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Jerusalem and the Origins of Patriarchy

BY MaArC KAPLAN

» Albion why wilt thou Create a Female Will?” Los wails

in Jerusalem 30:31." The term “Female Will” here
makes its first appearance in Blake's poetry, though for years
critics have used it retroactively to explicate prior works,
because it ties together so many of the sinister actions of
the women characters of the earlier poetry.” Critics who
elaborate on Blake’s notion of the Female Will usually make
the case that Blake does not intend a criticism of actual
women by the term, but rather of nature and Natural Reli-
gion, or else that his criticism is not of woman’s empower-
ment but of the perverse exercise of that power. On the
other hand, feminist readings like those of Susan Fox and
Anne K, Mellor have pointed out that Blake seems uneasy
about any display of willfulness on the part of the female,
and that he almost invariably portrays such situations nega-
tively, while simultaneously idealizing female self-sacrifice
as embodied in characters like Ahania and Oothoon.’
Jerusalem is no exception to this latter rule.

' David V. Erdman and Harold Bloom, eds., The Complete Poetry
and Prose of William Blake (New York: Doubleday, 1988) 176. Subse-
quent references to this text will be designated by E followed by the
page number. Plate and line numbers will accompany the page num-
bers where appropriate.

* Lengthy critical works on Jerusalem are few, probably due to the
difficulty of the poem, which presumes a thorough familiarity with
Blake's earlier poetry. Most studies remain at the level of establishing
the epic's coherence and making it scrutable. Such works include Morton
D. Paley’s The Continuing City (Oxford: Clarendon, 1983), Minna
Doskow'’s William Blake's Jerusalem (East Brunswick, N.J.: Associated
University Presses, 1982), Joseph Wicksteed's William Blake’s Jerusa-
lemt (London: Trianon Press, 1953), a work that has been criticized for
its eccentric and erroneous interpretations, and Joanna Witke's Will-
iam Blake's Epic: Imagination Unbound (London: Croom Helm, 1986).
Works dealing with gender in Jerusalem include Thomas I, Frosch’s
The Awakening of Albion (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1974), dis-
cussed in the text, and Brenda Webster's Blake's Prophetic Psychology
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1983). Webster contends: “The
chief psychological problem posed by the poem is how to reconcile the
father, Albion, with the son, Los. The difficulty is their mutual suspi-
cion and hatred, which are linked for their desire for exclusive posses-
sion of the mother, Jerusalem.” As the argument of this chapter indi-
cates, 1 agree with Webster that the poem's central struggle is that of
son against patriarch and patriarchy, but disagree with her implication
that Blake is unconscious of his poem’s theme,

' Susan Fox, “The Female as Metaphor in William Blake’s Poetry”
Critical Inquiry 3 (1977): 50813, and Anne K. Mellor in "Blake's Por-
trayal of Women," Blake 16 (1982-83): 148-55, advance the basic
propostions involving Blake’s sexism around which subsequent debate
has revolved. Alicia Ostriker in " Desire Gratified and Ungratified: Wil-
liam Blake and Sexuality,” Blake 16 (1982-83): 156-65, concurs with
Fox and Mellor that in Blake's ideal universe “to be female is to be de-
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There is more to the above statement of Los than the sex-

ism that might immediately meet the eye, however. Los
clearly implies that the evil Female Will is the creation of
Albion, the fallen patriarch of British civilization, and not
something brought about by woman herself. Los later reit-
erates, “O Albion why didst thou a Female Will Create?”
(56:43, E 206). A close scrutiny of Jerusalem reveals, I be-
lieve, that Blake offers a perceptive critique of masculine
gender-roles without a similar rethinking of the role of the
female.

Jerusalem criticizes male power as it is embodied in the
structures of a society specifically identified by the poet as
patriarchal. This term has for Blake many of the same pejo-
rative connotations as it does for contemporary feminist
discourse: in both instances, “patriarchal” connotes an op-
pressive masculinist system that perpetuates itself through
the definition and control of property.

The word “patriarch™ and other terms derived from it ap-
pear but a single time in Blake’s work prior to Jerusalem, an
incidental reference in The Four Zoas to “a throne & a pave-
ment / Of precious stones surrounded by twenty four ven-
erable patriarchs” (123:35, E 393). In Jerusalem, however,
Blake uses the terms eight times, each time in a highly sig-
nificant context. It first appears in the prose section “To the
Jews” that precedes chapter 2 (27, E 171): “Was Britain the
Primitive Seat of the Patriarchal Religion?” Blake here

pendent” (162) and notes that “In Milton and Jerusalem . . . female
figures are either powerful or good; never both” (162-63). Other works
which deal with Blake's sexual politics include Webster, Blake's Prophetic
Psychalogy (see above) and her article, “Blake, Women and Sexuality™
in Donald Ault, Mark Bracher and Dan Miller, eds., Critical Paths: Blake
and the Argument of Method (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press,
1987): 204-24; Margaret Storch, Sons and Adversaries: Women in Blake
and D.H. Lawrence (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1991);
and Diana Hume George, Blake and Freud (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1980). Webster, Storch and George constitute a wing of Blake
criticism that is both Freudian and at times feminist as well, but George,
ostensibly using the same Freudian paradigms and often looking at the
same poems as Storch and Webster, comes to an almost opposite judg-
ment of Blake. Both Webster and George see Blake's views as similar to
those of Freudian radicals like Norman O. Brown, but whereas George
champions Brown's and Blake's revolutionary sexual ethos, Webster finds
such strategies dangerous and regressive, and Storch, after Webster, has
a similar view. David Punter, “Blake, Trauma and the Female,” New Lit-
erary History 15 (1984): 475-90, suggests that the trauma of Oothoon
in Visions of the Daughters of Albion is really the projected displacement
of the trauma felt by Blake and males in general at a time when gender
roles were in flux. Nelson Hilton in "An Original Story” in Unnam'd
Forms: Blake and Textuality, Hilton and Thomas Vogler, eds., (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1986) 69-104, provides one of the
most interesting recent defenses of Blake and Visions, making the argu-
ment that Blake's eye (his text) saw more than his heart knew—a famil-
iar poststructuralist strategy, but Hilton's knowledge of the background
material on Mary Wollstonecraft (see n15) helps him fashion a con-
vincing case.
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means Patriarchal Religion to be taken in a double sense:
as referring both to the eternal truths of the Judeo-Chris-
tian culture and to the degenerated Natural Religion which
is the actual practice of that same culture. It becomes clear
that Blake identifies the patriarchal element in that heritage
with its fallen or erroneous aspect when he links patriar-
chy to Druidism a few lines later: “Your Ancestors derived
their origin from Abraham, Heber, Shem, and Noah, who
were Druids: as the Druid Temples (which are the Patriar-
chal Piliars & Oak Groves) over the whole Earth witness to
this day” (E 171). Druidism is the prehistoric form of Natu-
ral Religion; in one quatrain of the poem that follows the
prose on plate 27, Blake addresses the “Spectre of Albion™:

Is this thy soft Family-Love
Thy cruel Patriarchal pride
Planting thy Family alone
Destroying all the World beside.
(27:76-80, E 173)

The criticism of patriarchy enters Jerusalem proper fur-
ther on in chapter 2, when the twelve sons of Albion cor-
roborate their father’s fall by “Rearing their Druid Patriar-
chal rocky Temples around his limbs” (46:14, E 196). Later,
Jerusalem hears the Divine Voice asking “Wilt thou make
Rome thy Patriarch Druid” (61:50, E 212). Jerusalem sub-
sequently laments the death of her beloved “Along the Val-
ley of Destruction, among these Druid Temples. / Which
overspread all the Earth in patriarchal pomp & cruel pride”
(79:66-67, E 235). Urthona, the Eternal form of Los, char-
acterizes himself as acting “Against the Patriarchal pomp and
cruelty, labouring incessant” (83:4, E 241). Finally, in the
apocalyptic burst of song that concludes the work, the poet
exultantly asks“Where is the Tree of Good & Evil that rooted
beneath the cruel heel / of Albions Spectre the Patriarch
Druid!” (98:47-48, E 258). The return of humankind to the
unfallen state is clearly linked to the abolition of patriarchy.

Blake does not stop at mere condemnation of patriarchy;
Jerusalem contains the poet’s most sophisticated analysis of
institutionalized masculinism. The critique of conventional
masculine roles and authority figures is a consistent theme
in Blake’s poetry from early on. Helen Bruder, in “The Sins
of the Fathers: Patriarchal Criticism and The Book Of Thel,™
finds Blake already engaged in a critique of patriarchy in
The Book of Thel, one of the first illuminated books, in which
she describes the poet as “exclaiming against the patriarchal
fetishizing of the hymen as an oppressive curb to an erotics
of mutual delight” (156). She likewise finds the poet preach-
ing against phallocentrism in the creation of a “young
woman (Thel) who is so unimpressed by . .. displays of

* Helen Bruder, in Historicizing Blake, Steve Clark and David Worrall,
eds. (New York: St. Martin’s, 1994) 147-59.
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the phallus” (156). The anti-phallocentrism, the attack on
conventional (that is, Urizenic) masculinity, and the repu-
diation of repression and virginity are indeed constant pre-
occupations of Blake’s writing and art. But Bruder is in er-
ror to say that the presentation of these themes in them-
selves constitutes “a neglected feminist dimension to Blake’s
long-acknowledged radicalism” (147). A critique of mas-
culinity is not per se a critique of gender, and an insistence
on woman’s sexual freedom is not necessarily a feminist
position when that erotic freedom is, as it is so often in
Blake’s myth, the only new freedom that the poet will allow
his female characters.” Jerusalem is perhaps the most dra-
matic example of the true character of Blake’s sexual poli-
tics: never has the poet’s condemnation of traditional mas-
culine authority in the form of patriarchy been more overt
and forceful, yet Blake’s solution to the problem in no way
presumes an increase in female empowerment.

The critique of patriarchy advanced by Blake in his final
epic is, however, in many ways strikingly similar to the ar-
gument of feminist historian Gerda Lerner in her contem-

* Nor am [ convinced by Bruder's attempts to establish a counter-
tradition of Blake criticism that vindicates the poet’s radical feminism.
The authors she cites, like Bruder herself, make a case for Blake as an
opponent of phallocentrism and a champion of woman’s sexual free-
dom, but not a case for the poet as an advocate of genuine female em-
powerment. Vernon E. Lattin, in “Blake’s Thel and Oothoon: Sexual
Awakening in the Eighteenth Century” in The Literary Criterion 16
(1981): 11-24, notes the way “Blake speaks very clearly about the cen-
trality of woman'’s sexual awakening as the way of vision” (12) and finds
Oothoon, unlike Thel, gaining liberation “by confronting her de-
sire”(22); Lattin doesn't consider the extent to which female sexual li-
cense benefits male power structures. K. D. Everest, in“Thel’s Dilemma”
in Essays in Criticism 37 (1987): 193-208, similarly describes the way
“nominal virtue in Thel is gradually subverted by an insurgent sexual-
ity of superb energy and abandonment” (206). Catherine L.
McClenahan, in**No Face Like the Human Divine?': Women and Gen-
der in Pickering Manuscript,” in G. A. Rosso and Daniel P. Watkins,
eds., Spirits of Fire: English Romantic Writers and Contemporary His-
torical Methods (London: Associated University Presses, 1990) 189-208,
demonstrates how Blake shares Wollstonecraft’s critique of sexual mod-
esty, but fails to note that the rationality that Blake so dislikes is the
fundamental principle of Wollstonecraftian feminism. Another of
McClenahan's arguments, that Blake learned subversive techniques and
voices from marginalized woman writers, sounds suspiciously like the
exploitative appropriation of feminine characteristics that Alan
Richardson has termed a “colonization” of the feminine and found to
be typical of male romantic writers as a group (see n17). David G, Reide,
in “The Symbolism of the Loins in Blake’s Jerusalem,” in Studies in En-
glish Literature 21 (1981): 547-64, convincingly shows how the poem
rates Blake’s contempt for “mere genital sexuality” (549), and Elizabeth
Langland in “Blake's Feminist Revision of Literary Tradition in ‘The
Sick Rose™ in Donald Ault, Mark Bracher and Dan Miller, eds., Critical
Paths: Blake and the Argument of Method (Durham, NC and London:
Duke Univ, Press, 1987) 225-43, demonstrates how that poent’s ironic
language exposes the speaker’s violation of the rose by phallic psycho-
logical projections; as noted in the text however, anti-phallocentrism
does not automatically constitute feminism,
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porary study, The Creation of Patriarchy.® Lerner maintains
that the control by males of women’s sexual behavior and
reproductive capacity is the very cornerstone of our civili-
zation. She contends that this appropriation occurred prior
to the institution of private property, and in fact was the
very foundation of private property (in Western history,
Lerner locates this event during the period of the early
Sumerian and Mesopotamian civilizations, 2200-1800 B.C.).
Later, male subjugation of woman’s sexuality resulted in
class structure, and finally in slavery, the ultimate
commodification of the human (well underway by the time
of the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi, 1752 B.C.). Accord-
ing to Lerner, men in the earliest societies were divided into
classes relative to the amount of “wealth”—potentially fer-
tile women - over whom they had hegemony. In this same
historical period, men divided all women into two groups,
one “respectable” or “honorable,” meaning under the pro-
tection of a male, and the other “not respectable,” meaning
unattached to a male. The two kinds of women were fre-
quently distinguished by the presence or absence of a veil,
the wearing of which denoted the “good” woman and also
marked this “honorable” woman as an article of property,
which accounts for her protected status. Male-dominated
society moved toward an increasingly abstract and increas-
ingly masculine idea of God, culminating finally in the in-
visible-but-male Hebrew deity, who ordains that the expres-
sion of woman’s sexuality for other than reproductive pur-
poses is sinful (Lerner places the beginning of the writing of
the Book of Genesis in the tenth century B.C., but believes
the stories within it to be parts of an oral myth several cen-
turies older).

Lerner’s theory is frankly, admittedly, speculative. Her
work has drawn criticism for what has been deemed a too-
willful projection of contemporary feminist polemic onto
a body of inconclusive (and inadequately researched) em-
pirical evidence.” However damaging such criticism may

¢ Gerda Lerner, The Creation of Patriarchy (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1986), 8-10. The pages indicated present a summary of
Lerner's argument and indicate chapters in which pointsare elaborated
further.

* Scholar Sarah B, Pomeroy, writing in the New York Times Book
Review, 20 April 1986, voices the common concerns of Lerner's critics
when she complains of Lerner's “subordination of principles of histori-
cal investigation to feminist politics.” She objects to Lerner’s construc-
tion of “a grandiose paradigm demonstrating the continually deterio-
rating position of women." Pomeroy takes Lerner to task for grouping
“societies as different as the Sumerians, Babylonians, Assyrians,
Amonites, Hebrews and Greeks as though they existed on a historical
continuum and evolved from one another,” and she complains that
Lerner is led into some crucial misunderstandings because of her de-
pendence on works in translation and secondary sources. In a review in
History: Reviews of New Books (Jan.-Feb, 1987 [66-67]), however, it is
precisely Lerner’s “intellectual boldness, her bluntness and penchant
for polemic” that Bernard Essen praises. Calling her work “vastly ambi-
tious and admirable, even heroic," Essen goes on to laud Lerner for
“her flair for theorizing and generalizing, sometimes outrageously,”
which would serve equally well as a description of Blake at his best.
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be to Lerner’s credibility as a historian, it in no way lessens
the value of her work as an instrument for the interpreta-
tion of Jerusalem, for Blake’s poem, avowedly mythic and
even anti-empirical in its construction of history, is openly
polemical. Blake’s epics retain an engagement with literal
history by virtue of the poet’s implicit belief that utopian
fantasy, by the suggestion of unrealized human possibili-
ties, can provoke real change in the social/political world
(in this respect, the poet’s strategy remains unchanged since
the Songs of Innocence).

Lerner traces the development of patriarchy in a histori-
cal sequence. Blake in Jerusalem displays a remarkable an-
ticipation of the initial stages of Lerner’s model. Blake, like
Lerner, locates the beginning of “fallen” history in the patri-
archal suppression and control of women’s sexual behavior.
He develops a notion implicit in Lerner’s model into a car-
dinal point of his myth: the destructive dualisms of Western
thought, which the poet has been bent on exposing ever since
The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, are in Jerusalem revealed
to be rooted in the primal separation of women into two
camps, “good” (chaste) women and whores. The division
of females into good women and bad women provoked the
development of the moral code that Blake hates, with its
radical separation of good and evil, heaven and hell, holy
and profane, pure and defiled. In Jerusalem, the initial mo-
ment of this separation is depicted in Albion’s separation
of the “good” woman Vala, who is actually sinister, from
the “bad” Jerusalem, whose only sins are her sexual open-
ness and her capacity for self-sacrifice. The veil of Vala is
perhaps the poem’s central trope; it becomes in Blake’s
hands the symbol of everything that separates humankind
from its salvation. In the end, Jerusalem and Vala are re-
joined as a “whole” woman, Brittannia.

The latter stages of Lerner’s model, however, diverge from
and even oppose Blake’s vision. In Jerusalem, Blake would
replace the patriarchy with a (male) brotherhood bonded
by a covenant. The covenant of brothers is indeed a part of
Lerner’s structure, but for her it represents not the overthrow
of patriarchy, but its ultimate consolidation. Blake’s ideal
brotherhood, in which women are shared among the broth-
ers, contains all the qualities to which Lerner objects. Fur-
ther, Blake doesn’t appropriate female procreativity outright,
but in Jerusalem, as in his earlier poetry, he denigrates
“merely” natural and biological creation and seeks to sub-
sume it under a “higher” creativity, that of artistic inspira-
tion, a quality which is portrayed as decisively masculine,
because it involves the (for Blake) quintessentially mascu-
line ability to organize a “female” and passive perceptual
world.

Lerner’s sequential model of patriarchal history has as its
culmination the production of a type of metaphorical con-
struct that in her view has fundamentally distorted all West-
ern thought. She describes this body of tropes as configur-
ing “the symbolic devaluing of women in relation to the
divine” (10). For Blake in Jerusalem, this hierarchical rela-
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