with
sexual language, themes, innuendoes, puns, and tropes that reflect his celehit@ton of
human aspect. Though such language is used by both males and females, astoundingly,
his most sexually-bold characters are arguably females: they are thellomeuite often
express their sexuality and initiate sexual advances towards their, lespesially in the
comedies. Indeed, Shakespeare, as Barthelemy rightly observes, “did not keealas fe
characters from talking frankly and sometimes bawdily about sex” (Intiodus). In
Much Ado about Nothindor instance, Beatrice is aggressive in expressing her passions
while Benedick remains defensive and self-restrained till late in thelplayelfth
Night, Olivia makes the initial love advances with Cesario and later with Sebasithn, a
also Viola does not hesitate to express her compassion to her lover. RosAkndanf

Like It expresses her sexuality, woos her lover, and, in frowning at being idolized from
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afar by her lover, dismisses the platonic love ideal, which implies that steegpsexual
contact. In the Romances, Hermionélbe Winter's Taleand Helena ofAll's Well that
Ends Wellare among Shakespeare’s other sexual female characters.ragtukds, the
pinnacle of his professional maturity, Shakespeare penned his most intensely and
aggressively sexual women: Cleopatra, Desdemona, and Juliet. For instance, Julie
intense and bold expression of her sexual desires and yearnings for physicatpnat, pla
union with her lover, scintillatingly and patently demonstrate Shakespeadealness
and blatant iconoclasm in depicting female sexuality:

Spread thy close curtain, love-performing night,

That runaway’s eyes may wink and Romeo

Leap to these arms, untalk’d of and unseen.

Lovers can see to do their amorous rites

By their own beauties; or, if love be blind,

It best agrees with night. Come, civil night,

Thou sober-suited matron, all in black,

And learn me how to lose a winning match,

Play’d for a pair of stainless maidenhoods:

Hood my unmann’d blood, bating in my cheeks,

With thy black mantle; till strange love, grown bold,

Think true love acted simple modestrofneo and Julietll.ii.5-16)

Shakespeare, in direct violation of his culture’s deep-seated belieghsystienot
shrink from making his most sexually-aggressive characters femalgsteD@s

culture’s negative pre-conceptions about female sexuality—that female®astrous,
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dangerous, evil, and sinful—he portrays female sexuality affirmatively. @&squsly
discussed, owing to the prevalent derogatory ideas about women’s sexuality, women
were viewed as sinful, and, hence, needed to confine themselves to the convents or at
least the prayer closet to atone for their sins; thus, they could not be sexuatitural spi
at the same time. Although the belief in the mutual exclusivity of sexuatity a
spirituality was applied to men and women, it was women who bore the brunt of this
denigrating ideology, for they were deemed the source of sin and damrbgorg the
daughters of Eve. Thus, women, to contemporary Catholic theologians, were irtyinsica
and inherently sinful, not created in the image of God, and ineligible to receive the Holy
Spirit. They embodied the dissociation of sexuality and spirituality: nanmvelpan, and
especially woman, could not, by any means, be sexual and spiritual at the same time
Further, a sexual union between man and woman, even in marriage, was sinful and,
hence, unexpected to yield any spiritual fruits for the couple, especiathefonale, for
men were thought to be vulnerable to spiritual corruption by women’s sexuality.
However, inOthello, Shakespeare discounts these culturally and ideologically-
constructed ideas in favor of the biblical view which, as discussed above, sees no
polarization between sexuality and spirituality and views the sexual uniordretman
and woman as a source of joy, delight, contentment, and spiritual growth. | argue tha
Shakespeare, echoing and reflecting the biblical view, demonstrates thaitgeand
spirituality are not antithetical; nay, they are complementary and hayasoni
Shockingly, Shakespeare nominates a woman, Desdemona, to emblematize the wedding
of sexuality and spirituality. Unlike Othello who, once steered by the misstgyni

marriage-hater and asceticism-advocating lago, evinces aversion to blosxaality
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and espouses the body/spirit dichotomy, Desdemona embodies the fusion and harmony of
sexuality and spirituality. Shakespeare’s depicts her as an intensedy s®man and at
the same time the paragon of intense spirituality, as manifest in igevugllanguage
and her serving as the messianic exemplar of agapic love, grace, othezeezde, and
forgiveness. She, in short, is the divine agent of salvation and reconciliation, whis reflec
his rejection of the polarization of sexuality and spirituality. Notwithstamnthat
Desdemona is depicted as a sexual woman, she models for Othello, who becomes a
proponent of body/spirit-dichotomy, messianic and myriad spiritual attapsiggesting
that sexuality does not compromise spirituality; rather, it undergirds antbes it.

Shakespeare depicts Desdemona as an intensely sexual woman through her bold
expression of her robust physicality and the sexual language and innuendoes used in
reference to her by other characters in the play. In direct and bold violation of her
culture’s conventions, Desdemona marries the man she chooses. She disregards her
father’s and tribe’s expectations and courageously voices her desiresmbrate
speech before the Venetian senate, in which she insists on accompanyitgi®the
mission in Cyprus, demonstrates her frank sexual self-assertiveness:

That | did love the Moor to live with him,

My downright violence and storm of fortunes

May trumpet to the world. My heart’s subdued

Even to the very quality of my lord.

| saw Othello’s visage in his mind,

And to his honors and his valiant parts

Did I my soul and fortunes consecrate.
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So that, dear lords, if | be left behind,

A moth of peace, and he go to the war,

The rites for which I love him are bereft me,

And | a heavy interim shall support

By his dear absence. Let me go with him. (1.iii.245-56)
Contrary to how she is referred to by her father as a “maid so tendeméairappy, / so
opposite to marriage that she shunn’d / The wealthy, curled darlings of our-aation
suggesting Brabantio’s favor of celibacy or his xenophobic ethnocentrism—Dasalem
in this speech adamantly expresses her sexual desire through her insistdaggng]
the Moor to live with him,” which suggests her aversion to the Platonic love ideal.
Refusing to remain single in Venice, Desdemona wants to enjoy full matéetourse
with her husband. Staying in Venice alone is not her idea of a honeymoon, for she desired
to love the Moor physically, not just nominally—and anatomically, not platonically. Her
“downright violence and storm of fortunes / that may trumpet the world” suggesolaer
and aggressive sexuality. She possesses enough courage to express laafthysion
to the Moor’s “valiant parts.” Desdemona wants to be close to Othello to enjoy hat sex
“rites,” which, if her husband “go[es] to the war” and she “be left behind,” “aeftbe
her. Although many critics read “rites” as “rites of war,” | conatth Barthelemy who,
noting a double signification, reads it as “rites of [sexual] love” (Ethiop 1Q8)hér,
Desdemona’s declaration that in the absence of Othello “I a heavy intetiraugiport”
suggests her sexual yearnings; as Barthelemy rightly observekeSpkare as well as
other Renaissance playwrights, frequently uses the figure of women beargig as a

metaphor for coitus” (103).
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Further, in many instances in the play, sexual language, directly stated or
implied, is used in conjunction with and in reference to Desdemona. Cassio, in reference
to Desdemona, speaks in a language pregnant with sexual metaphors and phaltc imag

She that | spake of, our great captain’s captain,

Left in the conduct of the bold lago,

Whose footing here anticipates our thoughts

A se’nnight’s speed. Great Jove, Othello guard,

And swell his sail with thine own powerful breath,

That he may bless this bay with his tall ship,

Make love’s quick pants in Desdemona’s arms,

Give renew’d fire to our extincted spirits,

And bring all Cyprus comfort. (11.i.75-83)
Othello will “swell his sail with thine own powerful breath” and “bless this Wwélj his
tall ship” and “Make love’s quick pants in Desdemona’s arms.” The phallic imager
“swell” and “tall ship,” in conjunction with “Desdemona’s arms” implies Desdea’s
receptiveness to sexual intercourse. In addition, “bay” in Freudian psychoamabysi
very definite reference to the female genitalia. Further, Desdem@s@snses to
[Othello’s] tales as voracious—she “devours” his discourse with “greedy-speaks to
her sexual playfulness, which is implied in the conflation of oral with aural iiNew
133). In addition, lago describes Desdemona to Cassio as “full of game” in.betlq)|
and “sport for Jove” (17). Of notice here is that “sport[ing]” itself has sernakindo,
echoing Genesis 26:8 when Isaac was “sporting with his wife Rebecga.ama Cassio,

moreover, concur that Desdemona is sexually “provocati[ve]” (11.iii.22) to imé&er
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body parts and even her speech: lago exclaims “What an eye she has! Methinks it sounds
a parley to / provocation” (21-22), and Cassio agrees that Desdemona has & sexuall
“inviting eye” (23). Cassio implies that even her voice is sexy: “when slakspis it not
an alarum to love?” (24). Indeed, Desdemona remains sexual even to the late moments of
her life, as suggested in her request that her “wedding sheets” be put on her: “Lay on m
bed my wedding sheets” (1V.ii.107), she demands from Emilia. The “wedding sheets”
and the “bed” also suggest intimate sexuality, and her request that sheppedwvith
them at her “wedding” “bed” suggests her continence, faithfulness to maaragje
above all, her persistent expression of sexuality. Even moments before sbéhsred)
she calls Othello to their marriage bed: “will you come to bed, my lord?"2%)ii

Destabilizing and challenging his culture’s ideologically-constructtidfb
system, Shakespeare’s Desdemona, in spite of her robust sexuality, embodies intens
spirituality. Desdemona’s spirituality is evinced in her own biblicallsysdd
phraseology and a similarly-derived language which others use to ddsarieto
communicate with her—all indicating her intense spirituality, religyo$ioliness, and
godliness. This serves to imbue her with divine, even messianic, powers. Moreover,
Shakespeare depicts her as the exemplar of Christ-like attributes, includiedags
forgiveness, and other-centeredness—all of which constitute the fruit of th&pialy
Further, she serves as a divine agent of reconciliation and peacemaking.

The religious language which Desdemona uses to communicate throughout the

play evinces good spirituality and faith in God and foregrounds her as Iy &gine.
Her appeal to the “Lord, [to] have mercy on [her]” (V.ii.56) suggests that shee dasd

relation with God and a solid faith that God will help her. This is reinforced by her
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request that Othello “commend [her] to [her] kind Lord” (126), which echoestGhri
words in Luke 23:46: “Father, into thy hands | commend my spirit.” Desdemona’s
readiness to meet God is an indication of her spiritual purity and certitude o faed?

of her, which is alluded to early in the play when Shakespeare’s aligns hehavith t
Virgin, favored by God to be the mother of Christ, as discussed below. The fact that she
is not afraid to be “commend[ed]” to her “kind Lord” demonstrates the height of her
spirituality. She has faith that she is not guilty: “A guiltless deatk”l di23), which

echoes 1 Peter 1:19: “He [Christ] committed no sin, and no deceit was found in His
mouth.” Desdemona swears “by heaven” and, being “a Christian,” believes that she
“shall be saved.” Her language here is reminiscent of biblical versefdige in 1 John
5:13-15: “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that
you may know that you have eternal life. This is the confidence we have in appgoachin
God: that if we ask anything according to his will, He hears us. And if we know that He
hears us—whatever we ask—we know that we have what we asked of Him.” Although
Othello believes that she will go to Hell, she is certain that “heaven [a4iti]\ie us”

(86). When queried by lago about Othello’s strange “abode” (1V.iii.224), Desdesona i
sure that “heaven doth know” and has faith in the “general warranty of heavenfiea furt
evidence of her trust in God’s providence, justice, omniscience, and omnipotence. When
Othello, intending to murder her, asks her whether she “have [...] prayed tonight”
(V.ii.24), she says, “Aye, my lord” (25). When Othello, believing that Desdemona is
sinful and at “the gate of hell” (IV.ii.91), requests that she “confess thely fof thy

sins” (V.ii.54), he tells her that she is “Unreconciled [...] to heaven and gracg” (27

Desdemona astoundedly wondering, in response, “what may [he] mean by that’s(29). A
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a true, pure, pious, and spiritual person, Desdemona’s last request from Othedo befor
she dies is “one prayer” (V.ii.85). All of this language is super-saturated Witbabiand
Christian innuendo.

Further, the language used by other characters in reference to Desdemona
suggests her spirituality, purity, goodness, and sainthood. Brabantio describefoher
the Venetian Senate as having a “spirit so still and quiet” (1.iii.96) and getbien”

(102) that is not expected to “err” (102). He also refers to her as a “gentlessigtL78)

and associates her with “grace” (190) and “jewel[s]” (195). Noteworthy behat
“gentle[ness]” and “grace” are among the fruits of the Holy Spirit. Rodet&gessthat

she is “full of most blessed / Condition” (11.i.248-49). Cassio, associating Desdemona
with grace—"“the grace of heaven, / Before, behind thee, and on every hand, / Enwheel
thee round!” (11.i.85-7)—calls her the “virtuous Desdemona” (ll.iii.311). She is holy
because she is surrounded by grace from heaven and able to extend it to others.

The most revealing speeches that foreground Desdemona’s holiness are the
ones that associate her with Christ and the Virgin Mary: when Desdemwves ar
Cyprus, Cassio enjoins “men of Cyprus” (11.i.83) to “let [Desdemona] have yoeskne
(83), which echoes Paul’s injunction to kneel in celebration of Christ whose “name is
above every name”: “At the name of Jesus should every knee bow” (Philippians 2: 9, 10).
Of course, this injunction from Paul is for Christian believers to worship Christ and to
emulate His humanity: “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ J8sus” (
who “humbled Himself’ (8) and took “the very nature of a servant” (7). As | discuss in
detail below, Desdemona’s serving as a model of these messianic attlibui@sstrates

her spiritual height, intense religiosity, and secure relation with God. Furiltbars same
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speech, Cassio’s greeting of Desdemona, “Hail to thee, lady” (84), iisiseant of
Angel Gabriel’s salutation of the Virgin Mary in Luke 1:28. Depicting Desdenottas
fashion shows how Shakespeare exalts her spiritually by subtly comparitagtiher
most spiritual woman on earth—the one woman whom God uplifted by choosing her as
the mother of Christ.

Even Othello, before his faith in Desdemona is shaken and his vision corrupted,
metaphorically describes her as a holy shrine that people visit to dramngtes|l]
draw from her a prayer of earnest heart / That | would all my pilgrimaged(l.iii.153-
54). Prior to heeding lago’s insinuations, Othello views Desdemona as his “sgul’s jo
(11.1.182), declares that “Perdition catch[es] [his] soul,” and opines thatd'CWwédl come
again” in his life when he “love[s] thee not” (111.iii.98, 100, 99). This speech not only
suggests that Desdemona is intensely spiritual but also that she is a $spiatual
contentment and inspiration to others, particularly her husband. In an altereativey,
Othello’s words may imply that Desdemona is an agent of salvation, a saint, or a holy
shrine, whom, if Othello were to stop loving, “Perdition [would] catch his soul,”
suggesting torture in hell.

This of course is exactly what happens to him at the close of the play when he
declines spiritually once hatred engulfs his heart. Further, remorsé&flingy
Desdemona, Othello compares her to “another world / of entire and perfect catysolit
(V.ii.149-50) and a “pearl” “richer than all his tribe” which he “threw [...] awé356-
57). Of notice here is that the holiness of “chrysolite” lies not only in being vieatbeof
the twelve stones used in building the holy Jerusalem, as mentioned in Revel&hn 21.:

but also in the fact that 7 itself is sacred since it is always associ#te@ad, especially
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in the Book of Revelation. Shakespeare, to exalt Desdemona’s spirituality, pdwray
analogously, as a sacred pillar in the foundation of the Christian religions@an@son

that is reinforced by the myriad references to her messianic agilithello refers to
himself as the “base Indian” (343), “Judean” in another version of the play, wea/"thr

a “pearl” away. Echoing Matthew 13:46, the pearl represents Heaven; in throeing t
jewel away, he threw away his heaven—Desdemona. Othello’s throwing thik “pea
suggests his falling from grace into damnation and hell, for he denounces his jsgul’
(1.1.278)—nhis paradise. Moreover, her inclusion of Othello in her appeal to “heaven [to]
forgive us” (1V.ii.87) reinforces the notion that Desdemona is an agent of forgivemess
salvation just as Christ was; her words here echo Christ’s in Luke 23:3defFairgive
them; for they know not what they do,” and Luke 11:4: “Father, [...] Forgive us our sins,
for we also forgive everyone who sins against us.” Even though Othello humiliates her
she implores “Heaven [to] keep the monster from [his] mind” (lll.iv.156) and to “pardon
him” (1V.ii.142).

It is not surprising that even lago, the quintessence of evil and villainy who
knows deep down that Desdemona is good and innocent, cannot help but refer to her in
this favorable fashion, even in front of others who view her similarlyr edterring to
her “parts and graces” (11.iii.301), lago, assuring Cassio that Desgeis kind-hearted,
helpful, and willing to plead for his cause with Othello, admits that “She is of /escsfye
kind, so / apt, so blessed a disposition, that she holds it a vice in her / goodness not to do
more than she is requested” (l1.iii.310-12). In addition, Emilia’s referencesddona
as “heavenly true” (V.ii.136) echoes the reference to Christ in 1 John 5:20:éwe ar

him that is true,” and Revelation 3:7: “He that is holy and true.” Just as Shakespeare
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portrays Cordelia iiKing Learas the exemplar of truth, so too he associates Desdemona
with truthfulness and honesty—depictions of women that iconoclastically challenged
contemporary patriarchal hegemony. That is, Shakespeare’s recurrentgggfiatomen
to Christ demonstrates how progressive and radical his view of women was,|Bspecia
when we bear in mind that women at the time were often associated with dekeit, evi
divination, and dishonesty—that is, the most counter-spiritual malice one cahasetic
Further, the meteorological imagery—I refer to the sudden and horrible shange

in weather phenomena and solar elements—associated with Desdemona’s death are
reminiscent of those at the death of Christ: Othello’s reference to the ‘ebligee / Of
sun and moon” (V.ii.100-01) echoes Luke 23:44-5: “ and there was a darkness over all
the land, until the ninth hour. And the sun was darkened.” Furthermore, his reference to
“the affrighted globe” which “yawn[s] at alteration” (V.ii.101-02) echadlke description
of the phenomena that occurred at Christ’s death in Matthew 27:51-2: “At that moment
the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. The earth shook and rocks
split. The tombs broke open and bodies of many holy people who had died were raised to
life.” In an alternative reading, the references to these sudden naturahpdrea echo
the description of those of the Judgment day: “The sun shall be turned into darkness, and
the moon into blood, before the great terrible day of the Lord comes” (Acts 2:2@dJnde
depicting Desdemona’s death as reminiscent of cataclysmic biblical itcsleggests
Shakespeare’s exaltation and glorification of her.

Furthermore, Shakespeare’s investing Desdemona with divine powers echoes
Christ’s control of storms and weather conditions. In act two scene one, Cygsdioata

her divine powers enable her to quell the storms and let others arrive safely in: Cyprus
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Tempests themselves, high seas, and howling winds,
The gutter'd rocks, and congregated sands,

Traitors ensteep’d to clog the guiltless keel,

As having sense of beauty, do omit

Their mortal natures, letting go safely by

The divine Desdemona. (l1.i.68-73)

This reference to Desdemona as “divine” and having supernatural powers to subdue
storms and “howling winds” emphatically recalls Christ’s ability to seppistorms and
save His disciples from the menacing storms: when Christ woke from sleepatvhda
with the disciples, “He got up and rebuked the wind and the raging water; the storm
subsided, and all was calm,” and the disciples, “In fear and amazement [...] asked one
another, ‘Who is this? He commands even the winds and the water, and they obey him””
(Luke 8:24-5).

Even more than these meteorological parallels, Desdemona’s spiritsi@égnonstrated
in her modeling myriad messianic attributes, including agape love, other-certedn
and forgiveness and in her serving as an agent of reconciliation, peace, amohsalva

Of the messianic attributes that Desdemona emblematizes, her agagicjada
and forgiving love, characterized by tolerance of humiliation and endurance ofrgain, a
perhaps the most important. In response to Othello’s frantic change of mood,
Desdemona, out of love, innocence, gentleness, and kindness, tries to create a good
excuse:

Men’s natures wrangle with inferior things,

Though great ones are their object. 'Tis even so;
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For let our finger ache, and it indues

Our other healthful members even to that sense

Of pain. Nay, we must think men are not gods. (lll.iv.139-43)
She is so loving that she “do[es] not think” “there be any women [who] do abuse their /
husbands” (IV.iii.82,59-60). In response to Emilia’s insistence on retaliag@igst
abusive husbands, Desdemona, the messianic self-sacrificial figure, ctootasn
good for evil: “Heaven me such uses send, / Not to pick bad from bad, but by bad mend”
(108-09)—which embodies Christian patience and love as articulated in Romans 12:17:
“Don’t pay back a bad turn by a bad turn, to anyone.” Desdemona’s faith “That death’s
unnatural that kills for loving” (V.ii.42) echoes Matthew 5:44: “Love your enemmds a
pray for those who persecute you.” In reaction to Othello’s “unkindness,” Desdemona
holds that though Othello’s “unkindness may defeat my life,” it will “never taint my
love” (1V.ii.159-60). Desdemona assures Emilia that her “love doth so approve him /
That even his stubbornness, his checks, his frowrjshpve grace and favor” (IV.iii.18-
20). In her “willow” song, she wants “nobody [to] blame him,” because “his scbej [s
approve[s]” (IV.iii.49). Desdemona’s taking the blame of her death on hersélk as s
dying is the ultimate expression of sacrificial love: when queried byid&atout “who
hath done this deed” (V.ii.124), Desdemona says, “Nobody; | myself’ (125), a)cadie
Christ, a “guiltless death” (123). Indeed, her taking the blame for Otbellmhe on
herself represents the ultimate sacrificial, selfless act—Chdeath on the cross. In
fact, her messianic selflessness is seen earlier in the play in her pfo@ibello not to
deny him anything he requests from her: “what you would ask me, that | shoufd deny

(111.1.69), a promise which echoes Christ’s in Matthew 7:7, “Ask, and it shall ba give
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you; seek, and you shall find,” and John 16:24, “Ask, and you shall receive, that your joy
may be full.” Of course, Desdemona fulfills her promise through her finfadaetifice.

In addition, Desdemona’s spirituality is demonstrated in her concern for others
and her voluntary willingness to do charitable deeds out of the “general warranty of
heaven” (V.ii.68). Desdemona declares that “if [she] vows a friendship, [shefdrper
it” (111.i.21), which echoes Abraham’s belief about God: “what he had promised, he was
able also to perform” (Romans 4:21). Comforting Cassio, Desdemona tells him to “be
merry” (111.iii.27), “For thy solicitor shall rather die / Than give tbguse away” (28-9).
Desdemona is so sensitive to others’ needs and miseries that she feels Hexyoam:
she tells Othello that Cassio “hath left part of his grief with me / To switbrhim”
(I11.1i1.53-4). Her personal credo is that if “our finger ache, [...] it indues / @ber
healthful members even to that sense / Of pain” (145-47). She even appeals to “every
spirit sanctified” to “help” (l1l.iv.121) her meet others’ needs and relieg& gorrows.
Desdemona even puts others’ needs before her own: she tells Cassio that “Wican[she
do [she] will, and more [she] will / Than for myself | dare” (125-26). It is dhigugh
Desdemona’s “virtuous means” (107) that Cassio will “Exist, and be a merhber
[Othello’s] love” (108). Moreover, Desdemona’s reference to her “advocation”
(111.iv.119) puts her in the context of Christ’'s being mankind’s “advocate with the
Father” (1 John 2:1).

Desdemona’s spirituality shines forth in the way she serves as God’s addrass
of peacemaking and reconciliation, as demonstrated in her endearing appéellto O

“Good my lord, / If | have any grace or power to move you, / [Cassio’s]irese
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reconciliation take” (ll1.iii.45-7). Her words echo the Apostle Paul’'s in 2 @bians
5:18-20:

God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of

reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not

counting men'’s sins against them. And has committed to us the message of

reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’'s ambassadors, as though God were

making his appeal through us.
This messianic role is further reinforced by her assurance to Lodovico tHataid do
much / T' atone them” (1V.i.244-45)—that is, to reconcile Othello to Cassio, avatle t
resembles Christ’s role as the One Who reconciled mankind to God: “when we were
God’s enemies, we were reconciled to Him through the death of His Son, how much
more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through His life! Not only is this so, but
we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through Whom we have now
received reconciliation” (Romans 5:10-11). However, as he is slowly blinded arsl view
women as sinful, lascivious, and monstrous, Othello professes that Desdemona is
“Unreconciled [...] to heaven and grace” (V.ii.28).

In having a woman serve as the embodiment of these myriad messianic aftribute
Shakespeare, in direct challenge to the deep-seated discursive culturalct®asiout
women, portrays Desdemona as the ideal model for true spirituality—spiyitiinaii is
not diminished by sexuality—and demonstrates that sexual union with woman does not
defile man’s spirituality. Desdemona does not lead Othello away from Ghdr,rahe
leads him closer by modeling for him these messianic attributes and absolvingrnim f

his crime—an act whose true meaning he finally recognizes when he eslfiessins:
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“Twas | that killed her” (V.ii.128). He comes to realize that he “loved not wiselytdout
well” (340), feels remorse that he, “Like the base Indian][,] threw a peayl /aRiaher

than all his tribe” (343-44), and commits suicide—all of which suggest his réicogni

and emulation of true self-sacrifice. Shakespeare hereby poignantbybybt, critiques

the hegemonic religious discourse which promulgated the notion that women’s gexualit
is sinful and that sexual contact with them could ruin men’s spirituality. By depict
Desdemona as the embodiment of the union of spirituality and sexuality, Sha&esgear
only demonstrates his anti-patriarchal agenda, but also disrupts the RomalrcCat
insistence on the divergence and polarity of sexuality and spiritualitgestdbilizes the
body/spirit dichotomy which was exploited to disparage and humiliate women apnd edif
and exalt men.

The body/spirit dichotomy is not unrelated to the Roman Catholic discourse on
the alleged danger of women'’s sexuality: sex represented the body thed tedikpirit.
Since they were equated and associated with body and matter, and becauseehey w
perceived to be monstrously sexual, women, as noted earlier, were vieweshtenihg
to men’s spirituality. Roman Catholic religious leaders, as a resultripes$the celibate
ideal as the sure gateway to spirituality and salvation. However, Shakespeaneed
and inspired by the Bible’s respect of the female body, affirmation of sgxaald
rejection of the unwarranted divergence of sexuality and spirituality, urndehe
body/spirit dichotomy and challenges the assumption that sexualwesrdie gateway

to spirituality. This 1601 masterpiece addresses this matter quiteydirectl
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Othello is so conflicted a person about marriage and sexuality that many
commentators have argued that he never consummated his marriage. His sfogech b
the Venetian Senate is at the heart of this debate:

Let her have your voices.

Vouch with me, heaven, | therefore beg it not

To please the palate of my appetite,

Nor to comply with heat—the young affects

In me defunct—and proper satisfaction;

But to be free and bounteous to her mind.

And heaven defend your good souls, that you think

| will your serious and great business scant

For she is with me. No, when light-wing'd toys

Of feather’d Cupid seel with wanton dullness

My speculative and officed instruments,

That my disports corrupt and taint my business,

Let housewives make a skillet of my helm,

And all indign and base adversities

Make head against my estimation! (1.iii.257-71)

In this speech, Othello does not wish to “please the palate of [his] appetite / Nor to
comply with heat [...] and proper satisfaction,” because his “young affects” are
“defunct.” Traub argues that Othello has so much anxiety about sexual insereowlr
orgasm that he “do[es] confess the vice of [his] blood” (1.iii.125), implying to the

Venetian Senate that he is impotent (36). Further, Rackin argues that inyhaassern
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culture, passion and expression of sexuality “was dangerous to men because it made the
effeminate” (46). She maintains that “despising lust as a mark of weakmess
degradation, Renaissance thought it feminine, attributed more of it to women, and
regarded excessive lust in men as a mark of effeminacy” (47). Coppelia Kju@s éhat
“the sexually active woman [was viewed as] a castrating woman” (qtd. in Rackin 59)
Confirming Khan'’s theory, Edward Snow posits that Othello’s fear of castration i
demonstrated in his anxiety and fear of “thralldom to the demands of an insatialdé s
appetite in women” (qtd. in Traub 35).

To interpret Othello’s speech above according to Rackin’s theory is not
unwarranted: Othello is on a mission that is often associated with mascslnitg,
views sexual union as effeminizing or manhood-diminishing: “when light-wing’d/toys
Of feather’'d Cupid seel with wanton dullness / My speculative and officedmmsits, /
That my disports corrupt and taint my business, / Let housewives make a skiliet of m
helm.” Othello’s anxiety about turning into an effeminate is suggested in hisrgand
“helm” and “skillet”: the former is masculine and the latter feminine. THem”
suggests battles and wars, a typical masculine sphere; the “skillet,Vémseggests
housewifery or a culinary appliance, allegedly a typical feminine spher®thello,
turning into an effeminate is conditioned by not fulfilling his masculine duty psgper
which, by implication, is likely, to him, if he does not shun his sexual “appetite[s].”
Further, lago professes that sexual “passion [to Othello is] most unsuitimg suan”
(IV.i.78)—that is, coitus compromises Othello’s manhood. Conflicted about his marital
status and performance in professional duties, Othello discloses to laguxthty:&But

that I love the gentle Desdemona, / | would not my unhoused free condition / Put into
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circumscription and confine / For the sea's worth” (1.ii.26-9). Othello is anxiotikitha
“love” for the “gentle Desdemona” compromises his “unhoused free condition,” because
union with a woman “put[s] it into circumscription and confine.” Othello has anthet
marital duties confine his freedom and threaten his profession—his maina@arena f
asserting his manhood and promoting his military standing. His gestuestzibona

that he has “but an hour / Of love, of worldly matters and direction, / To spend with thee.
We must obey the time” (1.iii.295-97) demonstrates this dividedness. Othello’s view of
the marital union as a disempowering confinement totally contradictsnieeflesh”

biblical ideal. Othello is conflicted about his identity as a warrior and his tgestia
husband, whereas the “one-flesh” ideal involves the merging of two souls ans, bodie
thereby blending two identities—the foundation and solid basis of the marital union in
the biblical model.

While the argument that Othello’s anxiety about his marital union stemmsHhis
fear of effeminacy or his anxiety about professional duties is plausiloié, it fnore
legitimate to argue that his anxiety springs from his blind dedication toekalent
contemporary Roman Catholic discourse on sexuality, because Othello’s geneligr anx
or fear of effeminacy is not as persistent and consistent as his anxietyitlfiatned by
the pre-conceived polarity of sexuality and spirituality and body/spiribtihchy. | base
my conclusion on the fact that his speeches that evince gender anxiety or fear of
effeminacy are very few and weak compared to those that reflect an ghzieity
informed by the body/spirit dichotomy and the Roman Catholic view of sexuality and

spirituality as polar opposites.
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Othello is conflicted about the relation of spirituality to sexuality as Bewly
programmed by lago’s Roman Catholic discourse that sexuality underminasasipiri
Othello begins to fear sexuality’s threat to his spirituality in the tatdvhen he starts to

“curse” “marriage”:

O curse of marriage,

That we can call these delicate creatures ours,

And not their appetites! | had rather be a toad,

And live upon the vapor of a dungeon,

Than keep a corner in the thing | love (111.iii.265-69)
As Othello begins to internalize and act upon lago’s misogynist discourse on women, he
starts to view sexuality as a threat to spirituality. Under the influehizgo, Othello
begins to anxiously view Desdemona’s body and sexuality as physicakgquet
repellent, and spiritually defiling. Before lago’s poison finds its way irttelld’s ears,
Othello’s and Desdemona’s union is happy, content, and characterized by sexual delight
and spiritual growth.

Apparently the spokesperson of the Roman Catholic discourse on women'’s
sexuality and its alleged threat to men’s spirituality, lago views séxaalanimalistic:
he equates sexual passion with a “guinea-hen” and “chang[ing his] / humahity wi
baboon” (1.iii.313-14). Educating Roderigo on the necessity of restraining one’s sexual
desires, lago professes that “Our bodies are our gardens, to which ourewills a
gardeners” (317-18). He recommends the use of “reason” (323) to “peise” (323) our
“sensuality” (323); otherwise “the blood and baseness / of our nature would conduct us to

most / preposterous conclusions” (324-26)—that is, sexual unrestraint leadgualgpir
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disastrous consequences. Since women were viewed as sexually insatiajegnd
monstrous, they were thought to be men’s seducers and guides to hell and damnation.
Therefore, lago, who speaks “common sense” and repeats “the always kiveaday
culturally (Stallybrass 139), proclaims that Othello would “renounce his baptis
because “[h]is soul in enfettered to [Desdemona’s] love”:

To win the Moor, were’t to renounce his baptism,

All seals and symbols of redeemed sin,

His soul is so enfettered to her love,

That she may make, unmake, do what she list,

Even as her appetite shall play the god

With his weak function. (11.iii.333-38)
lago here postulates that Othello’s sexual “love” to Desdemona will remavidm the
realm of Christian grace, cause him to lose “all seals and symbols of extiseni and,
eventually, lead him to hell and damnation, for, to lago, Desdemona, with “her [sexual]
appetite[,] shall play the god” who will “weak[en Othello’s spiritual] fuaont’
In fact, lago associates Othello’s and Desdemona’s sexual union with hisll: “It
engender’d. Hell and night / Must bring this monstrous birth to the world’s light
(1.1i1.403-04). Moreover, he views women as seductive beings who use theiefemal
charms to exploit men: when Desdemona asks him “what wouldst thou write of me, if
thou should’st / Praise me?” (11.i.126-27), lago, generalizing on women, says, “léshe b
fair and wise, fairness and wit, / The one’s for use, the other useth it” (139-40).

Similarly, Othello, whose “clear spirit” is “puddled” (Ill.iv.139) by laig

allusions to sex as monstrous and grotesque, begins to speak about sex in a language that
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suggests physical filth and uncleanness: he calls Desdemona a “@steul foads / To
knot and gender in” (IV.ii.61-2). Influenced by lago’s allusions, Othello asseciate
Desdemona’s sexuality with “goats and monkeys” (IV.i.265) and compares her to
“summer flies [which] are in the shambles, / That quicken even with blowingi.g%-

66) and to “weed, / Who art so lovely fair and smell’st so sweet / That the sbeseah
thee” (66-68). Repeating lago, Othello views sexuality as monstrous: “O monstrous,
monstrous,” he cries (ll1.iii.427). Moreover, espousing lago’s pejorative view of
women’s sexuality as a potential danger to spirituality, Othello makesi@tseow”
(111.1i1.458) to exterminate Desdemona’s body—a vow whose eventual consequence is
the disintegration of Othello’s and Desdemona’s happy union.

Othello associates Desdemona’s sexuality with spiritual povergemsed in
words like devil, hell, damnation...etc. After striking Desdemona, he shouts “Oh, devil,
devil!” (1V.i.236). Othello’s reference to Desdemona as a “liar gone to burniiig he
(V.ii.143) and his statement that “Heaven truly knows that [Desdemona] art$diefi"a
(IV.ii.41) echo Christ’s reference to Satan in John 8:44: “He [Satan has] no truth.in hi
[...] he is a liar and the father of lies.” Therefore, Othello plans a “swinsef death /
For the fair devil” (111.iii.484-85). Further, he associates her witkdh and damnation”
(111ii1.404): “Damn her, lewd minx! Oh, damn her, damn her!” (282). Othello’s
combining of “death” and “damnation” with “lewd[ness]” plausibly suggests thdtim,
women'’s sexuality is the cause of spiritual “death” to men. Believirtgstiais a
potential source of damnation and spiritual ruin, Othello feels that “God [...] lvijels
with affliction” and “rained / All kinds of sores and shames on [his] bare headkpeste

[him] in [spiritual] poverty to the very lips, / Given to captivity me and my utmostsope
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[in salvation]” (IV.ii.51-4). The remainder of Othello’s speech reinfotbtes
assumption:

there, where | have garner'd up my heart,

Where either | must live or bear no life;

The fountain from which my current runs,

Or else dries up; to be discarded thence!

Or keep it as a cistern for foul toads

To knot and gender in! (1V.ii.56-61)
In this speech, Othello associates his sexual desire for Desdemona with notysidslph
impotency but also spiritual “dry[ness].” “The fountain from which my current’runs
echoes the reference to the “fountains of living water” in Revelation 7:17sti@hri
believers will win salvation and be eventually led to these “fountains.”llOthe
perception that his “fountain” is dry suggests fear of spiritual decline and subseque
exclusion from heaven. In an alternative reading, Desdemona, the place [indjere
garnered up his heart” spiritually, is, metaphorically, a “drie[d] up” “fouritashich is a
rich soil for “foul toads”—spiritual contamination, so to speak. Further, Othello views
Desdemona’s body and sexual contact with it as threatening to his spiribilglysté|l
not expostulate with her, lest her body and beauty unprovide my mind” (IV.i.204-05).
Desdemona’s body and sexuality is, to Othello, not only a potential source ofgbhysic
corruption, but also spiritual and mental confusion and instability.

Articulating and affirming the early modern ideological and religiousodises

about women, Othello associates female sexual desire with monstrosityaspliecline,
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and sinfulness; therefore, he prescribes to Desdemona several practioas foraher
presumed sinfulness:

Hot, hot, and moist. This hand of yours requires

A sequester from liberty, fasting, and prayer,

Much castigation, exercise devout;

For there’s a young and sweating devil here

That commonly rebels. (I1l.iv.39-43)
Othello’s reference to the “hot[ness]” of Desdemona’s “hand” is synechuitigha
reference to her sexually “hot” body. Othello, indoctrinated by the Roman Catholic
ideology about the sinfulness of women and the divergence of sexuality and spyrituali
especially in women, prescribes to Desdemona how to “exercise devout”: “sequest
from [sexual] liberty,” “Much castigation [of her body],” and “fasting qweyer.”
According to the Roman Catholic ideal of celibacy, as discussed above, a persain ca
be sexual and spiritual at the same time, so here Othello, who seems to have absorbed and
internalized this ideology, polarizes sexuality and spirituality. Acogigj then,
Desdemona, in order for her to rise spiritually, needs “a sequester froty’| oo
“much castigation.” Then, and only then, will she be able to “fast,” “pray,” and be
spiritually “devout.” Further, in an alternative reading of the above speecHldOthe
recommends for Desdemona “prayer” and “fasting” as the means bl i sexuality
might be repressed. Furthermore, convinced of the sinfulness of the womananidody
informed by the body/spirit dichotomy, Othello believes that Desdemona’sitisge
[body] / [...] commonly rebels” against the spirit and defiles it. The word “commonly”

suggests that what he proclaims is a “commonly-[held]” cultural idea. Moreover
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confident that women are lascivious and, hence, spiritually fallen, Othello pnediaat,
because Desdemona is a “simple bawd” (IV.ii.21), her “kneel[ing] and pray/ang]
false (25). Therefore, Othello determines to exterminate Desdemona’s badgdée
perceives it as a threat to his and her spiritual purity.

Inculcated by medieval Catholic view of sexuality as antithetocapirituality
and the body as inferior to spirit, Othello intends to separate Desdemona’sddeir
spirit. Othello condemns Desdemona’s body because he associates it withysexuali
allegedly, a chief and primary threat to spirituality; therefore, expgrigia the sure
gateway to heaven and spiritual growth. In fact, Othello believes in the rmitfeabthe
body and assumes that “heaven” does too: he tells Desdemona, “I would not kill thy
unprepared spirit. / No, heaven forfend, | would not kill thy soul! (V.ii.33-4). The fact
that he will not “kill thy [...] spirit” implies that he will not spare her body. iBeing that
Desdemona is a “perjured women” (V.ii.63) who “stone[s his] heart” (63), Othelbs® t
purer spiritually, makes a “sacred vow” (l11.iii.458) to commit a “murder, whing [
thought a sacrifice” (V.ii.65). In other words, he should “sacrifice” her bodyderdo
rise spiritually, for he believes she “stone[s his] heart”; that is, he viewsekaal body
as a threat to his spirituality, for she transformed his heart, the locusitfapi
devoutness, into stone. He believes he “did proceed upon just grounds / To this
extremity” (139-40) so that he would not be “damn’d beneath all depth in hell” (138). He
intends to commit this crime because “It is the cause, it is the cause, m{\saLil).

In this context, | find it profitable to elaborate on Othello’s informative and
illuminating opening speech in act five scene two:

It is the cause, it is the cause, my soul:
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Let me not name it to you, you chaste stars!

It is the cause. Yet I'll not shed her blood,

Nor scar that whiter skin of hers than snow

And smooth as monumental alabaster:

Yet she must die, else she’ll betray more men.

Put out the light, and then put out the light. (1-7)
In this complicated speech, Othello addresses his soul; his soul is the cestethiag is,
he cares first and foremost about his soul. Moreover, his positioning his soul as'tine mir
of his personhood suggests dissociation between body and spirit—namely, he
marginalizes his body at best and negates it at worst. Further, bechale @éws
Desdemona’s body as “hot” (lll.iv.39) and sinful, he fantasizes it as “snow’4V.i
suggesting frozenness and lifelessness, and “monumental alabasterj§éstsg
inanimateness and death—hence, certain guarantees of sexual abstin¢inee. Fur
Othello associates “hot[ness]” with body and sexual heat, as noted above; thus,ifilight
this speech, is also associated with heat because light usually geneaa@svice versa.
Othello, wants to “put out the light” (7) lest Desdemona “betray more men” (6yaldts
to “guench” her body before she uses it to corrupt other men’s spirituality. Of impert he
is that Othello means by the first “light” the light of the candle in the rdouthe
second “light” alludes to Desdemona’s body; thus, he wants to quench two lights, not
one. Othello knows already that he will murder Desdemona by choking her, the usual
way one “put[s] out the light”; that is, by choking it—by cutting off oxygen tohug;
he ponders quenching the candle and then exterminating Desdemona’s “light[ed],” “hot

body. Sensing that the sexual heat and light of Desdemona’s body are a potentitd threa
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his spiritual stability, Othello fantasizes her as a lifeless, uniit,fepzen object—a sure
guarantee of sexual death. Thus, as a conflicted ascetic who believes thiglysefias
and ruins spirituality, Othello kills Desdemona, the sexual element in his lifejen tor
satisfy the celibate ideal and return to his pure singleness—idedlpdica ideal
spiritual state.

However, after Othello murders Desdemona, he declines spirituallyldtkof
thine will hurl my soul from heaven / And fiends will snatch at it” (V.ii.273-74). Time li
echoes Satan’s punishment in Revelation 20:2-3: “Satan [...] [will be] bound and
thrfown] into the Abyss.” Othello’s punishment, to be “roast[d] [...] in sulphur” (278),
echoes the devil's punishment in Revelation 20:10: “the devil [...] was thrown into the
lake of burning sulfur.” Othello “hast kill'd the sweetest innocent” (197), jusudsas
“sinned betraying the innocent blood” (Matthew 27:4). Othello murders Desdemona to
rise spiritually, but his “deed [...] was no more worthy heaven” (V.ii.158). Othello
“threw a pearl,” his “soul’s joy,” away in order to satisfy his committrte unwarranted
dogmas. Shakespeare, thus, shows that sexual restraint, adherence to theibody/spir
dichotomy, and belief in the polarity of sexuality and spirituality are notdategy to
spiritual transcendence.

By positioning a woman as the exemplar of the union and harmony of intense
sexuality and intense spirituality, Shakespeare disrupts and destabilikzsmhea
Catholic discourse on sexuality. Owing to the contemporary belief in the sirdfands
monstrosity of women’s sexuality, women were viewed as dangerous to men’s
spirituality because they could seduce men and lead them away from God. Whis vie

lowered the status of women, humiliated them, and simultaneously inculcatectpgtria
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However, inOthello, Shakespeare, in a direct challenge to the deeply engrained religious
polarization of sexuality and spirituality and the body/spirit dichotomyjeseafemale
character who is boldly sexual and at the same time impressively spkmaahored,
apparently, by the biblical view of sexuality, Shakespeare demonstratesxiality

does not diminish spirituality. Although Desdemona is a sexual woman, as seen in her
frontal expression of her sexuality and the sexual references to her, shetdatiemns
intense spirituality, which is reflected in her language, the languaderuseference to

her, her myriad messianic attributes— especially agapic love, forgivamesaltruism—
and her serving as an agent of salvation and reconciliation. Informed and ingpined b
biblical view of women and sexuality, Shakespeare forthrightly critiqueeselbate

ideal and the body/spirit dichotomy which were exploited by contemporary thaotogi

to portray sexuality as antithetical to spirituality and to inculcate themttat women'’s
sexuality was monstrous, sinful, and dangerous to men’s spirituality. Shakéspeare
espousal of the biblical view of sexuality is, indeed, a further evidence thabteerBs

a primary source of inspiration for Shakespeare’s radical feminist agenda.
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Note

1 For further reinterpretations of these texts, see Neuer 103-109; Baur@ért 25-
James B. Hurley, Man and Woman in Biblical Perspectieécester: Zondervan, 1981)
95-8, 108, 129-38; John Piper and Wayne Grudem, eds., Recovering Biblical Manhood
and Womanhood; A Response to Evangelical Feminfg¥heaton: Crossway, 1991) 87-

9.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

To learn that Shakespeare assiduously championed the cause of womankind in a
patriarchal world that denigrated women, relegated them to a second-tisy atat
viewed them as physically and spiritually inferior is, indeed, interestirigpbind out
that the Bible, which has historically been perceived as the source and bagsamn’'s
oppression, informed and inspired Shakespeare’s iconoclastic image of women is
shocking. This dissertation, thus, constructs new bridges between the femioat cri
tradition and the religious approaches to Shakespeare’s plays with a view toward
enriching and augmenting both these traditions, widening their horizons, and opening up
new insights into Shakespeare’s radical feminist vision by uncovering theabibli
underpinnings of the image of women in his oeuvre. In light of the recently rasdrrec
female-friendly biblical language, images, themes, episodes, and staarges that the
Bible, which has been established to be of paramount importance for the study of
Shakespeare’s plays generally, constitutes the philosophic foundations for SheKespe
view of women specifically. To achieve this end, | have chosen three major feminist
areas wherein the Bible liberates and empowers women and radically sefxteants
medical and religious discourses of the day.

Parturition and childbirth, wisdom and truth-telling, and sexuality and spiritualit
are central areas in which women suffered the most oppression, humiliation,
marginalization, and powerlessness in medieval and early modern England. But,
Shakespeare, who seems to have assimilated the biblical thinking and message, as ha
been convincingly established by numerous Shakespearean biblical scholars in recent

years, echoes and articulates the biblical view of women by reworkingibridgiits
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language, episodes, tropes, narratives, themes, doctrines, and stances to produce a
radically counterdiscursive image of women. In utilizing the Bible, whichogasral to
his contemporary, predominantly-Protestant culture, Shakespeare, | anggig aubtly
echo the biblical view of women in order to, directly or indirectly, agitateuliare’s
sensibility, enhance his audience’s identification with and appreciation ofnmisisée
agenda, to steer them towards an alternative, positive view of women. Shakespeare
couches his veneration of maternity and childbirth, acclamation of women’s wisdom and
truth-telling, and celebration of women’s sexuality and spirituality in @bhesonances
in order to reinforce his progressive feminist agenda and achieve the desotsl @ff
his audience. | argue that Shakespeare, to inculcate his feminist radaahvise
effectively, appropriates and retools the biblical language, images, theprsegjes, and
stances and make them his influential, audience-respected means and code of
communication. Because his contemporary culture was intensely patriarchal, for
Shakespeare to have directly and overtly disclosed his radical image of wauhen c
have compromised his popularity and minimized the effectiveness of his intent., Rathe
he chooses to express his radical vision by utilizing the Bible as a vehicédlulsavely
carries his agenda safely and influentially to the early modern ear whghuwite
familiar with the Bible. Therefore, apart from Shakespeare’s long-drngterest in the
biblical doctrine, which is unmistakable and undeniable, | maintained that the study of
Shakespeare’s view of women is inseparable from the study of the biblicalqgaese
resonances, phraseology, and echoes in his oeuvre.

Notwithstanding that the study of Shakespeare’s radical and iconootastrodt

vision spans centuries, the biblical dimension of his feminist agenda has sulprising
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been attempted because the Bible has generally been marginalized in thra Wedte
especially after the two World Wars and the resulting, unfortunate disappotniitie
religion. Thus, Shakespeare’s feminist agenda was studied generally wittl ay@ on

the Bible. Therefore, | believe that this critical trend should be widened aiatexkin

light of the biblical presence in Shakespeare’s drama because the Bibleuteohsti

major element and force in his Protestant culture. Thus, studying Shakespearedf
women in conjunction with his biblical knowledge opens up new insights that were
hitherto unexplored. In this context, it is important to note that most, if not alhifgm
Shakespearean aficionados approached his drama with a secular lens, $eroatbie
movement itself was not in any sense informed by any biblical spirit or groundeg in an
Bible-based vision, because the Bible had historically not been viewed as female-
friendly. However, in light of the new findings of feminist biblical hermenewticgh
uncovered the meliorative biblical view of women, Shakespeare has to be ratedalu
and re-read with a fresh eye. Hence, | believe that the horizons of fenhiakgspearean
criticism could be widened, and Shakespeare’s iconoclasm would be taken to new heights
if approached in the context of the biblical presence in his oeuvre.

Because Shakespeare and his audience drank deeply from the well of the Bible, |
insist that Scripture is indispensable for a thorough illumination of hidlagebe they
feminist, political, social, postcolonial, or even Marxist. Given the fact thatéives
culture has been secularized and overwhelmed with science, especialW adfiediVar
Il, it is not surprising that Shakespeare’s agendas have been studied in isolatidrefrom
biblical dominance in early modern English culture. That is, the biblical discaulse a

thinking have ceased to have much impact on the Western critical mind because of
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secularization; therefore, most critics, especially over the pakirgeapproached
Shakespeare without taking into account the great impact the Bible had on his mind and
his audience.

If Virginia Woolf fantasized Shakespeare’s sister, one might fantasize
Shakespeare’s feminist critics of the past century to have existed in hig.cuthink
that if they were to exist in that culture, they would have approached his agendas
differently. In other words, the reality that Shakespeare’s culturgreasly different
from our modern culture with respect to exposure to and impact of the Bible has to be
given much attention. It is very possible, for instance, to read playwrights liker&dw
Albee or Marsha Norman through a secular lens since both existed in a ¢apitalie
where the Bible had minimal impact compared to the situation during the Reftorraati
early modern England. But to approach Shakespeare without an eye on the biblical
impact on his mind and culture is, | believe, a shortcoming. In fact, to divorce
Shakespeare’s agendas from their proper biblical context, especially thesteagamnda,
is to miss the elephant in the room, because the Bible, as | discussed in the iotmdducti
this dissertation, played a considerable role in shaping Renaissance petglesual
constructs and directing their visions and aspirations. Thus, reconciling thevgible
Shakespeare’s feminist agenda and, indeed, other agendas yields profitehle frui
Shakespeare’s assimilation of the biblical thinking, then, goes beyond meraaloctri
interest—as most, if not all, researchers claimed—to further dimensions.

| believe that this study opens doors for further reevaluation and assessment of
Shakespeare’s iconoclastic feminist vision. This dissertation examinethoze plays

out of Shakespeare’s rich canon and only three female characters; hence, nrany othe
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plays and female characters need to be re-examined with an eye on the duhloes,
language, and resonances. Many strong, autonomous, self-articulate, @sdeiNe
women abound in Shakespeare. His depiction of these women should, | believe, be
reassessed and studied from a different perspective. Portia’s messiamd ree

Merchant of Venicand Helena’s maternal role All's Well that Ends Welnay well be
framed against the biblical backdrop—not just doctrinal dimension—in a way that has
not been explored before. Portia, for instance, has long been viewed as a Christ figure
emblematizing forgiveness and mercy, but the important, never-attempted, qugstion i
Why did Shakespeare choose a female, and not a male, to embody this messianic
attribute?

Further, in Shakespeare’s drama, | can hardly think of a male charaater w
experiences resurrection, but the females are the ones who often do—one thinks of Hero
of Much Ado about Nothind@leopatraf Antony and CleopatraHelena ofAll's Well,
and, of course, Hermione ®he Winter’'s TaleThe question is, what feminist agenda—
not merely doctrinal interests—did Shakespeare hope to propagate through such
resurrection scenes? Furthermore, this dissertation examined onlyetiiaest areas;
hence, the door is open for further discussion of other feminist areas in light of the
strident biblical presence in Shakespeare’s plays and the biblical affimnati
empowerment, and veneration of women. The Bible, indeed, empowers and liberates
women in many other areas, not just maternity and childbirth, female wisdonutimd tr
telling, and sexuality and spirituality.

Above all, if, as Hamlin observes, “the Bible [for Shakespeare] was a pgculia

rich source for complex and fascinating characters and stories not just abdd of
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love, heroism, battle, and betrayal—even incest, fratricide, and genocide” (see
introduction), then, | believe, other critical approaches could be re-evaluatghtiofli
the biblical presence in his plays. Shakespeare’s Marxist ageHKdagihear, for
instance, has not been approached in light of the biblical view and treatment of the poor
and the exploited. If the biblical view of women informed and impacted Shakespeare’
mind, as | maintain here, then | believe it is not illegitimate to afuatettie biblical
treatment of the oppressed and poor classes, especially Christ’s treatigenhave had
an impact on his mind as well. Leviticus 19:15, for instance, prohibits class dastincti
“Do not pervert justice; do not show partiality to the poor or favoritism to the great.” |
James 2:1-4, the Bible stringently warns against class discriminationesades| the
poor:
My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don’t show
favoritism. Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine
clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in. if you show special
attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, ‘Here is a good seat for y
but say to the poor man, “You stand there,’ or ‘Sit on the floor by my feet,” have
you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?
Further, Ephesians 6:9 calls masters to treat slaves humanely and udlgp&aifd
masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Do not threaten them, since yohdtroav t
who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.”
Lear’s changed treatment of the poor and the oppressed—atfter he is enlightened by
Cordelia and rejuvenated—Iike poor Tom and the Fool, is reminiscent of biblical

commands and also Christ’s caring and respectful treatment of the poor, thieesick, t
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needy, and the oppressed. In modeling Christ’s treatment of the poor, Leadb)yargua
becomes a Christ figure. Thus, Shakespeare’s Marxist agenda can be studied in
conjunction with the biblical view of the oppressed and the marginalized.
Moreover, Shakespeare’s anti-racial and postcolonial agendas might be re-
examined in light of the biblical echoes and references in the plays. Chifistrsatfe
treatment of the Samaritan woman—Samaritans were highly discrimagaaust in
Christ’s culture—, for instance, and Galatians 3:28, “There is neither Jew rei, Gre
slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus,Yclefett the
Bible’s affirmation and respect of the Other. Shakespeare’s view of tlee, @thn, can
be studied in light of this meliorative biblical view and the biblical resonances in hi

oeuvre. Of import here is that recent post-colonial biblical studies, with such schelar

R. S. Sugirtharajah in The Post-colonial Biblical ReaBernando Segovia in

Postcolonial Commentary on the New Testament Writiagd Stephen Moore,

Fernando F Segovia, and Ann Loades—editors—in Postcolonial Biblical Critiaisaf

which have opened new postcolonial insights into the Bible. Of relevance heretietha
Bible does not encourage war between nations; on the contrary, it always calbctar pe
“Nations will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war any more”
(Micah 4:3).

Furthermore, in many instances, the Bible condemns materialism: “Don®t st
up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves
break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven”; “Do not worry,
saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘what shall war@/é

(Matthew 6:19-20, 31). Love of money, in the Bible, is “a root of all evil,” because
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“people who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and
harmful desires that plunges men into ruin and destruction” (1 Timothy 6: 10, 9). Thus,
materialist criticism in Shakespeare could also be studied in conjunctiorheiBilile’s
condemnation of money and materialism and the biblical echoes and resonances in play
asRomeo and JulieandThe Merchant of Venice

Thus, for a deeper understanding of Shakespeare’s iconoclastic mind and radical
vision, the Bible could, indeed, be an indispensable aid. Since one of the major purposes
for the study of ancient literature is reconstructing past cultures andnguldeir ways
of life and concerns, | believe that when it comes to early modern English culture,
excluding the Bible from the scene is, indeed, akin to taking a word out of the sentence
where it belongs. And when it comes to the study of Shakespeare’s mind and iconoclastic
vision, marginalizing the Bible would be like reading a book in a dark room. Readings
and interpretations that take the Bible into account, | contend, may well yield the
luminous insights that equal or surpass those found here—namely, that the Bible
consistently provides the philosophic base for Shakespeare’s marvelous female

characters.
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