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Philadelphia Medical Museum V-1

An Effay on Superfwtation. By Dr. WiLLiam DewEees.

HE poffibility of fuperfeetation is not a new idea: the

prefent effay is an attempt to revive it, and to eftablifh
its probability, as well by reafoning as by fafts. Many cafes
have occurred fince the hiftory of medicine to countenance a2
belief in it, and it did for a long time prevail; but, like many
other opinions that could not admit of abfolute demonftration,
it has long fince been laid afide, or in other words, held as a
phyfical impoffibility.

It has been urged that fuperfcetation could not take place,
firt, from the indifpenfible neceffity of the male femen paffing
throongh the mouth of the uterus to produce conception ; and-
fecondly, as foon as this event has taken place, the os uteri
clofes, and becomes impervious to the femen cjected in fubfe-
quent ats of coition.

.. If thefe opinions are founded on fafls, the impofiibility of
fuperfeetation is eftablithed beyond the power of controverfy ;
but thefe are the points to be inveftigated.

Let us therefore inquire into the probability of this theory,
and fee how well it will accord with faéts and reafon. .

Before we proceed, however, any further, let us for a mo-
ment confider the anatomy and fituation of the unimpregnated
uterus : we fhall find it a fmall flattened body floating as it
were in the middle of the pelvis; compofed of mufcnlar fi-
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bres, nerves, blood-veflels, lymph'atics., &c. divided in general
by anatomifts into body, fundus, and meck ; having two fmall
perforations near its fundus, which are the paffages to and
from the fallopian tubes; with a cavity capable of admitting
a bean if its fides were diftralted; but thefe fides are, for the
moft part, if oot always, when not mechanically ftretched by
fome power or other, ina ftate of collapfe or contaét, or at
leaft as much fo, as a pretty thick mucus with which it is
conftantly fupplied, will admit of ; having a neck pendant
in the pelvis, which is pervious and capable of admitting a
probe, and this, like the body, is alfo lined with a thick ropy
mucus ; the termination of this neck is the os tincz, which
has no fixed place in the pelvis or vagina; it is fometimes
found inclining to the right, at others to the left ; now looking
upwards and anteriorly, prefently dipping downwards ‘and
pofteriorly ; but moft frequently it is found (efpecially in wo-
men who have borne children) lying or refting on the internal
face of the perineum; poflefling no power that we are ac-
quainted with, to fix its fituation at any time, confequently is
fubject to all the changes of place that the preflure of the ab-
dominal mufcles may give it, when exerted in making of wa-
ter and going to ftool; to all thofe that may arife from the -
weight of the inteftines and vifcera; from the full or empty '
bladder; from the diftended or flaccid re&tum, &c.

After having thus far confidered the uterus, let us next at-
tend to what muft be effefted by the male, thatimpregnation
may take place agreeably to the theory juft mentioned. It is,
that the male organs of generation muft have fufficient vigour
to puth a thick tenacious fluid through the narrow aperture
of the neck of the uterus, and make a lodgement of it within
its cavity: can it for an inftant be fuppofed they poffefs this
power ? we think they do not for the following reafons.

1ft. Becaufe they have not, in our opinion, fufficient ftrength

_ for this purpofe, if it even be admitted that the extremity of the
‘male urethra and the os tince of the female were in a ftate
of perfeét appofition.
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2dly. Becaufe they feldom or never are in a ftat¢ of appo-
fiion, owing to the contingencies juft mentioned on the part of
the female ; and alfo on fome depending on the males the pe-
nis being either fo long as to reach beyond the moath of the
uterus, or the urethra fo imperfet in its continuance along
the penis, as not to reach beyond the labia. We have aban-
dant examples of the former among blacks, and of the latter,
Morgagni® gives us fome memorable inftances.

3dly. Becaufe the male organs do not poflefs fufficient pow-
er, wheo exerted even to their greateft degree, and when free
from all reftraint, to effet this purpofe ; but their power is con-
ftantly diminithed, by the vagina for the moft part furrounding
and embracing the penis pretty firmly throughout its whole
length, and by the end of the penis coming in contadt with
- fome of the foft parts within the pelvis;+ confequently, the
impetus the femen derives from the parts deftined to pufh it
forward, muftbe very much abated; and its projedtile force is
not only thus nearly deftroyed, but its dire&ion is fo altered,
that it cannot effe€t a lodgement within the uterus.

4thly. Becaufe the tenacity of the male femen is fuch, as
renders its paflage through the fmall aperture in the neck of
the womb impoffible, even by a power or force much fuperior
to that which we may rationally fuppofe to refide in the male
organs of generation.

sthly. Becaufe the fmall aperture through which the femen
maft pafs, is conftantly lined, or rather filled, with a thick
tenacious fluid, which alone would feem to offer an infopera-
ble barrier to its progrefs, were the penis and os tinca in the
moft favourable ftate of contaét.}

® Morgagni dc caufis ct fedibus morborum. Epif. xlvi. Art. 8, &e.

1 This efpecially happens in women who have had a number of children; for
in them the utcrus becomes habitually lower after each fucceeding labour, fo
that their uteri lic for the moft part juft within the os externum : befides, many
women are fubje& to a prolapfus of the womb fo that this vifcus occupies
completcly the vagina—yct impregnation takes place with them as rcadily, as

. with thofe who are not fubje& to this accident.

 Befides the reafons juft mentioned, we may urge cafes, wherc it was phy-

fcally impoffible for the femen to procurc admiffion into the uterus, through its
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Some, however, have been determined to ovetcoime every
difficuity that may be urged againtt this diret conveyance of
the femen, by fuppofing the uterus pofleffed a power of ad-
aitting the penis by the opening of its mouth.

The admifion, however, of this glaring ftretch of probabi-
lity, will not anfwer their purpofe, unlefs they alfo fhew us a
power whereby the dire&tion. of the neck of the uterus may
be conftantly regulated ; fometimes to advance it or make it re-
cede 3 to elevate or deprefs it, as circumftances may require:
for we have already faid they were feldom or never in a ftate
of appofition.

Befides, many cafes of impregnation have taken place,
where the penis never entered the vagina: a few of which
we will relate. .

Mauriceaux * mentions a cafe of a woman who conceived
and was delivered of a child, although her hymen was not
broken by coition.

Ruyfch + relates a remarkable cafe of a woman being in Ja-
bour whofe hymen was eatire, and againft which the child’s head
prefled and prevented its delivery. He cautioufly made an in-
cifion through it, and then perceived another thick membrane,
this he alfo divided and the woman was delivered.

Hildanus { mentions a cafe fomewhat fimilar to the two juft
quoted. He fays a young woman in Paris- was married, but
could not admit the embraces of her hufband ; in confequence

mouth, by the force exerted on it by the proje@ing organs. Inoneinftance with
which I am well acquainted, the opening of the urethra is not at the extremity
of the penis, but under the glans and on one fide of the frznum.—In another
with which I am equally well acquainted, the impetus the femen reccives, how-
ever powerful it may be, is effe@ually deftroyed before it efcapes from the canal,
by a firi®ure in the urethra; a confiderable time is thercfore cmployed befote
the femen is difcharged, and this is at laft only cffe®ed guttatim. 1n both the
sbove cafes the wives of thefe gentlemen bear children : nor is there the leaft
room to fufpe@ their fidelity. In thefe inftances, how was the femen made té
pals through the neck of the uterus?
® Obfervat. 489. + Tom. 1. Obfervat. 33.
$ Centuria M1, Obfervat. Ix.
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of which he fued for a divorce; but the woman fufpeting
herfelf pregnant, was examined by feveral eminent furgeons,
who found the entrance of the vagina fhut by a ftrong, thick,
callous membrane, in which were feveral fmall openings fuffi-
cient to allow of the difcharge of menftrual blood. The mem-
brane was divided, and by proper means kept open; the huf-
band was fatisfied, and in fix months the woman was fafcly
delivered of a full grown child.

Harvey* fays, he ¢ knew a woman, who had all the inte-
rior part of the neck of her womb excoriated and torne, by a
difficult and painful delivery: fo that her time of lying-in be-
ing over, though fhe proved with child againe afterward, yet
not onely the fides of the orifice of the neck of the womb near
the nymphz did clofe together, but all the whole cavity there-
of, even to the inner orifice of the matrix, whereby there was
. no entrance even for a fmall probe, nor yet any egrefs to her
ufual fluxes. Hereupon the time of her delivery being arriv-
ed, the poor foul was lamentably tortured, and laying afide all
expefation of being delivered, the refigned up her keys to
her hufband, and fetting her affairs in order, fhe took leave of
‘her friends. When, bchold, beyond expeétation, by the ftrong
conteft of a lufty child, the whole tra&t was forced open, and
fhe was miraculoufly delfvered,” &c.

‘We fhall now add another remarkable fact from the fame
author.

« The queen,” fays he, ¢ had an exceeding white mare,
excellently fhaped, prefented unto her: whofe genital parts
(left by going to horfe fhee might endanger the beauty of her
proportions, and become unfit for ufe) were, as the cuftome

“is, locked up all with iron rings. Notwithftanding which, this
mare (by what accident I cannot tell, nor could the groomes
inform me) was made big with foale; and at laft, when they
feared no fuch matter, fhe foaled by night, and the foale was
‘found alive next morning by the mare’s fide.” '

* ® Harvey Exercit. Ixxiii. page 492 + Harvey, loc. cit.

*
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We might eafily muktiply inftances of the like kind, but
thefe we truft will be fufficient to prove that conception has
taken place where the hymen was entire, and confequently,
where the penis did not enter the vagina to ejet femen into’
the uterus, to form of itfelf a feetus, according to the opinion
of one fet of theorifts ; to mix with the female femen as taught
by a fecond ; to moiften the womb and by its aura impregnate
the ovum, agreeably to a third; nor to travel through the
fallopian tubes to the ovaria in conformity with a fourth.

Befides, Harvey and De Graaf diffe€ted animals at almoft
every period after coition, for the exprefs purpofe of difcover-
ing the femen, but were never able to detect the fmalleft vef-
tige of it in the uterus in any one inftance.

‘We are however well aware that Ruyfch has afferted, in
the moft unequivocal manner, that he found the femen in its
grofs white ftate in one of the fallopian tubes of a woman,
who died very foon after, or.during the a& of coition. —But
we conceive that this able anatomift muft have been deceived
as to the nature of the fubftance he found in the tube, and
that it was not really femen : our reafons for thinking fo are,
firft, that the femen after it has efcaped from the penis, very
quickly lofes its albuminous appearance, and becomes as thin and
as tranfparent as water. Secondly, if it be even admitted the
femen has effeted a lodgment within the uterus, what power
exifts there, to tranfport it in its original form to the fallopian
tabes ? we know of no fuch power.

It may however be urged, that the fallopian tubes have the
power of abforbing, and by this means would be able to take
up the femen, and confequently, it might be found in them.’

. But feveral important objetions may be made to this opi-
nion. Firft, How will the openings or mouths, if you pleafe
to call them fo, of the tubes come in contaét with the femen,
or, in other words, how will the femen get to them, fince it
muft occupy the lower part of the uterus, and confequently
be at leaft an inch from them? Secondly, the ftruéture of the
tubes is fuch, as forbids us to fuppofe abforption to be a part
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of their ufe. Thirdly, it would be afligning two affices to themy,
diametrically oppofite to each other; firft, to abforb ard convey
the femen to the ovaria; then to feize the impregnated ovam
or ova and carry it or them to the uterus. Need we fay this
is abfurd ? we have no analogy in the human body that we
are acquainted with to fupport. it.

‘We are therefore inclined to think, nay we are certain, that
Ruyfch was miftaken ; fome alteration in the natural fecretion of
the parts was miltaken for femen ; this was nowife difficult for
him to do, as he had a particular theory to fupport—and more
efpecially, as this fuppofed difcovery made fo much forit. Itis
not merely fpeculative, when we fay that fome change in the na-
tural fecrction of the parts may have been miftaken for fe~
men ;3 for we have the teftimony of Morgagni on our fide.
He tells us he has feen fimilar appearances in feveral inftances
in virgins and others, who had been fubjeé during their lives
to leucorrheea. Ruyfch’s fubje®, though nat a virgin, may
have yet been troubled with this complaint.*

After baving thus, we believe, readered it more than pro-
bable that the femen never pafles into the uterus, and in do-
ing this, removed the obje&tions founded on the contrary be-
lief, to the poffibility of fuperfcetation; let us proceed and fee
bow we can fupport the idea of its taking place, when abforp-
tion from the vagina is admitted as the means, by which the
male femen is applied to the ovaria.

This abforption may be effetted in one of two ways; firft,
cither by the common abforhents of the vagina taking up the
femen and going the route of circulation; or fecondly, by a
particular fet of veflels which we fhall call feminal abforbents,
and which have a dire€t communication with the ovaria. We
are inclined to believe it to be in the latter way; as it would
foem to agree better with the general fimplicity of nature. No

@ Morgagni indeed exprefaly tells us, when fpcaking of the matural fecretion
«of the fallopian tubes, that it had been miftaken by fome for the femen virile.
See Morgagni  Epift. xxvi. Art. 33,
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onc to be fure has ever demonftrated thefe veffels (or as far
as we know intimated a belief of them:) but this does not do
away their exiftence, or invalidate our opinion of them. No
one has yet ever fhewn the lymphatics of the brain ; yet it-is
admitted on all fides they exift; no one has ever traced them
on the amnion ; yet there is every reafon for fuppofing them
plentifully fpread upoa it; no one has ever foliowed them
into the fubftance of bones, yet we have abundant proof of
their conftituting a part of them; no one has ever developed
the mufcular fibres of the uterus, yet the phenomena of la-
bour puts it out of all doubt that it poflefles them.

. We fhall therefore, notwithftanding we cannot demonftrate
them, take it for granted they exift. We fuppofe them fitu-
ated juft within the vagina ; fome may be even external to it,
and juft within the labia ; moft probably they are in fome in-
ftances pretty abundant here, as we fee conccption taking -
place when the femen could only have been applied to thefe
parts.  After the femen has been thrown from the penis into
the vagina, it is confined there a longer or fhorter time by
means of the rugz; thefe ruge anfwer a double purpofe,
firft, they ferve to retain the femen that it may liquefy and
-more eafily fpread over the furface of the vagina; and, fe-
condly, by their means a much larger furface is offered to be
abforbed from. It is more than probable that thefe are the
real ufes of the rugz. They may perhaps contribute in a de-
greé to increafe venereal pleafure, but this is certainly not
their only ufe as fome have imagined ; for the doe, accordiag
to Harvey, has them in abundance ; and he affirms, fhe always
takes the male with relutance and feeming pain. Moreover,
-we fee immodeft women enjoying the vencreal congrefs, when
their vaginas, from the long continuance of their debilitating
habits, have the rugz deftroyed.

It may be afked, if there be this particular fet of veffels with-
in the vagina for the exprefs purpofe of taking up the femen,
why do they not alfo abforb the matter of gonorrheea or lues,

“and thus produce the deftruction of the ovaria by conveying

Vor. L : Z :
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it to them? To this we might anfwer, that, fuch may be their
economy or difpofitions, that they are only roufed to abforp-
tion by their own particular ftimulus, namely, the male femen.

This arrangemeat is not unique; we have many ihftances of
this kind in the animal fyftem ; thus, light admitted to the
tongue produces no fenfation ; yet let fall upon the eye, power-
fully affets it ; the vibration of a mufical chord, or the tones
of a flute, induce no change on the eye; but the ear is in-
ftantly influenced by them. But perhaps a more ftriking and
juft example may be taken from the economy of the lafteals
of the inteftines ; they refufe admiffion to the excrementitious
parts of our food, or in other words are only excited to action
by their own proper ftimulus, namely the chyle. It perhaps
may be objefted here, that various other fubftances are taken
up by them befides chyle, fuch as the colouring matter of
madder, mercury, &c. But we muft recollett, that mercury
never has been detefted in the circulatory fyftem; and Dr.
Phyfick’s experiments* go very far to prove it never is taken
up. As to fome other fubftances, we grant they may be, but muft-
believe that, they either are not in fufficient quantity or quality
to make the chyle lofe its peculiar ftimulus. Nay, perhaps
the arteries and veins may be juftly confidered in point; as we
think it more than probable that, no other fluid than blood
would influence them to carry on the circulation. And we
have arrived almoft to a certainty, that no fluid fave the male
femen, will influence the ovaria fo as to produce the phenome-
non of a conception. It is true there are inftances upon re-
cord, of hair and teeth being found in the ovaria of virgins,
which might feem to contradiét this belief; Dr. Bailliet and
others furnifh us with examples of this kind; but in thefe
cafes we agree with the Doctor that they are not the produce of
conception ; fince, agreeably to Ruysch,} they have alfo been

" found ip a man’s ftomach; if they are thus accidentally pro-

¢ In a paper read before the Academy of Medicine.
+ Morbid Anatomy, page 265.
# Ruyich, Tom. II. Averfar. Anatom. Decad. tert.
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duced, they may with as little furprife be formed in the ovaria
as elfewhere : we therefore cannot admit them as exceptions
to this laft pofition.

Since then we know, that certain parts of the body obey
only certain or fpecific ftimuli, why may there not be a fet of
veflels that are obedient only to the ftimulus of the male femen?
for our own part we fee no difficulty in admitting the idea.

Is not this opinion ftrengthened, by obferving fome women
who have been barren with their firft hufbands, prolific with
their fecond, and vice verfa? The femen, in thefe unfuccefsful
inftances, wanted that fufficient energy to call the feminal ab-
forbeats into aétion.

Befides, the very fudden effe which is fometimes produc-
_ed by the male femen upon the femule conftitution, fuch as
~ violent ficknefs, rerchings, vomitings, nervous affeCtions as
they are termed, &c. will fcarcely admit of explanation, on
. the fuppofition that it muft go the tedious route of circulation
before it arrives at the ovaria to produce its effets. And it
will perhaps be difficult to conceive then, how it can be fuccefs-
fully applied to the ovum or ova, as it muft ftill be contained
in blood-veflels, whofe fides are impervious in the living ani~
mal; whereas, the feminal abforbents moft probably terminate
on the ova, and thus, as foon as fit, will be fubjeéted to the
influence of the male femen whenever abforbed.

However, be this as it may, the male femen feems abfo-
lutely neceflary to the produétion of the animal, and is in
fome way effeCually applied to the ovum or ova, and thus
produces the phenomena of impregnation.

Should there be but an ovum fit for the male influence, we
fhall have but one feetus, if two, we fhall have twins, and fo
- on. But for the moft part there is only one; nature kindly
providing againft the neglet that muft neceffarily arife from:
feveral being produced at a birth.

It would appear in general alfo, thata regular period elapfes
between the perfeting of each ovum; and hence we fee wo-
men bearing children at ftated iatervals : for inftance, every\

v

P
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thirteen or eigbteen months; every two, three, four, five, fix,
or feven years. Two, three, or four ova may chance to
ripen (if we may fo term it) at the fame time; or in other
words, may be in a condition to receive fuccefsfully the male
influence; then we fhall have, as we obferved before, a corref-
ponding number of children.

This law of perfeting the ova, however, is not immutable ;
there may fometimes happen a confiderable variation in the
term, but when in a condition, may receive the ftimulus of the
male femen, and this may happen during the refidence of a
feetus in utero; hence fuperfeetation. But the time which
elapfes, for the moft part is pretty uniform; and it would ap-
pear neceflary alfo, that the firft ovum or ova fhould be dif-
placed before others can be perfefted. This is a wife regula-

“tion of nature; otherwife, women who have lived long fingle,
or been a long time deprived of commerce with man, would
be fubjeét to ferious inconvenience ; they would be liable to a
litter of children. This rule obtains in other animals befides
man.*

Let us fuppofe now, a feetus to be occupying the uterus ; the
woman to have a fubfequent conneétion with her hufband;
the femea to be abforbed and to meet with another ovum capa-
ble of being influenced by it; what will be the confequence?
the ovum will be impregnated, and the ordinary changes will
take place in the ovarium ; the ovum will efcape into the falloe
pian tube, and through it pafs to the uterus; here it will meet
with a feeble refiftance from the membranes which already
line the uterus, and confequently cover the openings of the
tube; this refiftance will however be foon overcome; either
by the ordinary efforts of the tube, or by the ovum refting
unufually long, and beginning to develope, obliging the mouth
of the tube to open, while it contra&ts with unufual violence
behind, from the ftimulusof diftention, and thus forces it for-
ward and difplaces the flightly adhering membranes, and by

* Sce Harvey, Spallanzani, &c.
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this means will effe@ a lodgement in the uterus by the fide of
the other, where it will be as completely developed for the
period of its ftay, as though it had been placed there at the
fame inftant with the other. It will have its own membranes,
water, and placenta ; having nothing in common with the other
but its nidus. ‘

In confirmation of the above doétrine, we fhall beg leave to
relate a couple of cafes, complete we conceive, in all their
parts, to force the belief of the poffibility of fuperfeetation ;
or in other words, that the cafes we fhall detail, are rcally and
bona fide cafes of fuperfeetation.

CASE L

On the 10th O&ober 1799, at § o’clock P. M. I delivered
a lady of a fine healthy boy after a labour of fome hours.
After a careful delivery of the placenta, I examined my pa-
tient by the vagina, and alfo by a hand upon the abdomen, to
difcover if there was another child, (for it was fuppofed by the
lady’s friends fhe was pregnant with twins) but could dif-
cover nothing like one. She was therefore put to bed, and
enjoyed a fleep of feveral hours: fhe was roufed from this at
length, by fevere and regular pains; after they had continued
fome time fhe felt fomething protruding from the vagina: this
gave great alarm to her nurfe and friends, and I was immedi-
ately fent for. When I arrived I found them in the greateft
alarm ; they fuppofing it was the uterus which had paffed
out. Iimmediately examined my patient, and found, inftead
of the uterus, an ovum complete. I extrated it carefully
and entire. Upon opening the membranes, an embryo of be-
tween three and four months prefented itfelf, looking frefh and
almoft tranfparent ; the funis large, white, and fhining; thg
placenta healthy and eatire; the blood on its maternal furface
rather florid, a proof it had not long been detached from the

uterus ; the waters clear, abundant and gelatinous ; in a word, .

every thing looked as though the child had juft parted with
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life. Thofe who are in the habit of feeing abortions, very
readily diftinguith between thofe which have juft been depriv-
ed of life, and thofe which have parted with it a long time 3
this bore every mark of frethnefs. I was therefore much
ftruck with its fingularity.

The following confiderations will, I think, eftablith beyond
doubt that, it was a cafe of fuperfeetation.

Firft, the abfence of hzmorrhagy during the whole period
of geftation; which would not have been the cafe, had the
placenta been any time detached before the period of labour.

Secondly, the ovum having nothing in common with the
full-grown feetus; on the contrary it had its own mem-
branes, water, placenta, &c.

Thirdly, the freth and found appearance of the ovum.

Fourthly, it having maintained its attachment to the uterus,
after the birth of the other child; or at leaft it did not de-
{cend, fo as to be difcoverable by a careful examination by the
vagina and otherwife, which renders its attachment more than

- probable, fince this muft and would have happened by the

common tonic contraltion of the uterus* after the birth of the
other child and placenta; aod that the uterus did contraét is
certain, as no hzmorrhage followed the extraction of the pla-
centa.

CASE 1L

A white woman, fervant to Mr. H. of Abingten townfhip,
Montgomery county, was delivered about five and twenty
years fince of twins; one of which was perfectly white; the
other perfetly black. When I refided in that neighbourhood
I was in the habit of fecing almoft daily, and alfo had fre-
quent converfations with Mrs. H. refpe®ing them. She was
prefent at their birth, fo that no poffible deception could have
been pradtifed refpefting them. The white girl is delicate,

* By tenic contra®ion we mean that regular and conftant contraion where-

by the uterus is reduced to its original fize, after the diftending caufcs are re-
moved.
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fair ﬂ:iunc.d, light haired, and blue eyed, and is faid to very
much refemble the mother. The other has all the charaéter-
izing marks of the African; fhort of ftature, flat, broad nof-
ed, thick lipped, woolly headed, flat footed, and projeting
heels; the is faid to refemble a negro they had on the farm,
but with whom the mother never would acknowledge an in-
timacy ; but of this there was no doubt, as both he and the
white man with whom her connexion was dete@®ed, ran from
the neighbourhood fo foon as it was known the girl was with
child.

‘We might produce other inftances of fuperfeetation from the
moft refpeétable authorities, fuch as Ariftotle, Harvey, &c.
but fuppofe the above two fufficient, as it ought perhaps to
be more a matter of furprife, why it does not more frequently
take place, than that it fhonld occafionally happen; as its oc-
currence or non-occurrence, entirely depends on the coatin-
gency of the fooner or later arriving at maturity, of the ova,
and the abforption of femen.

PHILADELPHIA,
Ocober 9th, 1804.
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