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ABSTRACT 

"In Silence My Tongue is Broken": The Social 

Construction of Women's Rhetoric Before 1750 examines the 

rhetorical strategies that Sappho (c. 600 B.C.E), Christine 

de Pizan (1364-1430?), Lady Elizabeth Cary (1585-1639), and 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689-1762) used to speak for the 

female experience. These women became autonomous subjects 

of discourse by adapting the language of the dominant 

Western tradition to speak from the position of women. In 

appropriating the masculine language that defined them, 

they were able to construct personal identities that could 

respond to and renegotiate male-defined reality to 

articulate female experiences and reconstruct feminine 

identities. The silencing of women's voices usually 

accompanied the strengthening of patriarchy through 

institutionalized misogyny and the domestication of women 

during periods of bourgeois ascendancy, which affected the 

latter two women more than the former. 

The introduction explains the epistemological reasons 

why social constructionism is the critical lens for this 

analysis. The four discussion chapters treat the 

rhetorical context in which each woman wrote, including a 

discussion of Aristotelian misogyny; the ways each woman 

justified her authorial voice to express peculiarly female 

experience; and the rhetorical choices each made at the 
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register, genre, and discourse levels, which reveal their 

degree of authorial confidence. The conclusion illustrates 

how these authors spoke from the margins of male experience 

by becoming culturally multilingual. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION AND WOMEN'S DISCOURSE 

Retrieving the fragile and broken threads of women's 

discourse from the fabric of Western history has proven 

frustrating and sometimes futile. sappho's poignantly 

hopeful, "Someone, I tell you, will remember us" seems 

cruelly ironic to the modern scholar trying to piece 

together the disjointed halves of her lovely poems torn 

asunder by Egyptian embalmers for mummy wrap, or to fill 

lacunae in her texts where quite literally there are holes 

in the papyrus. And in sappho's case, we were lucky. Her 

work was perpetuated for six or seven-hundred years before 

being systematically obliterated. 

In the case of other women writers, nothing of their 

work remains, and the only way we know of them is through 

slightingly brief references to their work by male 

historians. For instance, we have no work by Myrtis, 

supposedly the teacher of Pindar, and we only know of 

Praxilla of Sikyon and Telesella of Argos because they 

wrote in male genres about masculine subjects and were thus 

mentioned by male recorders (Snyder, 1989). Second century 

travel writer Pausanias alludes to Korinna, but feels it 

necessary to diminish her work by saying she defeated 

Pindar in a poetry contest because she was beautiful and 

spoke the local dialect, which the judges understood better 



(Snyder 42). When women's discourse could not be 

assimilated by the dominant discourse, it was erased from 

cultural history. 
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Women could write only if felicitous social, 

political, and economic circumstances occurred together at 

particular historic moments. Women's voices tend to emerge 

only at those times when the socio-economic climate and its 

attendant ideology are not appreciably threatened by female 

voices expressing women's experience. As with all social 

phenomena, women can claim a public voice when social 

definitions of reality include such a role for women. 

Women have only been able to write when they had a degree 

of social power. For most of their history, Western women 

have not held that power. In order to reconstruct women's 

discourse, it is necessary to fill in the gaps, not only in 

their texts, but in the rhetorical contexts from which 

these texts emerged. 

Rather than enjoying a continuous, connected 

tradition, female authors appear and disappear, often with 

little apparent awareness of participating in a shared 

tradition with earlier women writers (Lerner 12). Michael 

Oakshott has claimed that what distinguishes human beings 

from other animals is their participation in an unending 

conversation, both external and internal (Bruffee 1984, 638-

39). Historian Gerda Lerner has shown that, for most of 

their history, women have had to prove their capacity for 
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full humanity against prevailing hegemonic discourse that 

defined them as subhuman and deviant (Lerner 5, 10). In 

order to achieve true humanness, women have to participate 

in social conversations and acquire the language not only 

to represent themselves, but to represent reality to 

themselves. In order to rediscover and understand women's 

discourses, we thus need to examine both the diachronic and 

synchronic dialogues in which they would have had to 

participate. 

The silent periods in women's rhetorical tradition may 

be explained by women's virtual silence in the self

constituting and reality-constituting dialogues of those 

particular societies. Given the necessity of social 

conversation to the construction of one's being as human, 

the historic muting of women and women's muteness may 

signal periods when women were treated as less than human. 

Perhaps they were, judged by our current knowledge of human 

consciousness. For, deprived of access to education, 

Lerner says, their self-perceptions, ability to 

conceptualize their own situation, and their ability to 

conceive of societal solutions to that situation were 

negatively affected. They were at least cut off from the 

"essential dialogue and encounter with persons of equal 

education and standing" that would have enabled their 

intellectual growth (Lerner 10, 12). 
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The four women I will use to illustate how women's 

discourse was constituted in the west into the modern 

period are Sappho, from the Greek Archaic Period; Christine 

de Pizan, from the late Middle Ages; Lady Elizabeth Cary, 

from the high Renaissance; and Lady Mary Wortley Montagu 

from the capitalistic Enlightenment. I chose these 

particular women because they enjoyed varying degrees of 

authorial success, or varying degrees of individual 

humanness, to use Oakshott's definition. I will contend 

that their ability to address social constructions of woman 

resulted from their ability to participate in social 

discourse and thus to form personal identities. I argue 

that their identity formation was an inverse function of 

the strength of patriarchal social and economic 

institutions legitimated by the prevailing discourses. To 

support these contentions, I will discuss the specific 

social dialogues in which these women attempted to 

participate, for their discourse resulted from the sense of 

exigency created by their particular rhetorical 

situations. I maintain they felt a necessity to speak 

because the surrounding conversation was constructing them 

in ways that denigrated or silenced them. 

Therefore, the theoretical stance that I employ to 

understand their discourse is a rhetorical-responsive 

social constructionism that synthesizes the early work of 

sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann with that of 
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constructionist John Shotter and linguist cate Poynton. 

Essentially this viewpoint maintains that knowledge of 

reality is naturally in a state of flux and that a socially 

constructed perception bears no direct or consistent 

relationship with phenomena existing independent of 

humans. Epistemology then becomes a function of social 

exchanges through language, which are always changing and 

subject to context and social shifts in power. Not only is 

one's knowledge of the world and society constructed in 

this way, but so is one's knowledge of self (see also 

Berger and Kellner, 1970; Code, 1987; Faigley, 1989; Garry 

and Pearsall, 1992; Shotter and Gergen, 1992; Lerner, 1993; 

Shotter, 1993). And, of course, the way one perceives 

oneself has a strong influence on how one speaks, and visa 

versa. constructing speech and constructing oneself are 

mutually dependent processes that always take place within 

a rhetorical context. 

I use this theoretical approach to examine how women 

have negotiated a rhetorical space for themselves, what 

topics they have chosen to write about, and how they 

created a female subjectivity within masculine discourse 

conventions, or in defiance of masculine discourse. 

psychologists Rachel Hare-Mustin and Jeanne Marecek claim 

that the most germinal idea in current feminist thought is 

the discovery that woman is a social category (29; Kelly

Gadol 1976, 812-17; Lerner, 1993). When considered as 
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such, it becomes merely an ideology, or cultural construct, 

allowing us to separate women's social roles from their 

sexual role. Gender is not, therefore, determined so much 

by genitalia as by the social construction of the category 

woman. Woman's biology, in other words, no longer defines 

her natural destiny, which becomes something that can be 

discussed and even redefined. What I will attempt to show 

in the chapters that follow is that women must define their 

own experience and destiny by speaking for themselves 

against the dominant discourses of men. 

In order to do so, I could have applied one of several 

useful critical approaches. Renaissance literary studies 

have relied on two that have enjoyed much contemporary 

popularity, and which draw on other fields. New 

historicism (or its British incarnation, cultural 

materialism) seeks to discover and question the cultural 

and ideological context of literary representations of 

women, and psychoanalytic semio-deconstruction emphasizes 

the construction of the subject in language and the 

attendant instability of identity (Neely 6-7). The former 

studies gender within the cultural context to place 

discourse in the interplay of social power, while the 

latter analyzes how gender is psycholinguistically 

constructed. 
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Both theories have been criticized by feminist 

literary critic Carol Thomas Neely because they have been 

so easily appropriated by male scholars to skirt feminist 

issues, deny female subjectivity, and maintain masculine 

control over the objects of study--including woman. In a 

fashion that is consistent with the histories they compose, 

these theoretical approaches continue to erase women's 

experience and silence their voices by constricting western 

history to power, politics, and ideology and by denying the 

individual identity of authors (Neely 7). Neely's solution 

is similar to the one that I will take here. She advocates 

"over-reading" the multiple relationships between cultural 

and literary texts and seeing them as unstable, multi

directional influences upon each other, in which a feminist 

critic may discover a gendered subjectivity that subverts 

masculine discourse (15-16). If read in this way, however, 

women's rhetoric would always seem to imply a subversive 

purpose. For my argument, this approach is perhaps too 

polemical and sets an agenda that mayor may not be born 

out by examining the particular women's texts. Also, in 

leaning somewhat more toward the cultural materialists' 

position as she does, Neely may risk falling into the 

essentialist trap that emphasizes differences between 

genders rather than deconstructing these differences. Hare

Mustin and Marecek define this psychological tendency as 
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the alpha bias, rather than the beta bias, which suppresses 

difference (30). 

Rhetorical-responsive social constructionism, on the 

other hand, combines an attention to the cultural context 

with semio-linguistic analysis. Words only have meaning in 

context, and utterances are always in response to other 

utterances. Because utterances are always context-tied, 

they also invariably embody ideological assumptions of that 

context. Therefore, I will look at each woman's language 

to see how it represents her relationship to her social 

environment. I want to examine women's writing within its 

social and linguistic fabric, as it is interwoven with the 

influences about it, without attempting to pull the threads 

of feminine discourse too far away from their context to 

discover a self-aware subject deliberately subverting 

dominant male discourse. 

In order to speak at all, these women had to speak 

from certain socially sanctioned roles in response to what 

men had to say about them, in ways men could understand. 

Historically, the majority of women have not been able to 

challenge the ideological categories that men used to 

define them because they have been unable to speak at all. 

In this chapter, I will attempt to explain why. Their 

sense of self has remained to a large degree unformed and 

pre-theoretical. Those women who have produced discourse 

have deployed it to define themselves through a dialectic 
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with the dominant discourse. Women must challenge the 

dominant discourse in order to speak because it has 

frequently defined them as silent, inferior, or bad. But 

to be heard, they must speak in the established discourse, 

which often means first internalizing its constructions of 

women. 

Underlying my approach are the assumptions that female 

voices depend on female identity formation and that, until 

women control the language used by and about them, they are 

incapable of constructing meaning from their social 

experience, making it difficult to construct personal 

identities or critique and alter their condition. As Gerda 

Lerner has argued, "Women, for far longer than any other 

structured group in society, have lived in a condition of 

trained ignorance, alienated from their own collective 

experience" (Lerner 10). Only when they have access to the 

language of the dominant discourse tradition can they speak 

against the ideologies it purveys in ways that are heard 

and remembered. 

without the power to participate in their identity 

formation, they unwittingly contribute to their own 

subordination as powerless satellites of men, assuming the 

identities created for them by those men. In the remainder 

of this chapter, I will review the theoretical bases for 

such assumptions. specifically, the remainder of the 

chapter will be divided under the following heads: the 
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effect of traditional theories of social reality on women's 

reality, the role of language in creating that reality, the 

nature of female reality, identity formation within a 

symbolic universe, and the women writers who illustrate my 

theses and represent the four particular periods under 

consideration. I will employ the term reality in the 

social constructionist usage, meaning experience perceived 

as fact or truth. 

The Effect of Traditional Theories of Social Reality on 

Women's Reality 

The discourse of the dominant Western tradition assumes a 

social reality that has historically disadvantaged women 

and privileged men. Therefore, feminists have had to 

reread traditional epistemological categories in order to 

reconstruct the category of woman. In masculinist thought, 

two theoretical strands developed to account for what 

passes as the real. Of these strands, one or other may 

have dominated at any particular moment, or they may have 

cooperated, but they still remain discernible today. 

Platonic philosophy illustrates one. Suspicious of the 

data of sense perception and an objective reality in the 

world outside of human reason, Plato placed the real world 

in the realm of ideal forms. Aristotle, on the other hand, 

concerned himself with describing and classifying the data 

of sense perception because he assumed that human action 
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should be governed by human reason operating in concert 

with the nature of things. Even in his attempt to define 

soul, he felt "that all the affections of soul involve a 

body--passion, gentleness, fear, pity, courage, joy, 

loving, and hating; in all these there is a concurrent 

affection of the body" (Of the Soul 403a, 16-18). 

Knowledge about man and nature for Aristotle involved 

determining the natural causes and ends of objects and 

experiences. For simplicity's sake, the opposing views of 

Platonic idealism and Aristotelian positivism could be 

characterized as the subjective versus objective views of 

reality. In any case, the former clearly devalues 

empirical reality as untrustworthy and subordinate to a 

higher realm of abstractions while the latter defines 

sensory experience as the primary object of rational 

study. Because the latter also elevated reason, it 

conspired nicely with the former to create the ideal 

category of woman as naturally inferior to man, based 

supposedly on empirical evidence, which could in fact be 

observed. 

At various moments in western history, humans have put 

more credence in one or the other philosophical 

orientation, but together they effectively subordinated 

women in the social hierarchy. until recently, these were 

the only views of reality in which women could locate 

themselves. During the Christian Middle Ages, for example, 



metaphysical idealism declared both men and women to be 

possessed of immortal souls, yet empirical data were used 

to demonstrate that women's souls were naturally inferior 

to men's. In the Enlightenment, cartesian rationality 

reinforced the Aristotelian logic subordinating women. 
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Only in contemporary "postmodern" discourse, including that 

of Gadamer, Foucault, and Derrida, has an attempt been made 

to dismantle such dichotomies entirely and place the nature 

of reality entirely within the realm of culture and 

language (Gadamer, 1975; Foucault, 1971; Derrida, 1978; 

Shotter, 1993). Whichever perspective dominated, it 

governed that particular moment's principal ideologies and 

conceptions of social action. 

Neither the Aristotelian nor Platonic definitions of 

reality took into account the socially constructed nature 

of womanhood, and both placed disabilities on women by not 

allowing them the opportunity, through social interaction, 

to construct alternate definitions. One ignored woman as a 

social category different from that of man. In the 

Platonic scheme, there were only philosopher-rulers, 

warriors, and workers, and women could function in all 

categories just as men, except in his revised republic, in 

which women had to wait out their child-bearing years. By 

the time he wrote the Laws, he apparently understood the 

socially constructed nature of woman, but was perfectly 

prepared to let the philosopher-rulers dictate what were 
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her "natural" qualities. One was that she was naturally 

less good than man (Okin, 68-70). Rationality being an 

aspect of goodness, women's fewer opportunities for 

rational social intercourse disadvantaged them. The other 

definition placed her as an object entirely in the physical 

world, beneath man on the hierarchy of beings. She 

possessed both an inferior body and an inferior soul, the 

condition of soul being deduced from that of her body. 

Historically these have been the principal approaches to 

understanding women and their experience (Hare-Mustin and 

Marecek 35, 55). A social constructionist approach enables 

us to examine how women have been constituted by the 

discourses of their times and how women's discourse in turn 

attempted to respond to such constructions. 

While the Renaissance revitalized Platonic and 

Aristotelian thought, some theoreticians anticipated 

postmodernism and began to consider the possibility that 

the human mind, or soul, might behave in such a way as to 

combine the activities differently attributed to it by the 

two approaches to the nature of reality. It might not view 

internal reality as simply a direct representation of 

external reality, nor see objective reality simply as 

faulty images of Plato's ideal forms. It might, in fact, 

intervene in the process of perception and create an 

internal consciousness that was neither an exact 

representation of the world outside man nor a faulty and 



unreliable account of a transcendent real world, but a 

world created by the subjective manipulation of objective 

data that assumes the character of reality. 
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A promising step toward seeing human psychology as an 

active agent in the production of knowledge about social 

reality was made by Marsilio Ficino, a fifteenth-century 

Platonist who elaborated an early form of psychotherapy. 

Ficino theorized that the sensory images stored in the 

imagination acted upon subsequent sensory perception; thus 

what was perceived was modified by prior experience (Moore 

52). But no one pursued his line of thinking until 

eighteenth-century rhetorician Giambattista vico implied 

that language working on the imagination was, in fact, the 

mechanism for creating social reality. vico theorized that 

language and the mind developed simultaneously. By 

metaphorical analogy, the human mind broadened both its 

ability to symbolize experience and to create experience 

through its increased symbolic power. The human mind could 

only think what it could articulate. His verum/factum 

principle also maintained that only that which was created 

by humans could be understood by them (Vico, 1988). 

For vico's account of the mutual creation of language 

and social reality, psychologist Ernst Von Glaserfeld calls 

him the first constructionist (Von Glaserfeld 17, 27). 

What humans create, according to Vico, are social 

institutions, and these institutions are created through 
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language (pompa, 1982; The New science, On the Most Ancient 

Wisdom of the Italians). What humans understand best, 

therefore, are not the phenomena in the natural world, but 

the social institutions they have created through 

language. Or so it would seem. But vico attained very 

little recognition for such innovative thinking during his 

time, or for generations afterward. His life was 

contemporaneous with the last woman to be considered here, 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. Had he received much attention 

at the time, women writers such as Montagu may have found 

their reality affirmed by dominant masculine discourse. 

But it wasn't. Instead it was marginalized and ridiculed. 

Going beyond Aristotle, who recognized that language 

had to justify contingent civil action, vico felt that no 

social institution could exist before the language for it 

was available. Such language became available through 

metaphorical comparison to other linguistic concepts 

already possessed by the speaker. For Vico, like Ficino, 

the thinking subject shapes knowledge according to the 

pattern of the knowing mind, and it is this imaginative 

faculty of that mind which creates common, or communal, 

sense--in other words, the shared understanding of reality 

(Verene 134-6; Schaeffer, 1990). vico, therefore, was 

perhaps the first modern rhetorician to reestablish the 

importance of language to the construction of cultural 

1cnowledge and institutions, one of which is the position of 
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women. vico commentator Michael Mooney maintains in fact 

that cultural history cannot be written without a theory of 

discourse (Mooney 83). Present day philosophers like 

Michel Foucault have attempted to articulate that theory of 

discourse (1980) by disengaging the nature of reality from 

the objective world and placing it entirely within the 

realm of discourse. And contemporary rhetoricians, such as 

Michael Leff, find the "new rhetoric" a means of combatting 

foundational thought (Hekman 32; Leff 19). 

Though Ficino and vico may have been among the first 

modern thinkers to assert that perception as translated 

into language constructs social reality, their philosophies 

had little influence before the emerging feminist movement 

in the late eighteenth century. Yet classical rhetoric had 

provided the necessary basis for the movement toward this 

sUbjective approach to knowledge about reality by assuming 

the interdependence of rhetoric and civic values, or 

ethics. The social praxis of moral philosophy involved 

persuasion based on communal values, and wisdom assumed 

prudence and civic virtue. Lawrence Kimmel maintains that 

this conjunction of speech and social values is what 

constitutes a community as human and keeps it healthy 

(Kimmel 2). Therefore, a later rhetorician like vico could 

conclude that language about social institutions could in 

fact create them because they resulted from the rhetoric of 

values. 
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Today thinkers in the several fields concerned with 

human intellectual activity--such as philosopher Richard 

Rorty, psychiatrist Paul Watzlawick, and psychologists 

Kenneth Gergen and von Glaserfeld--have articulated social 

constructionism as an epistemology maintaining that 

knowledge defining reality is socially constructed (Rorty, 

1979; Watzlawick, 1976, 1984; Von Glaserfeld, 1984; Gergen, 

1985). Von Glaserfeld, for example, claims that knowing is 

the operation of an active subject on subjective 

experience. And Watzlawick has shown that perceptions of 

reality constructed through interaction with one's 

significant others can cause one to doubt the data of one's 

own sense perceptions (Watzlawick 1976, 18). We have, for 

example, the experience noted by one of the women to be 

studied here. Late fourteenth-century writer Christine de 

Pizan, when confronted with a social definition of woman 

that did not coincide with her own subjective experience, 

questioned the data of her sensory experience. Having been 

overwhelmed with the number of male authored texts 

attacking the immorality of women, she says, "And so I 

relied more on the judgment of others than on what I myself 

felt and knew" (Pizan City 4). 

Only in the twentieth century has an attempt been made 

to break down the two traditional views of reality. 

contemporary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin has argued that 

consciousness and the ideologies derived from it do not 
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result from either idealism or positivism, but "take shape 

and being in the material of signs created by an organized 

group in the process of its social intercourse." Bakhtin 

claims that individual consciousness is a social

ideological fact and that "without some kind of evaluative 

social orientation there is no experience" (Bakhtin 930, 

934). Women who have succeeded at writing, however, have 

long recognized the socially constructed nature of their 

identities and realities. And those who did not write, or 

participate in social dialogues, probably had little 

understanding of themselves or their experience. 

The Role of Language in Social constructions of Reality 

Language, or the symbolic manipulation of experience, 

becomes then the way by which functional reality is 

created. Yet language itself is a social construction 

(Foynton 6; Berlin 52). Bakhtin, for instance, claims that 

the domain of ideology coincides with the domain of signs. 

He states that signs emerge in the process of interaction 

between one individual consciousness and another, and 

understanding is "a response to a sign with signs" (Bakhtin 

929). Because they are formed through particular 

discursive situations, these signs acquire subjective and 

evaluative meaning. Therefore, those who control the use 

and production of linguistic signs control the nature of 

reality. contemporary Foucaultian philosophy, in fact, 
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conceives of language as social power in action (Hekman 18; 

Foucault, 1980). Women, like anyone else, can only 

understand themselves and control their world through the 

language they and others use to symbolize their social 

interaction. But because they have had little social 

power, they have had limited linguistic resources to 

characterize their experience. 

Given this understanding of the role of language in 

the creation of social reality, it is a little surprising 

that social views of women, their historical experience, 

and their inferior status have not until very recently been 

more generally recognized as social constructions like 

other cultural phenomena. But thinkers like Ficino and 

vico had little influence, and men rather than women have 

written most of Western history. Women's experience was 

not deemed worthy of recording if it weren't identical to 

men's. Feminist scholars in the twentieth century--from 

fields as diverse as literary theory, psychology, 

education, and science--have found that for most of women's 

history physiological difference was constructed by male 

thinkers to mean inherent difference in value. Because of 

their different biological functions, women were often 

excluded from the activities of men, who found what they 

did far more socially important than what women 

contributed. And they tended to see women as instruments, 

rather than as thinking creatures (Beauvoir, 1952; Ortner, 
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67; Kelly, 813-4; Kelly-Gadol, 1976; Bridenthal and Koonz, 

1977; Horowitz, 1979). 

Piecing together women's cultural experience and 

rediscovering their voices have also required the efforts 

of anthropologists, sociologists, linguists, 

psycholinguists, ethnologists, and historians since women 

have been erased from public record by the dominant 

discourse. Most importantly, retrieving women's cultural 

history has entailed a critique of writing about women 

through the lens of writing by women. To redress the male

skewed perceptions found in the dominant discourse 

traditions, women have had to challenge the meanings of 

language used about them, rediscover women's historical 

texts, and rewrite these texts into history (Kelly-Gadol, 

1976; Bridenthal and Koonz, 1977; Kessler and McKenna, 

1978; Horowitz, 1979; Greene and Kahn, 1985; Hekman, 

1990). One of the first such critiques is that of late 

medieval Christine de Pizan, to be discussed in chapter 

two. 

Much feminist scholarship has, therefore, focused on 

how language has functioned in history to define and model 

women's reality. To do this requires discovering how 

social institutions embody this linguistically constituted 

reality. So feminists have focused attention on the 

patriarchy in social, political and economic structures and 

the constitution of power within them. They have also 
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focused on how women have attempted to deploy discourse 

themselves to influence social reality and articulate their 

own experience. Like male writers, female writers have 

wanted to respond to and construct social reality through 

language. The reason for the paucity of women writers and 

the lack of knowledge about women's historical experience 

in Western discourse is a self-perpetuating and 

disempowering myth that has separated women from language, 

thus excluding them from social power and rendering them 

absent from the written record. 

If vico and Bakhtin are correct about the simultaneous 

acquisition of language and the capacity for intellectual 

conceptualization, then women's limited experience with the 

world has limited their sources for language, and their 

lack of access to language through disabilities in 

education and publication has, in turn, limited their 

understanding of the world. They have not had the 

knowledge to produce language, nor the language to produce 

knowledge. For, as Bakhtin has said, the creation of 

symbols occurs within the dialectic between self and 

society: lithe existence of the sign is nothing but the 

materialization of that communication." The word is "a two

sided act." Without that dialectic, there can be little 

consciousness (Bakhtin 930, 933-4). Since language creates 

knowledge, knowledge conveys power, and power determines 

who can use language, women have had no means by which to 



enter the cycle and inscribe their experience onto the 

dominant discourses of western history. 
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What "everybody knows" in any particular society is 

not based on factually objective reality, but on communal 

sense socially constructed through language. Yet, as 

modern social theorists Berger and Luckmann have pointed 

out, those who have not constructed social knowledge 

themselves inherit it through habitualization and 

socialization as objectified and institutionalized, giving 

it the status of fact (Berger and Luckmann 53-62, 93). 

Rhetoricians throughout western history have understood the 

socially constructed nature of doxa, as the Greeks called 

such cultural common sense. For example, feminist 

rhetorician Susan Jarratt has claimed that sophists such as 

Gorgias and Prot agoras understood how nomoi, or the customs 

and conventions of social practice, rather than logoi, the 

laws articulated by patriarchal" logic, were the bases for 

the construction of social knowledge (Jarratt 36). The 

category of woman's nature, for instance, could be debated 

and did not rest on fixed, natural law. But later writers 

have tended, like Aristotle, to put ideas about women in an 

objective, physical realm, instead of in the realm of doxa, 

a different and apparently negotiable reality. Following a 

logic established by Aristotle, women's physiological 

differences have been generalized to include mental and 

moral differences as well, making it possible to 



subordinate women beneath men in a hierarchical 

relationship of inferior to superior (Horowitz, 1979). 
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From the position of women, the insidious part of such 

institutionalized social constructions is that they are 

usually not recognized as conscious creations. They are, 

in fact, pre-conceptual and assumed to be "natural" (Berger 

and Luckmann 65). Therefore, social constructions of women 

and their roles have rarely been seen as artifacts of 

consciousness and language, but as the result of physical, 

biological phenomena (Kelly-Gadol 1976, 814). What is 

"natural" cannot be challenged or changed. Therefore, what 

had to be destabilized in the dominant Western discourse 

were the traditional definition of what is "natural" in 

women's nature and the assumption that it is male 

experience that is the "natural" one. 

Since the time of the Greek theorists, the Western 

rhetorical tradition has reflected a distinction between 

nature and culture, and woman as an epistemological 

category has belonged to the former rather than to the 

latter. One can understand the problematic character of 

the word natural by noting the irony that Western discourse 

has constructed men's "natural" experience to be the 

civilized and cultivated one that subdues the "nature" in 

men, whereas women's "nature" is too "natural" and must be 

subdued by culture. What, in fact, has happened is that 

"natural" is valorized when it works to men's advantage and 
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denigrated when it can be used to keep women subordinate. 

For instance, men have been characterized as naturally 

superior in intellect. That gives them more social power. 

Women, however, have been characterized as naturally 

emotional to indicate that they act on impulse rather than 

on reason. But when a man acts on impulse, as in showing 

anger or in fighting, suddenly the natural display of 

emotion is sanctioned. 

A feminist awareness of the source of women's social 

disabilities was so long in corning because of our belated 

understanding of reification (the treatment of humans as 

objects) as a mode of consciousness. This understanding, 

according to Berger and Luckmann, results from partial de

reification (Berger and Luckmann 90). In other words, only 

when women began to participate in the linguistic 

construction of social reality were they seen to be agents 

of that construction and not simply objects external to it, 

where masculine discourse had placed them. 

Institutionalized conceptions of women, then, had been 

partially recognized as merely objectified doxa. This 

discovery of woman as a socially constructed category was 

one of the most liberating concepts in feminist theory, and 

the impetus for the first feminist polemics, for it enabled 

women to speak of themselves and against the social forces 

that objectified and silenced them (Kelly-Gadol 814; Hare

Mustin and Marecek 29). 
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The Creation of Female Reality and Female Identity 

What we are coming to realize is that women and men 

inhabit quite different positions, or social domains, 

within a culture, giving men and women different social 

realities. According to feminist scholars such as 

Australian linguist Cate Poynton, those domains are created 

through men's and women's different uses of language. 

Dominant male discourse has constructed a reality assumed 

to be true for both genders. Male experience has been 

linguistically constructed as generic, and female 

experience has been marked as other in order to devalue it 

(Poynton 45, 57-62; Hare-Mustin and Marecek 26). In 

Language and Gender: Making the Difference, Poynton cites 

the work of researchers like Michael Halliday, Ruqaiya 

Hasan, and Benjamin Whorf to maintain that language is the 

principal means by which women are socialized into gender 

roles and habitualized into inferiority. Feminists and 

social constructionists in fact use the term gender to 

distinguish socially constructed masculinity and femininity 

from the biological difference between maleness and 

femaleness, for which they use sex. Poynton is supported 

by the sociological work of Berger and Luckmann and the 

psychological work of Hare-Mustin and Marecek, all of whom 

agree that definitions of the nature of male and female are 

culturally situated, subjective, and dependent entirely 
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and Marecek 29; Berger and Luckmann 49-50). 

35 

The social motivation for suppressing women's reality

creating discourse is best summarized by Berger and 

Luckmann, who contend that marginal realities must be 

integrated into everyday social life, which is the 

paramount reality (Berger and Luckman 98). Because these 

marginal situations create the most acute threat to taken

for-granted, routinized existence, they must be 

neutralized. In other words, women's participation in the 

social order through deployment of public discourse could 

challenge the comfortable efficiency of social, political, 

and economic structures created to serve the aims of those 

in power--men. The typical defense against such threats is 

segregation and subjection, phenomena prevalent throughout 

the history of women (Berger and Luckmann 102, 121-2). 

Men were able to subordinate women and deny them an 

awareness of a social reality different from theirs through 

their social/political power to control women's discourse 

(Gannatt, 1992). Men could, thereby, tell women what they 

were to think and know. Developmental psychologists Mary 

Belenky, Blythe Clinchy, Nancy Goldberger, and Jill Tarule, 

in Women's Ways of Knowing, quote women who have discovered 

that the significant men in their lives were more likely to 

tell them what they were experiencing than to listen to 

what they actually thought (184). For much of their 
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history, women have been what Belenky et al. refer to as 

"received knowers," or passive learners who subscribe to 

the dictums of authorities, because of their incapacity to 

confront their male subjugators and control their own 

language and experience (166-7). Yet women's emergent 

awareness of the incompatibility between their own 

perceptions and the conceptions about them in the dominant 

discourse has often empowered them to seize control of 

their lives through acquiring the language with which to 

articulate new definitions. 

Women begin, however, by identifying with the 

definition imposed on them, for as Bakhtin says, "I give 

myself verbal shape from another's point of view, 

ultimately, from the point of view of the community to 

which I belong" (Bakhtin 933). But, as he also says, when 

women discover that the word is a "shared territory" 

influenced by both speaker and interlocutor, they can begin 

their necessary differentiation from the identity given 

them by others. They can find other symbols, or 

renegotiate the meanings of customary symbols, to 

articulate difference. This generally results in their 

confronting the powers that be, relying on their subjective 

experience (Belenky et al. 168-9), and distrusting the 

language of their subjectors. As in the Lacanian mirror 

phase, the transitional phase in women's self awareness is 

a dual one, in which they see themselves both as same and 
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as other, the phase he calls the "coming-into-being" (Lacan 

735-37). They experience a dialogical consciousness. But 

in this case, women usually wish to reject their identity 

as "same" and embrace that of "the other." Yet, some 

women do, in fact, cling to the security of their 

masculinist definitions of self, assuming their personality 

from the discourses about them. 

The internal tension created by this dual sense of 

what it is to be female has often been the motivation that 

inspired women to write (Beilin xvii-xviii). Yet the 

patriarchal social discourse that created one definition 

and suppressed the other also prevented women from 

countering that suppression through a network of 

institutional social controls--both physical and 

psychological. The principal physical control was the 

relegation of women to the domestic sphere, required in 

most cases for accumulating and maintaining men's private 

property. Labor was divided so that women stayed home to 

guard the wealth that men acquired. We see these phenomena 

occurring in the rise of the Greek polis and again in the 

European Renaissance, when the bourgeoisie gained economic 

power and threatened social hierarchies. But keeping women 

in the home also served another agenda, and that was to 

keep them ignorant, ignorant at least of the affairs of men 

in the public sphere. without knowledge of these affairs 

and this domain, women could not speak of them and thus 
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influence them. Women were habitualized to their domestic 

roles through socialization that allowed them no access to 

the public world of men. 

That world could also be effectively denied simply 

through denying women the language in which action in men's 

world was conducted. For most of Western history that has 

been accomplished by denying women education in the 

rhetorical conventions of literate discourse. Access to 

such critical literacy, which one can argue may also entail 

a change in consciousness, at least makes abstract modes of 

thought and complex logical reasoning easier. Denied the 

written word for abstract reasoning, women's thought could 

be kept at a naive level and devalued for its simplicity 

(Havelock, 1976; Ong, 1982). Women, therefore, were 

virtually denied the power to think when their access to 

social dialogue was limited. And it was thus relatively 

easy to subjugate and exclude them from many social roles 

through a very subtle process of psychological 

conditioning. 

But even if a woman were educated enough to write, she 

often had not learned the prestigious language used by the 

men of affairs. Or she was educated merely to further the 

intellectual hegemony of men (Glenn, 1989). In Greece, the 

Dorian dialect was the international language, but even 

sappho and the poet Korinna, who were certainly educated, 

wrote in their own dialects (Snyder 42). The "mother 



39 

tongue" was literally the oral one learned in infancy from 

the mother and was distinguishable from "father tongues" 

that were transmitted through male institutions, such as 

formal education, politics, and in medieval Europe, 

religion--public fora denied to women. During the post 

classical period, men resorted to an increasingly learned 

language--classical Latin--to maintain their monopoly on 

learning and action in the public sphere, a phenomenon 

discussed at length by Walter Ong (1981). As the use of 

Latin became divorced from domestic and everyday life, its 

acquisition by educated men made excluding women from 

theoretical and philosophical discussion even easier. 

It wasn't until the renewed interest in classical 

learning that women themselves began to recognize that 

their principal disability was their lack of education, and 

specifically education in Greek and Latin. For several 

centuries, women in certain social roles had been given 

this education (Ferrante 9-19; LaBalme, 1980). Previous to 

the Renaissance, men and women performing equivalent social 

functions often had similar educations, for example, 

medieval nuns and monks and aristocratic ladies and 

gentlemen. But just at the time when humanism's general 

enthusiasm for man's unlimited potential and the revival of 

classical learning were beginning to influence men's 

education, women began to find themselves denied some of 

that education, simply because there were fewer socially 
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acceptable roles for women to use the new knowledge 

(Grafton and Jardine 30; Kelly-Gadol, 1977, 148-52; Cannon 

30, 33). Not only did this deficiency debar women from the 

affairs men garnered to themselves, it denied them the 

whole of western thought. Without a social use for such 

knowledge, why was such an education necessary? But 

without the ideas and power of abstract language, how were 

women to articulate their experience and understand their 

own realities in anything beyond a superficial level? The 

power of men to respond to the great thinkers of the past 

helped them construct their present. But women were being 

shut out of the cultural dialogue with their past and 

forbidden to speak in all areas save the most mundane. As 

Bakhtin maintains, a sense of self is self in relation to 

society, and women were not allowed to define themselves in 

relation to anything if they were not allowed to "talk 

back." Women's need to participate in cultural 

conversation comes from their need to understand and 

validate their lives and world. Therefore, the urge to 

write seems almost an instinctive need to be--to be a 

sentient being with a recognizable identity. 

Awareness of self as an individual identity, or 

interiority, is a psychological phenomenon first defined by 

Renaissance scholars, who claim that to the medieval mind 

the inner self was the one made in the image of God and 

therefore identical for everyone (Quilligan, 17; Travitsky, 
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28). Yet we shall see that it is this interiority that is 

common to women writers, even before the Renaissance. 

Therefore, it is perhaps a prerequisite to the formation of 

a female discursive subjectivity. Interiority may, in 

fact, mark the point at which a socially constructed self 

begins to emerge. Because self awareness makes possible 

the dialogue between the individual and his or her social 

world, it may signal the actual construction of that social 

world and the individual's place in it. Denied the 

constitutive power of discourse, female interiority may 

have been slow to· develop, and visa versa. This would 

explain the rarity of female voices, and it would explain 

why most women have accepted rather than subverted the 

social reality created by men. They simply identified with 

it, adapting chameleon-like to the prevailing ideology 

without the power to differentiate themselves from their 

social environment through dialogue. without experience of 

the larger social world to internalize, the mechanism 

Berger and Luckmann call "internalization," a woman has no 

material for reflective thought about her relationship to 

that world and, therefore, no ideas that can be 

"exteriorized" in order to objectify and manipulate her 

social realities. 

Unable to express herself in the most literal way, in 

the sense of creating a self to express, a woman feels 

repressed. That's why contemporary French feminist Helene 
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cixous calls for woman to take back the word and make the 

word herself: "For once she blazes her trail in the 

symbolic, she cannot fail to make of it the chaosmos of the 

'personal'--in her pronouns, her nouns, and her clique of 

referents" (Cixous 1241). Women, like men, must construct 

their own identities and authenticate their realities 

through social dialogue. Each woman I will discuss in the 

following chapters, whether operating within male discourse 

conventions, or experimenting with new discursive forms, 

appropriates language in order to understand and express 

the world from a woman's position. That perspective 

reflects a world whose broad definition may have been 

determined by men, but a world of which the lived reality 

cannot be expressed or understood until the female knower 

controls language and uses it in a social setting. 

Women who have acquired the necessary language to 

understand their condition feel a psychological necessity 

to counter the world socially constructed by men because it 

is not commensurate with their own personal experience, 

which they have learned to articulate. Women who write 

have realized that the world purveyed by men and assumed to 

be true for everyone is merely institutionalized ideology 

that serves male political and economic motives and has 

acquired the status of fact. This liberating discovery has 

provided an impetus to women's writing because anything 

that is made by man can be unmade, or remade. In the 
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process of renegotiating the "facts" of the world through 

discourse, women writers have hoped to produce a reality in 

which they too can exist as fellow citizens. But it's a 

delicate reweaving operation, first to isolate and then to 

repair the threads of woman's experience, and to find a way 

to weave that experience back into the fabric of Western 

culture. For some historic moments, the job is more 

difficult than for others because the moths of dominant 

discourse have been more thorough in their destruction of 

the feminine fiber. 

Time and again, women have recognized and picked up 

the lost threads of their history, only to lose them once 

more when the delicate filaments succumb to the stresses of 

social life. Women writers find themselves rehearsing over 

and over the need to be heard, countering again the sensus 

communis, as vico called communal knowledge, that denied 

them authentication and an active role in their own fates. 

without being able to participate in constructing meaning 

of their experience, women's existence becomes simply an 

adjunct to men's, without personal meaning. And socially 

justified belief becomes institutionalized to see that it 

stays that way. Denying women education facilitates 

constructing them as inferior beings and prevents their 

using language to counter that construction. Forbidden the 

use of social language, they cannot articulate and 

objectify their experience so that they may grasp it, own 
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it, and change it. Berger and Luckmann state that humans 

cannot sustain a meaningful existence in isolation from the 

"nomic," or personal, meaning-bestowing constructs of 

society (102). But a masculine agenda has been at work to 

create just such isolation for women. 

In other words, because women have been excluded from 

the social conversation that creates everyday reality, 

their lives have had little meaning. For instance, the 

life of the bourgeois housewife, in every period in which 

such a phenomenon has existed, has been extremely limited. 

Even today, such a woman has an attenuated sense of self 

and rarely ponders the meaning of her life and world in any 

great depth. Self reflexivity is only possible when one is 

actively engaged in the social exchange of ideas. Those 

women who wish to be so engaged first generally seek 

further education in order to give themselves the 

linguistic and intellectual resources for self 

examination. with these resources they are empowered to 

speak and write. 

Women who have written often compare their new found 

powers of thought to an awakening, and when they discover 

other women recording experiences similar to theirs, they 

feel as though they are recovering a cultural memory. It 

is a moment of clarity and recognition when they eventually 

find the words to articulate their experience, words used 

perhaps by other women to express the same things. These 
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words are not in their vocabularies until they participate 

in the cultural conversation, which makes it possible to 

understand their own experiences perhaps for the first 

time. In a poetic tribute to Sappho, Amy Lowell expresses 

her sense of literary kinship with the Greek lyricist, with 

whom she imagines a dialogue, in these words: " ... 

thinking all the while 'twas she/Who spoke and that we two 

were sisters/Of a strange, isolated little family" (Snyder 

37). Through dialogues such as this, women have been able 

to participate in nomic social constructions. 

Nomic constructions rely on the ability of people to 

think in abstractions in order to situate themselves in 

relationship to their environment. Phenomena must be 

reduced to symbols, and some symbols must be able to 

subsume other symbols before thought can take place. Going 

beyond generalization to deduce theoretic principles 

requires elaborate powers of abstraction. Lev Vygotsky has 

maintained that thought is actually internalized social 

conversation. Vygotsky's research has shown that children 

manipulate their physical environments through symbols and 

verbalization. These verbalizations then become 

internalized, providing them the capacity for reflective 

thought (Bruffee 1986, 785; Vygotsky 1978). According to 

anthrolopologist Clifford Geertz, "'Human thought is 

consummately social: social in its origins, social in its 

functions, social in its form, social in its applications'" 
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(Bruffee 1984, 639). Conversation provides then the mental 

templates we impose on experience to create our sense of 

what is real. 

Male writers have historically controlled their 

realities through claiming and holding the power of the 

word. Even though they may have assumed an identical core 

of being for everyone, defining themselves in relationship 

to God has ever been a source of inspiration for them. 

Thus masculine identity formation has become the norm, and 

masculine reality has prevailed. Men have enjoyed an 

almost uninterrupted intellectual tradition because in each 

generation some men were able to deploy spoken and written 

discourse to generate whatever social knowledge existed. 

When economic and political stakes were high, they 

developed effective agonistic rhetoric that enabled them to 

construct cultural reality collectively after their own 

designs. Roman writers formalized the public rhetoric so 

important to the Greeks, and the Christian Church fathers 

adapted these classical strategies to legitimate their new 

religion. Externalized thought developed into social 

institutions to forward men's particular goals. If male 

heads of families, for instance, felt it necessary to 

restrict women to the home in order to protect and 

perpeturate their property, then they made it so by using 

their powers of language. In the process of using language 

to objectify their ideas and compose history, male speakers 
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often reified women as well, having excluded them from the 

knowledge-forming dialogue. Knowledge could become common 

among men because they shared a conversation, but common 

knowledge between men and women has been difficult to 

achieve because of their lack of a shared conversation. 

It has, in fact, been advantageous to men at certain 

moments to annihilate women altogether, in the social 

sense, because of women's threat to the existing social 

order. In the advent of the Greek polis and during the 

rise of the Renaissance bourgeoisie, men found it necessary 

to restrict women to the limited social roles of household 

maintenance personnel and docile vessels for legitimate 

heirs, denying them a public social existence. Toward this 

end, male discourse constructed women as "naturally" 

inferior and in effect made them non-beings, in order to 

socialize them for their alienated roles. At the height of 

Athenian culture, women rarely left the gynaceum, not even 

being permitted the society of their husbands during meals 

or entertainments. Renaissance women were admonished to 

stay within the confines of their homes in order not to 

cast doubt upon their virtue or the legitimacy of their 

husbands' heirs. There is reason to believe, however, that 

medieval church authorities' attempts to restrict female 

sexuality, for example, were less successful (Kelly-Gadol 

1977, 142). Women have thus become victims of varying 

degrees of "nihilation," to use Berger and Luckmann's term, 



in order to maintain a symbolic universe that legitimates 

the social order. 

The Symbolic Universe and Identity Formation 
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Perhaps the most pervasive phenomenon that has molded 

and threatened women's identity in the west is misogyny, 

the ideology justifying patriarchal social institutions. 

According to Berger and Luckmann, once the division of 

labor occurs and an economic surplus results, the social 

distribution of knowledge changes. Men become the 

universal experts over the cultural stock of knowledge and 

are able to maintain their social superiority through 

increasingly abstract legitimations that require 

specialized knowledge. And the more abstract the 

legitimations become, the less likely they are to be 

modified to meet changing social circumstances. They tend 

to be inflexible because they are rarely raised to the 

level of consciousness to be examined. The majority of 

unspecialized individuals may not comprehend them at all 

and, therefore, cannot contest them. 

such a phenomenon, to use Berger and Luckmann's 

definition, is a symbolic universe. Though constructed 

through social "objectivations," a symbolic universe 

functions as the highest level of legitimation and can no 

longer be seen as an artifact of human social negotiations, 

but as a natural law. It relies entirely on symbolic 
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signification, refers to realities other than those of 

everyday experience, and requires specialized knowers to 

articulate and transmit it because of its abstract removal 

from daily experience. It follows and justifies social 

institutions that are already firmly in place. It is, in 

other words, an ideological world view that remains in the 

subconscious of most knowers unless confronted with an 

alternate world view. When so confronted, its interpreters 

generally present it as a natural, rather than social, 

justification. It encompasses and gives meaning to all 

human experiences, both individual and social. The process 

of individual identity formation, therefore, means locating 

oneself within the symbolic universe by assuming one of the 

social roles institutionalized by it (Berger and Luckmann 

95-100). 

The only circumstance that can successfully challenge 

a single symbolic universe is multiple symbolic universes 

co-existing, in which mutually exclusive world views are 

subject to erosion by each other but have the strength to 

resist assimilation by one another. We only have to study 

the sites of modern religious conflict to see how this 

principle operates. Rarely, however, are such ideologies 

seen as negotiable because they are not seen as values, but 

as truth. As modern rhetorician Chaim Perelman has pointed 

out, they are generally seen as philosophy, which attempts 

to arrive at impersonal validity based on mathematical 
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reasoning from self-evident truths. Only in the contingent 

areas of everyday life can be found the dissoi-logoi, or 

discourses of opposing value, which are therefore the 

province of rhetoric rather than philosophy. But only 

since Hegel has it been possible to see philosophy as 

historically situated and controversial (Perelman 1072-

76). Non-totalizing marginal realities can generally be 

accommodated by a highly abstract symbolic totality, even 

when the two differ in principle. The Tudor world view of 

Henry VIII and Elizabeth I, for example, was capable of 

assimilating the Catholic experience into English life, an 

uneasy feat not achieved by the less comprehensive symbolic 

legitimations of stuart monarchy, even though the stuarts 

were more sympathetic to Catholicism. Tudor social power 

rested to a large degree on the over-arching rhetorical 

constructions of the monarchy that encompassed all aspects 

of social life. 

Though Athenian Greek males apparently feared the 

marginalized experience of women, as did their Renaissance 

counterparts, no mass revolt of women took place in either 

case, and women were effectively suppressed--their voices 

rarely being heard. I would argue the reason was that few 

women commanded the language to comprehend the abstract 

ideologies that marginalized them--only those whose 

consciousness had been raised by their acquisition of the 

learning of men. Conditions necessary for pluralism occur 
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primarily in urban societies with highly developed division 

of labor, high differentiation in the social structure, and 

high economic surplus (Berger and Luckmann 118, 125). For 

much of western history, these conditions did not exist. 

Generally, there have been only two classes in an agrarian 

society, the landowners and the laborers. And women 

usually fell into the latter category, even if they were 

daughters and wives of upperclass men. They lived highly 

restricted lives, and their variant views of reality were 

accommodated by an unspoken symbolic universe. Only when 

trade and urbanization created a capitalistic middle class 

that threatened traditional constructions of social reality 

did professional legitimators need to articulate the 

premises of the symbolic universe. 

One of the breakthroughs for women occurred, for 

instance, in seventeenth-century England when women in 

large numbers began to read the Bible and discovered the 

Christian doctrine that underlay the misogyny of their 

society. And only then could they address it. This was a 

society in which a number of world views co-existed and 

were in conflict--Protestant and catholic, aristocratic and 

bourgeois. It was an increasingly urban society, and there 

were rapidly multiplying social and economic roles to be 

filled. The confrontation of opposing world views raised 

some ideology to the level of consciousness and provided 

means by which a few women could acquire the language to 
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understand their position, which when uncontested was 

assumed as fact. 

Only with access to education can women hope to 

redress the distribution of knowledge and contribute to the 

symbolic universe by successfully challenging patriarchy 

and other institutions created by the dominant male 

experience. Thus for centuries, whenever a female world 

posed a threat, the dominant discourse found numerous ways 

to counter that threat. Berger and Luckmann say, for 

example, 

The threat to the social definitions of reality 
is neutralized by assigning an inferior 
ontological status, and thereby a not-to-be-taken
seriously cognitive status, to all definitions 
existing outside the symbolic universe. (Berger 
and Luckmann 115) 

Such "not-to-be-taken-seriously" experiences necessitated 

the creation of those masculine/feminine dichotomies that 

have allowed men to devalue women's experience: the 

emotional versus the rational, the passive versus the 

active, the natural versus the cultural, and the subjective 

versus the objective (Hekman, 1990). Whenever the 

emotional, passive or natural appeared to challenge or 

threaten the dominant discourse, it could be conveniently 

assigned to the feminine and thereby devalued and 

exorcized. Following the sophists, these dichotomies 

became institutionalized. The sophists, therefore, are 

being rehabilitated by femininst rhetoricians like Susan 
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Jarratt because of their relevance to postmodern femininsm, 

which seeks to dismantle such constructed oppositions and 

the hierarchies they invite (Jarratt, 1991). For the 

sophists, there were dissoi-logoi for any social 

construction and probably similarly opposing forces within 

all human beings. But once these dichotomies became 

constructed as gender related, women became the 

repositories of all that was anti-social and anti-rational, 

and could be marginalized because their experience could be 

discounted as unimportant, irrelevant, or even dangerous. 

Withholding education and thereby denying women the 

language to articulate their experience guaranteed that 

they would be unable to launch any counter definitions and 

would believe those definitions provided by men. 

Therefore, women were forced to see themselves in male 

terms. Identity formation, according to Berger and 

Luckmann, is a dialectical process that occurs in three 

stages: externalization, objectivation, and 

internalization (129). In order to form the self, humans 

must first externalize their beings into the social world, 

which allows them to see themselves in relation to other 

"known," or subjective realities. These externalized 

selves then undergo modification as the result of the 

dialectic between self and society, and the resultant 

constructions are then internalized as identity. This 

process explains the deepseated need for women to write or 
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speak about their experience in order to situate themselves 

within the social order. without doing so, they have no 

identities. It is the social contextualizing of their 

personal experience that gives it meaning. Christine de 

Pizan (1364-1430?), for example, described the terrible 

experience of realizing that the only words she had for her 

nature were the words of male authority, and these words 

showed her a being she did not like: " . .. a great 

unhappiness welled up in my heart, for I detested myself 

and the entire feminine sex, as though we were 

monstrosities in nature" (Pizan 5). Had she not acquired 

the language of men, she would never have understood the 

mechanism by which she had been made repugnant to her own 

eyes. The only reality she could express was the negative 

reality created by the words available to her. Had she 

remained blissfully ignorant of the discourse that vilified 

her, she would probably have perpetuated it because an 

inexpressible reality is no reality. How many women today 

piously repeat to their daughters the Christian dictums 

about silence and obedience because they don't engage in a 

dialectic with the language in which they are couched? 

They simply transmit the ideas without comprehending them. 

without using language to express ideas, we can't conceive 

ideas, including ideas about ourselves. 

Because of its dependence on social legitimation, 

identity is a precarious thing. It is threatened not only 
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by counter definitions, but by dreams and fantasies within 

the individual as well. The only way to stabilize it is to 

place it within the overarching symbolic universe that 

transcends the realities of everyday life (Berger and 

Luckmann 100). The symbolic universe safeguards individual 

identity from the vicissitudes of daily social 

interaction. Elaborated philosophical, theoretical, or 

religious systems provide the necessary validations for 

institutionalized social constructions and relieve 

individuals of chronic anxiety about their identities 

within the social structure. Once these symbolic universes 

are in place, most individuals simply assume the position 

of received knowers, accepting social definitions of 

reality as fact. Women's self awareness has usually 

occurred through a simultaneous realization that their 

natures have been constructed by these symbolic universes 

without their participation and that that definition does 

not concur in all respects with their internal 

consciousness. In other words, they experience an 

unreconcilable problem of logical coherence, in which the 

dialectic between internal and external is never resolved 

in a consistent identity. They experience, instead, 

conflicting spheres of reality. Thus women's desire for 

the word, and the power to determine the decisive 

socializations it conveys, is primarily a desire to be--not 

as a thing or inferior creature, but as an individual, 
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identity. 
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Theses Illustrated by the Women writers to be Studied Here 

The four women whose writing will illustrate the 

social construction of a female rhetorical subject are 

Sappho, Christine de Pizan, Lady Elizabeth Cary, and Lady 

Mary Wortley Montagu. The impetus inspiring these women's 

discourse was more than a mere urge to write. Once they 

understood how their identities were imposed on them by the 

ideology purveyed by masculinist discourse, they appeared 

to feel an exigency to write. Because it didn't coincide 

with their personal sense of what their identities were, 

the masculinist definition of women had to be addressed in 

order for the writers to construct a female identity that 

had a positive meaning for them. Their initial awareness 

of themselves as dissonant with the socially constructed 

norm, however, was accomplished through their acquisition 

of the education usually reserved for men. This education 

allowed them to understand the language that had 

constructed them. Had they not had this education, they 

would not have understood that both their internal and 

external realities were merely social constructions 

accomplished through the use of language and not 

unalterable facts. Acquiring the language of men gave them 

the language to refute male constructions of womanhood and 
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masculine social reality. 
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The first two authors were extraordinarily successful 

in creating a female subjectivity that lived on after them 

for many centuries. But the other two were less 

successful. One of the arguments this book will forward is 

that women whose consciousness has been raised to the ways 

in which a female identity is socially obviated or 

denigrated must deploy the discourse of their detractors to 

construct a self that has positive meaning for them and to 

create a social world in which women can enjoy equal 

citizenship. The other argument will be that what 

distinguishes the success of the former two from the latter 

two is the differences in their rhetorical situations. The 

latter situations imposed stronger injunctions against 

female speech that were legitimated by more highly 

elaborated symbolic universes constructed by dominant 

patriarchal discourse. without the power of speech, these 

women had little chance of constructing an alternative 

reality. 

Women have been constructed by patriarchal discourses as 

physically, mentally, and morally inferior when it suits 

the political and economic interests of men to subordinate 

and domesticate them, and women are inspired to write 

specifically to counter this construction and voice a 

feminine experience often different from the socio-
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political experience of men. Men have usually been the 

IIwinners,1I as rhetorician James Berlin has said, in the 

ideological war of the sexes because of their superior 

social power, which is of course maintained by their 

ideological justifications. These justifications prevail 

because men are in positions to determine who can speak and 

what discourse conventions will be used in that speech, 

usually privileging the discursive strategies transmitted 

through male educational practices--a vicious cycle into 

which few women in the history of the west have been able 

to inscribe a feminine tradition. The principal reason for 

men's superior power is their gaining and keeping control 

of the discursive sources of social knowledge--education 

and public social action. Thus, in order to examine the 

rhetorical performance of these illustrative women writers, 

we first must analyze the ideology defining women's social 

roles in order to discover how each was able to negotiate a 

space from which to speak, who her audience was, and how 

her background enabled her to do it. 

This will require interrogating the social 

institutions for their underlying ideological assumptions, 

which did or did not allow women's voices to be heard, 

assumptions that were probably not a matter of conscious 

awareness. As Berlin has maintained, IIA society rarely, if 

ever, of course sees its rules regarding discourse as a 

social construction designed to serve a particular set of 
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power arrangements, offering these rules instead as normal, 

'in the nature of things'" (Berlin 52). As he suggests, 

the social strictures informing women's discourse, as often 

opposed to men's, have usually been seen as the natural 

reflection of some inherent difference between men's and 

women's nature. Few societies have recognized or 

acknowledged that discourse itself has, in fact, 

constituted this apparent difference. Nor would they see 

such perceptions of reality as merely the formalized 

legitimations for social institutions already in place. 

The 1750 upper limit for this discussion is convenient 

in that, by the late eighteenth century, a true women's 

movement was clearly emerging in the West as a subject and 

object of public discourse. Women's education was 

improving (Graff 175, 231-2, 238; Lawson and Silver 177, 

203-5), women writers had developed a support system 

(Myers, 1990), and the industrial and French revolutions 

were translating theoretical ideas about female equality 

into practical action (Kelly 68-69). This is not to say 

that following that date there was continuous progress 

toward female equality. There wasn't. As this book will 

show, certain felicitious social conditions have to exist 

before women can deploy discourse to create and validate 

their world. Those conditions simply occur with more 

regularity in more sites following that date. Once such a 

movement was under way, women writers and scholars began 
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foremothers. The women I have chosen were "rediscovered" 

thanks to this refocusing of historical research--the 

latter two more recently than the former two. 
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I will divide the following discussion under these 

subject heads: "The Ideological Bases for Women's 

Discourse," "Misogyny After Aristotle," "The creation of a 

Female subjectivity," "Women's Rhetorical Performance at 

the Genre, Register and Discourse Levels," and the 

conclusion "speaking from the wings and Cultural 

Multilingualism." In chapters two and three, I summarize 

the ideological bases upon which the particular cultural 

milieu of each woman occasioned or suppressed female voices 

because ideological legitimations perpetuate and 

institutionalize social structures. I concentrate in 

chapter four on examining women's texts to determine how 

each woman constructed her subjectivity, specifically in 

response to misogyny and the institutionalized patriarchal 

structures it supports. Then I discuss how each writer's 

discursive strategies reveal her confidence as a writer in 

chapter five. 

In each discussion, I treat all four illustrative 

writers and their works for comparison, with emphasis on 

the decisive differences for female voices among their 

respective cultural milieux. By doing so, perhaps we can 

weave them back into the fabric of Western cultural 



61 

history, not as a continuous thread of women's discourse, 

but as individual threads tied to the weave of discourse 

within their own times, yet maintaining their own 

individual colors and texture, threads without which the 

integrity of the whole cloth is jeopardized. For as Joan 

Kelly-Gadol has said, "we are all, women and men, initially 

humanized, turned into social creatures by the work of the 

domestic order to which women have been primarily attached 

(Kelly-Gadol 1976, 822-23). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE IDEOLOGICAL INFLUENCES ON WOMEN'S DISCOURSE 

The one ideological influence on women's discourse 

that reappears regularly throughout western history is 

misogyny. The basis of misogyny is the fundamental 

assumption that women are naturally inferior to men and 

must be ruled by them. When men perceive a threat to their 

version of social reality from women's public voice, they 

begin to assert women's physical, mental, and moral 

deficiency. Historically men have used misogyny to 

buttress almost all social institutions they create, using 

Aristotle as a primary authoritative source, even long 

after other thinkers refuted much of Aristotle's work. The 

most severe form of misogynous ideology for women's writing 

is the theory that women are intellectually inferior to 

men. Not only are they less intelligent, their mental 

inferiority is dangerous. In order for their lack of 

reason to seem a threat to the social order, women are 

constructed as unruly. Thus their voices must be 

restrained. 

By the sixteenth century, Europeans had had a long 

tradition attributing women's disorderliness to their 

physiology. Women were supposed to have tricky and 

deceptive temperaments because, if their wombs were not 

amply fed by sexual intercourse or pregnancy, these wombs 
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were likely to travel around their bodies, overpowering 

their speech and senses (Davis 1975, 124). Even today, the 

minority of women in the professions or on university 

faculties could still indicate a prevailing attitude that 

women are not mentally equipped, "ruly" enough, or rigorous 

enough to undertake serious intellectual work. In Th~ 

Female Imagination, Patricia Meyers Spacks quotes a typical 

female undergraduate saying: "To me--and this really 

worries me--the opposite of feminine is intellectual" 

(22). According to Gerda Lerner, women have been kept in a 

condition of "trained ignorance" through their socially 

constructed educational disadvantages, which has not only 

affected their self-perceptions, but has deprived them of 

the process for making mental constructs (Lerner 5, 10). 

Women who have attempted to write have been silenced or 

attacked because they threatened a male prerogative that 

guaranteed men's hegemony in social institutions, 

purportedly resting on the superior male intellect and 

mental discipline. The rhetorical situations in which most 

women have tried to write have been hostile environments as 

a consequence of this ideology. 

But there is a more insidious agenda operating than 

the mere competition for power and authority. What 

actually takes place when women are not allowed to express 

themselves verbally is the erasure of their personal 

identities. Once such an erasure has been accomplished, 
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women no longer pose a threat in any sphere. For with the 

loss of identity, women cannot achieve the necessary 

rhetorical subjectivity to participate in social reality 

making. Such erasure can be retroactive as well as 

proactive, as we see in our historic loss of Sappho's world 

view. And this erasure has worked in the cases of the 

other women to be discussed as well. Denying women the 

right to social conversation effectively reduces them to 

unthinking household servants. 

So what have been the social institutions men have 

guarded so jealously that they would deny women an identity 

that was distinct from a male constructed norm? Primarily 

patriarchy, in all its forms. By definition, patriarchy is 

a male institution, and throughout western history, it has 

been employed to advance male hegemony and masculine social 

objectives--political, economic, religious, and 

intellectual. These objectives have varied from period to 

period and culture to culture, but essentially Engels has 

told us that patriarchy is a concomitant of private 

property. Societies with any degree of economic diversity 

seem to become patriarchal. For example, in Classical 

Greece, the rulers were now middle-class citizens who had 

garnered enough wealth through trade and industry to 

challenge hereditary aristocracy. 
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But maintaining that wealth depended on slave labor 

and domesticated wives who devoted themselves to creating 

the wealth, guarding it, and producing the heirs to inherit 

it. As Marylin Arthur has shown, it was middle class women 

who were most severely regulated, starting with the 

marriage laws of Solon, because the bourgeois citizenry was 

intended to become the bastion of the developing city state 

(Arthur 35). A similar situation obtained in Renaissance 

England and France, only now the slaves have become 

indentured peasants, and the wives not only keep the wealth 

"in the family," but are marriageable to the degree that 

they can increase the wealth of husband or father. And 

again, it is middle-class mobility that threatens the 

gentry. 

Men have been able to control the sources of wealth, 

and the political and intellectual institutions that 

protect them, through discourse that reifies and 

dehumanizes women. For if women failed to achieve high 

enough identity development to recognize their own personal 

agency, they were unable to challenge masculine social 

reality. Men have had the power to reify women by 

controlling women's public activities through the 

propagation of misogynistic ideology. And controlling 

their activities limited their experience and access to 

identity-developing, social conversations. Christianity 

became the primary purveyor of this ideology and 
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Aristotle, as we will see. 
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Since history has been written by men for men, 

withholding literacy from women and preventing their use of 

social speech also effectively erases the cultural memory 

of women. Sappho's and Christine de pizan's voices were 

lost to later generations. Elizabeth Cary's and Mary 

Wortley Montagu's were never heard to any great extent 

until very recently. Political, cultural, and economic 

institutions become particularly patriarchal in societies 

experiencing instability in social structures--periods when 

men's own identities are being threatened by social 

mobility and change. When competition among men is 

intense, none of them wants further pressure from the women 

who safeguard their property. 

Given the power to define themselves and articulate 

peculiarly female experience, women may not necessarily 

cooperate in pursuing masculine agendas. At these times, 

women become mere social furniture and ranked beneath all 

men in the social hierarchy. As Susan Moller Okin has 

demonstrated in Women in Western Political Thought, when 

women's position becomes an issue, men consistently, no 

matter how egalitarian their political sympathies may be, 

always define women in instrumental terms: "Philosophers 

who, in laying the foundation for their political theories, 

have asked 'What are men like?' 'What is man's potential?' 
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have frequently, in turning to the female sex, asked 'What 

are women for?'" (Okin 1979, 10, 135, 145-46). Whereas men 

are allowed much flexibility in realizing their human 

potential, women are restricted in their roles because they 

are seen to have one essential purpose based on their 

biology--to reproduce men and perpetruate their authority 

through the family, roles specifically intended to further 

male goals and hegemony. 

Silencing women effectively reduces them to male 

adjuncts. If women have spoken or written in the past, 

records of their words become lost when a woman's 

perspective would threaten male supremacy. Once this 

happens, other women have no female voices to provide 

models for expressing their own identities and realities. 

When women's public speech would jeopardize men's property, 

social status, or political agendas, women's voices are 

forbidden. For instance, Sappho's celebration of female 

eroticism and pizan's challenge to misogyny disappear when 

women's sexuality and social freedom would undermine the 

accumulation of private property. By the time of 

Aristotle, Sappho had become a dirty joke, and by the 

fifteenth century, pizan's military treatise was attributed 

to a man, and her feminist books were buried in a few 

aristocratic libraries. Not having these women's discourse 

for models and being actively silenced by church, state, 

and society, Cary could not have imagined herself speaking 
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publicly against a tyrannical husband or king, and Montagu 

could not have constructed herself as a social wit and 

gadfly like her male contemporary Alexander Pope. 

If women are enjoined to silence through their 

socializations, their sense of self is diminished because 

they cannot interact with others to construct a sense of 

identity from those dialogic transactions. Thus, they 

cannot articulate a rhetorical subjectivity to voice an 

experience different from men's. They become willing 

participants in their own erasure. Juliet Dusinberre, in 

discussing women's nature and Shakespeare, has claimed that 

women are quick to see other women in men's terms because 

they have absorbed the dominant male value system and think 

of themselves and others as silent, passive, silly, or 

garrulous (Dusinberre 218). The principal strategy for 

accomplishing such a socialization is to deny women an 

education equivalent to men's. When women realize how 

their roles have been socially constructed, they almost 

invariably demand better educations as the avenue by which 

to acquire hegemonic language and thereby the ability and 

freedom to control their own realities. 

Masculine authorities have long understood the 

efficacy of silence for social control. Women feel 

punished when they realize their roles have denied them 

individual identity, and they want to resist this 

dehumanization. Such a feeling is the one intentionally 
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engendered by penal systems that call for silence among 

prisoners. Denied social interaction, prisoners lose all 

sense of reality, themselves, and their roles. When freed 

to write their experience, however, prisoners come to 

understand themselves and gain the power to redefine their 

social roles (Shelton, March 6, 1993). Like such 

prisoners, Sappho, Pizan, Cary, and Montagu must have felt 

the exigency to speak in order to know themselves and why 

they were where they were. 

In the following discussion, we will see Sappho 

celebrating female experience, perhaps because she senses 

its imminent erasure in the dominant discourse. Following 

her period, a misogyny primarily based on Aristotelian 

ontology justifies eliminating women's reality from the 

dominant reality. Therefore, I will detail Aristotle's 

position on women's nature because it is used for the next 

two thousand years as a basis for denigrating women. 

Sappho: Matriarchies and the Beginnings of Misogyny 

The poetry of Sappho enjoyed wide acclaim until at 

least three hundred years after her death, and it was only 

deliberately burned by later Christian fathers. Where once 

we had at least five hundred poems, there remain seven 

hundred decipherable lines, and those only retrievable from 

Greek and Latin grammarians' citations and fragmentary 

Egyptian papyri. Her work is rhetorically invaluable to us 
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since Sappho apparently had an accepted public voice in her 

time, yet when conditions changed, she was all but erased 

from the Western tradition. We can thus assume that 

Archaic Period (c. 600 B. C. E.) women experienced some 

social freedom and an opportunity to express themselves, 

which were lost by later generations. Eva Cantarella 

concludes in fact that, compared to later periods, the 

Greek dark ages allowed women some freedom of movement and 

the right to participate in some aspects of social life 

(Cantarella 39). 

Cantarella has discussed the possibility of 

Mediterranean matriarchies existing around the time of 

Sappho (Cantarella 11-23). Eleanor Leacock, too, has given 

the anthropological evidence for presuming that a period of 

egalitarianism in horticultural societies existed prior to 

more highly diversified economic systems (Leacock, 1987). 

What authors such as Leacock and Cantarella conclude is if 

matriarchy means matrilineage and women performing public 

functions, then there were "matriarchies" during the 

agrarian stage of some cultures. However, according to 

Cantarella, they would have had to occur between the fifth 

and fourth millenia B.C.E. in Mediterranean cultures, when 

the hunter/gatherers first settled into sedentary 

lifestyles. By the time of Homer and Hesiod, we see 

distinct indications of misogyny appearing in Greek 

culture. Based on the misogynous evidence in Hesiod, 
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Marylin Arthur presumes that Sappho's period was one of 

decentralized power and authority and was witnessing a 

shift toward more centralized political structures and 

bourgeois values that were relegating women to the private 

sphere (Arthur 12-26). 

But with few written documents, it is very difficult 

to draw any reliable conclusions. And even the written 

documents we have are unreliable. For instance, in tracing 

the history of literacy, Eric Havelock has determined that 

Sappho's period was in transition between orality and 

literacy but was essentially an oral culture. For such a 

culture, past events were often rewritten to exemplify and 

comment upon present circumstances (Havelock 23). 

Therefore, we cannot know, for instance, whether the 

relatively elevated positions of Andromache, Penelope, and 

Arete depicted by Homer actually existed during his earlier 

period, or existed during the period when the epics were 

written down, or were being used as a response to a 

changing view of marriage in the later period. 

When warlike male gods begin to supercede the 

goddesses who preside over hearth and harvest, we get a 

very clear picture of how religious ideologies are used to 

support the "natural" superiority of men. By the time of 

the Homeric epics, extensive Mediterranean commerce, 

private property, and territorial aggression have 

established masculine virtues as the natural 
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characteristics of the dominant culture. Homer and Hesiod 

reflect these developments in their discourse, the latter 

especiallY voicing misogynistic sentiments. Men's having 

established a written literary tradition may account for 

the ensuing social disabilities of women. In noting the 

reciprocal relationship between pre-Platonic philosophy and 

writing, c. Jan Swearingen concludes that literacy very 

likely preserved thought so that it could shape succeeding 

generations of thinkers (Swearingen 27). Thus if women's 

education particularly in writing did not keep up with 

men's, men's and women's social experience would very 

quickly become quite different since men's ability to shape 

and be shaped by written texts would create for them a 

consistent ideological tradition that could be self 

perpetuating. Such a continuous intellectual tradition was 

not created to perpetuate women's experience. 

Because of the division of labor required to maintain 

private property, the social spheres of men and women, 

instead, become separated. Men begin to devalue women's 

social contributions simply because women's reality is no 

longer theirs. According to Cantarella, women's 

opportunities to work side-by-side with men and experience 

life outside the family circle ceased to exist in Sappho's 

time (Cantarella 40). And few women may have had Sappho's 

educational opportunities. 
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It is men's experience that gets recorded in history 

and literature. Justifying the erasure of women's history 

is the misogynous assumption that differences in gender are 

the result of nature, rather than culture, an assumption 

fundamental to the logic of patriarchy. Before Aristotle, 

however, the sophists had understood how social convention 

rather than logical sequences in language were the bases of 

social knowledge. Always aware of the possible dissoi 

logoi, or opposing positions, they had opened up 

traditional narratives for rereading. For example, Gorgias 

could interrogate the conventional wisdom about Helen's 

role in the Trojan War, and Protagoras could omit the 

figure of Pandora in retelling Hesiod's Prometheus myth. 

In other words, at least through the time of the sophists, 

gender differences might have been recognized as social 

constructions, or at least they could be questioned. 

But following Socrates, and particularly in the 

logical discourse of Aristotle, female inferiority is seen 

as a law of nature. Aristotle bases his logical argument 

on a logos that is, ironically, Platonic because he sees it 

as the ideal source and permanent structure of knowledge

based discourse (Jarratt 36). The logical process itself 

becomes constructed as an invariable law. In the face of 

such a philosophic shift, what is needed is a voice to 

articulate and validate female experience before it becomes 
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culturally devalued and erased. That voice is Sappho's: 

"Someone, I tell you, will remember us" (Barnstone 95). 

Whereas men's lives are taken up with political 

machinations, warfare, travel, and seduction, as we see in 

Sappho's male poetic peers--Archilochos, Terpandros, 

Alcman, and Alkaios (Barnstone, 1988)--women's experience 

is closer to home. It revolves around personal 

relationships that are primarily with other women, "I loved 

you, Atthis, once long ago. ./You seemed to me to be a 

small and graceless child," and their training for their 

limited social functions, "Bride, warm with rose-/colored 

love, •.. /come to the bedroom now, enter the bed and play 

tenderly with your man" (Snyder 27; Barnstone 78). 

Fortunately for us, in Sappho's period and in Greece 

outside of Athens, those functions also included poetry, 

music, and dancing, in addition to the expected procreative 

and domestic duties. As Cantarella says, it was a female 

education that contributed to forming young women's 

personalities and helping them to express those 

personalities (Cantarella 72). Sappho writes of nature, 

beauty, virginity, and marriage, and she addresses poems to 

her female companions and the deities who preside over 

women's daily lives--Hera, Hestia, Aphrodite, and Athena. 

Her most famous poem, the so-called "Hymn to 

Aphrodite," includes most of her characteristic ingredients

-the intensely personal point of view, strong emotion, 
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concrete imagery, references to nature, dialogue, 

apostrophe or invocation, and the beauty of verse and 

melody for which she was admired by her contemporaries and 

later Roman imitators: 

o immortal Aphrodite of the many-colored throne, 
child of Zeus, weaver of wiles, I beseech you, 
do not overwhelm me in my heart 
with anguish and pain, 0 Mistress, 

But come hither, if ever at another time 
hearing my cries from afar 
you heeded them, and leaving the home of your 

father 
came, yoking your golden 

Chariot: beautiful, swift sparrows 
drew you above the black earth 
whirling their wings thick and fast, 
from heaven's ether through mid-air. 

Suddenly they had arrived; but you, 0 Blessed 
Lady, 

with a smile on your immortal face, 
asked what I had suffered again and 
why I was calling again 

And what I was most wanting to happen for me 
in my frenzied heart: "Whom again shall I 

persuade 
to come back into friendship with you? Who, 
o Sappho, does you injustice? 

"For if indeed she flees, soon will she pursue, 
and though she receives not your gifts she will 

give them, 
and if she loves not now, soon she will love, 
even against her will." 

Come to me now also, release me from 
harsh cares; accomplish as many things as my 

heart desires 
to accomplish; and you yourself 
be my fellow soldier. (Snyder 14-15) 
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We hear a first person invocation of the female goddess by 

a female lover who wants help in pursuing her female 

beloved. Though there is the intrusion of "fellow soldier" 

from the masculine world, the point of view is entirely 

feminine. The female narrator's "frenzied" heart wants 

physical gratification from another female, and she fully 

expects her divine patroness to fulfill her natural 

desires. Sappho's lesbian sentiments may be peculiar to 

her, but they might also have been a symptom of the 

educational institutions of her class (Cantarella 86-89). 

Whatever the reason, however, the experience voiced in her 

poetry is clearly a woman's. 

Sappho's society was aristocratic, and as a woman, she 

probably enjoyed some leisure and access to the refined 

arts. Hereditary landowners had no need to educate either 

boys or girls for practical survival activities, and women 

posed little threat to the rigid class system, but in fact, 

contributed to it through marriage and childbearing. 

sappho served apparently as a mentor for young women, and 

various authorities have presumed her to be the mistress of 

a type of finishing school or sorority, called a thiasos, 

for girls who were about to be married (Barnstone 98; 

Marrou 34). Her epithalamia and poems addressed to 

Aphrodite may have been vehicles of socialization intended 

to help her pupils bridge the psychological and emotional 
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gap between their all-female experience of girlhood and 

their intended destinies as wives (Hallett 542, 456-57). 

In any case, these authorities assume that men's and 

women's spheres are already rigidly separated. The 

homoeroticism evident in Sappho's poetry may, therefore, 

result from this social separation, just as it may for men 

of the same period (Barnstone 9; Hallett 458). 

From the point of view of Sappho's contemporary 

audience, she was an inspired, almost immortal teacher and 

poet, whose relationship to her girl pupils was not only 

condoned, it was probably an established social 

institution, just as was the somewhat similar arrangement 

for boys' education (Cantarella 77-89). Her school or 

social circle had its parallels in male pederasty, and her 

homoerotic poetry certainly had its equivalents in poetry 

by men. Pederasty, however, remained accepted following 

Sappho, but female homoeroticism was refigured. During the 

Archaic Period, then, women and men of aristocratic 

backgrounds may have had separate but not dramatically 

unequal educations. 

On Lesbos, like Sparta, young women's socialization 

bore many similarities to men's. Dispensed by an older 

member of the same sex in a close relationship of mutual 

admiration, the training consisted of playing the lyre, 

singing, dancing, and athletics (Marrou 31-34; Barnstone 

23, 34; Berard 91-92). One of Sappho's poems makes the 
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following claim: "And furthermore, I did/well in 

instructing/Hero, who was a girl/track star from Gyara" 

(Barnard 78). Sappho's poetry gives evidence that she 

herself was well educated in the dominant literary genres 

and themes, though she also invents her own characteristic 

poetic stanza. She occasionally uses military imagery, and 

apparently the entire second volume of her poems edited by 

the Alexandrian scholars was devoted to those in the meter 

of the Homeric epics, of which she does a very credible 

imitation in her surviving poem about the wedding of Hector 

and Andromache (Snyder 30-31). If she were also a teacher 

of girls, at least other women of the aristocratic class 

were educated in the dominant discourse tradition as well. 

Though she is cognizant of this tradition, however, we 

don't know if Sappho spoke the international Dorian dialect 

in which it was probably recorded, for she wrote in her 

native Aeolian, which may mean that the language of public 

affairs was not taught to girls. Several centuries later, 

Pausanias rationalized Korinna's poetic triumph over Pindar 

by citing her beauty and her use of the local dialect, 

which the judges understood better than Dorian, the 

traditional language of competition (Snyder 42). However, 

Korinna's poetry does not represent the personal voice of 

the poet as Sappho's does. It is a third person voice, 

speaking for collective good sense through public choral 
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performers. In all other respects, it would be difficult 

to distinguish Korinna's poetry from men's epideictic verse 

(Snyder 45). So, though she wrote for public audiences, 

the dominant tradition may by then have limited public 

performance to the celebration of men's experience. It 

seems that if women wrote, even in Sappho's time, it was 

usually not in the language of public affairs. This lack 

of the public language becomes an increasing liability to 

women writers throughout Western history, and thus the 

focus of their demands for an education equivalent to 

men's. 

Sappho writes at a time when social authority is still 

based on land. Her music and poetry reflect an 

aristocratic education, and the many personal relationships 

that inspired them may indicate she enjoyed more individual 

freedom than, for instance, a citizen wife in later 

Athenian society. But Marylin Arthur has claimed that the 

aristocratic values seen in her work cannot be taken as 

representative of a generally liberal attitude toward women 

in her period, and Cantarella claims that her 

contemporaries in Athens were already cloistered in the 

gynaecaeum and subject to Draconian law (Cantarella 40-

41). But because the experiences detailed in her poems 

were not suppressed at the time, we might assume that 

social divisions were still more pronounced along class 

than along gender lines, and the class from which she 
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speaks was unthreatened (Arthur 1973, 38-39). Her images 

include those of material affluence and royalty: finely 

embroidered head bands and sandal straps from Asia, 

Gongyla's cream-white dress, her own best purple frock, a 

purple ribbon in the hair as a sign of high style, and a 

woman who is "the descendent of many great kings" (Barnard 

83, 49, 93, 43, 81). She refers slightingly of someone 

like a "hayseed" who is "without even the art of lifting 

her skirt over her ankles," and she warns of the danger of 

wealth without virtue (Barnard 74, 86). She admonishes 

against pride in material possessions: "But come, dear, 

need/you pride yourself/that much on a ring?" (Barnard 

73). It is probably for the aristocracy that she composed 

her epithalamia since the upper class would have had the 

more ostentatious ceremonies. The only labor she speaks of 

is weaving, the principal duty and prerogative of the 

female head of any household. 

She speaks occasionally but not disparagingly of men, 

unless the following is a slur on the fidelity of the 

opposite sex: "Gold is God's child;/neither worms 

nor/moths eat gold; it/is much stronger/than a man's heart" 

(Barnard 88). Her humorous marriage poem about the "big" 

bridegroom sounds like a typical lighthearted marriage joke 

today; he is "by far bigger than a big man" (Snyder 31). 

She mentions becoming wealthy as the result of her talent: 

"Prosperity that/the golden Muses/gave me was no/delusion: 
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dead, I/won't be forgotten" (Barnard 100). This seems to 

indicate that she was paid for her services, or perhaps, 

her poetry. But there is little to support the possibility 

that she was a talented courtesan, or hetaira. One of her 

brothers was purportedly awarded the honorium of serving as 

cupbearer to the prytaneum of Mytilene, and another was 

able to purchase the freedom of an Egyptian courtesan whom 

he loved, an act for which Sappho apparently criticized him 

in one of her poems (Snyder 18). 

By acquiring a literary education herself and perhaps 

passing it on to other members of her sex, Sappho was 

enabled to voice her experience and develop that personal 

identity we hear so clearly in her poetry. But these 

conditions were not to last for long. During her life, 

Lesbos fell under the domination of a tyrant, and Sappho's 

family may have taken refuge in Syracuse. If events ran 

true to developments elsewhere in Greece, this tyranny was 

a prelude to a democratic movement founded on a growing 

bourgeoisie. As wealth and power became concentrated in 

larger and fewer social groups throughout the area, greater 

competition existed for control and territory. 

Interminable internecine warfare resulted in the rise of 

powerful tyrannies in a number of city-states. But these 

tyrannies eventually succumbed to popular movements of well

to-do middle-class citizens who overthrew the tyrants and 

established participative forms of government. 
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Participation was limited, however, to legitimate sons of 

citizens and those with the material wealth to subsidize 

communal projects and provide able-bodied men to defend the 

polis. Thus, it was essential, for one to remain a 

citizen, to maintain and increase his material holdings. 

In order to do that, bourgeois families became 

extremely concerned about the legitimacy of their heirs and 

the prevention of unwanted and illegitimate progeny from 

dividing the families' assets. Families with no male heirs 

married heiresses to consanguinous male relatives in order 

to keep the wealth in the family, and the bridegroom was 

chosen on the basis of his nearness in kinship (Cantarella 

45-48). A passage from Demosthenes 43, for example, states 

that illegitimate children were not to be included among 

kin who could inherit a man's property, and in Arisophane's 

Birds, Peisthetairos reminds Herakles that Herakles can not 

inherit from Zeus because he is not Zeus' legitimate heir 

(Just 50-51). In order to regulate female sexuality, women 

become strictly confined to the household to guarantee 

legitimate inheritance and upward social mobility. 

Misogynistic ideology begins to pervade religion and 

literature to advance the goals of this newly influential 

bourgeoisie (Arthur 1973, 22-25). 

The women most crucial to the maintenance of private 

property were the ones to become restricted first and most 

effectively, confirming that the marginalizing of women's 
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experience was economically motivated. Feminists, in fact, 

have found it unavoidable to make use of Marxist insights 

when speaking of women's history. Because women are the 

biologic reproducers of heirs, legitimate inheritance 

depended on restricting women's sexual activity and that 

entailed restricting their social mobility and contacts. 

Upon their "labor" depended the accumulation of wealth in 

families. This labor created the human property that 

reverted to the owners, or heads of families, so that 

material wealth stayed within families. As with other 

laborers, they became enslaved upon the advent of a 

capitalist economy in order that they not produce surplus 

value that did not revert to the owners (Marx 875). 

To reinforce the bourgeois polis, two particular 

ideological themes emerge: the identification of women's 

nature with nature itself, and the denigration of the 

natural in favor of the civilized. Natural forces begin to 

represent an evil that civilized man has to control. From 

Hesiod's gendered account of Pandora's unleashing of the 

evils upon man through the great tragedies of Euripides and 

Sophocles, we hear condemnations of women's destructive 

influence on political and social order. The irrational, 

emotional female principle in the cosmos has to be 

subjected to the authority of the male to prevent the 

feminine principle from wreaking havoc (Authur 1973, 24-25; 

Authur 1987, 80-84; Cantarella 63-75). 
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This ideology masks men's realization that women are 

being forced to participate in a society in which they have 

no stake and their docility may be purchased at the risk of 

rebellion (Arthur 25-26; Keuls 45, 4). Thus restrictiing 

women within rigid social parameters has to be justified by 

attributing to them an innately uncivilized nature. The 

household must become a corporate enterprise, according to 

Arthur, to forward the aggressive individualism of a rising 

middle class. And the wife's role in providing legitimate 

heirs and new citizens constitutes her primary function 

(Arthur 23; Cantarella 39-43). Given this rhetorical 

situation, the voice of a woman free to choose her 

companions and bestow her affection at will disappears. 

Aristotle: Women's "Natural" Inferiority 

When the stability of the Greek polis itself begins to 

crumble, the full force of ideological legitimation must be 

marshalled, and full-time philosophers provide the 

theoretical justifications for the social institutions 

under fire. Aristotle's works become the principal 

philosophic legitimations for the social construction of 

women and their functions. As empirical observations, his 

descriptions claim scientific objectivity and factual 

status. Plato, of course, is highly important, but he had 

both positive and negative effects on the construction of 

women. In the Republic, he advocated complete equality 
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between men and women of the guardian class, but he seems 

to retract this position in the Laws, in which the women of 

his "second best" city have limited public roles occurring 

around their childbearing years (Okin 1979, 26-50). In the 

Timaeus, Plato contributes this highly misogynistic theory 

that "'[o]f the men who came into the world, those who were 

cowards or led unrighteous lives may with reason be 

supposed to have changed into the nature of women in the 

second generation'" (qtd. Cantarella 59). In any case, as 

a social critic with elitist associations and revolutionary 

ideas, Plato probably received little credit from a 

threatened society. Though Cantarella has shown that 

throughout the Classical Period, there persisted an 

"alternate tradition" of female equality that includes 

Socrates, in which Plato is a mixed figure, this discourse 

is effectively subordinated by the "natural model" provided 

by Aristotle (Cantarella 57-62). 

Aristotle devotes his thinking to the reasons for 

things as they are and validates the status quo because he 

bases his justifications on empirical observation. He 

justifies the subordinate position of women through his 

detailed observations of other animals. And the 

physiological inferiority he finds in women--"mutiliated" 

males--he generalizes to include moral deficiency and 

intellectual incapacity (Generation of Animals II, 3; 

Politics I, 5, 13). According to him, women's lack of a 
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penis is a defect of development, and the adult male is the 

model of perfected humanness, just as he sees the male of 

all species to be the generic ideal. Women's lack of a 

penis as the basis for their deficiency becomes a pervasive 

ideological theme from Aristotle through Freud. Aristotle 

depicts women as aberrations in nature, associating them 

with the monstrous, yet grudgingly according them a rank 

below men and above animals in his hierarchy of being 

because of their necessary reproductive function (Okin 73-

96). 

Aristotle's ideas must be detailed here because they 

become canonical, and Aristotelian misogyny survives intact 

to the detriment of women for the next two thousand years. 

Based on the premise that women produce less body heat than 

men, Aristotle determines that they are unable to transform 

their surplus nutriment in the blood to semen, and this 

fluid is passed out of the body in the menstrual flow, or 

catamenia. When impregnated, the woman contributes only 

the matter, this catamenia, to the fetus, whereas male 

sperm contributes the form and spirit through the semen, or 

seed from which the embryo grows. In the idea that only 

males contribute semen, Aristotle differed from both the 

Hippocratic and Galenic schools of medicine, but his 

opinion gained greater force. From these unequal 

procreative functions, Aristotle derives the formula that 

the male is the active, or superior, principle and the 
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female is the passive, or inferior, principle. If the 

male principle does not prevail at conception, but is acted 

upon by the female principle, a female offspring will 

develop (Horowitz 182-86, 192; Cantarella 59-61; Generation 

of Animals, I, II, IV, Vi History of Animals, III, V-VIII). 

Aristotle does not stop with this physiological 

justification for a gendered social hierarchy, though. 

From it, he determines that women are rationally and 

morally deficient as well. Holding the belief that matter 

is a much lower form than spirit, Aristotle supposed that 

women contribute only vegetative soul to the embryo, which 

simply allows the matter to grow, whereas men contribute 

sensitivity, which allows for locomotion and rationality. 

Unlike men, whose souls are invested with both a 

deliberative faculty and authority, women's souls have no 

authority. Thus women's virtue is proportionate to their 

function, which is of a lower order than men's. Men's 

virtues are those required to rule, and women's those 

required to be ruled. In their respective roles within the 

family, they constitute the basic patriarchal unit upon 

which the state is built (Politics, Ii Nichomachean Ethics, 

VIII). Following this line of reasoning, Aristotle 

reconciles civic values with a rigidly hierarchical social 

structure, with rights granted to those who have the 

natural ability to use them wisely. underlying all of 

Aristotle's thought, and patriarchy generally, is the 
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stress on hierarchy: woman is defined by her incapacities, 

with a natural hierarchy existing between men and women, 

just as among social classes and animal species, in fact 

among all natural phenomena. Patriarchal theorists fail to 

note the circularity of Aristotle's reasoning--that men 

rule because they have authority, and they have authority 

because they are natural rulers. As with all social 

constructions, convention becomes codified as natural law 

and removed from consciousness and critique. 

Following Aristotle's justifications for subordinating 

women to the needs of the polis, women's public role and 

equivalent education disappear. Harnassing the power of 

literacy to produce citizens capable of self government, 

Greek society increases the qualitative and quantitative 

gap between the educations of men and women. Men are 

educated in the discourse appropriate to action in the 

public sphere, and their literate studies can now encompass 

a broad range of subjects from the liberal arts to the 

natural sciences. Men acquire the equivalent of university 

educations in the Academy. Women's education, however, 

remains unworldly and emphasizes nonintellectual domestic 

skills that require little literacy because their sole 

function is to produce citizens and legitimate heirs 

(Flaceliere 56; Cantarella 51). Hetaerae, or courtesans, 

were often better educated than wives in order to be more 

satisfying companions to men, but they had no legal status 
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in the polis. A man generally enjoyed the services of a 

wife to provide his heirs and safe-guard his wealth, a 

concubine to perform the functions of a wife without the 

social status of one, and a hetaira to be a companion of 

his leisure (Cantarella 48-50). It was she who was 

admitted to the conversation of men, a privilege bestowing 

personhood that a legal wife could not have. with women's 

limited experience in the world comes their limited 

capacity for social knowledge, creating the inferior 

intellects Aristotle noted in women. 

An interesting commentary on the ideology of Golden 

Age Athens is that Aspasia, Pericles' mistress, enjoyed 

more authority and social freedom than did citizens' 

legitimate wives. Because she was neither a citizen not a 

wife, but a hetaira, she could not confer property or 

produce legitimate heirs, but she was respected for her 

wisdom and intelligence concerning their affairs. A well 

educated rhetorician, she was supposedly a teacher of 

Socrates, along with other intellectuals whom she attracted 

to her own academy. A wife, on the other hand, would have 

had no education in civic or philosophic matters and no 

opportunity to participate in the fora in which they were 

discussed. 

The most unfortunate aspect of women's being denied 

the kind of literate education allowed to men was that they 

lost the necessary sense of self to understand the social 
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constructedness of the misogyny in dominant discourse. As 

C. Jan swearingen has noted, the necesssary interaction 

between the individual and "preserved speech" that bestows 

individual identity is a recursive process. The reader is 

shaped by the text, and readers trained in the agonistic 

western tradition can in turn shape texts and the nature of 

social reality. So, even if women are allowed to read, if 

they cannot speak, debate what they read, or write 

themselves, they lose the power of reciprocally shaping 

texts, and are passively shaped by them (swearingen 242-

47) . 

Conclusion 

The shift away from an aristocratic education for both 

men and women and Aristotle's institutionalizing of female 

inferiority result in the suppression of Sappho's female 

discourse. By the third or fourth century B.C.E., the 

Greeks have become unaccusto~ed to lyric talent in women, 

and Sappho's life and work become the subject of ridicule, 

for instance, in New Comedy (Hallett 447; Barnstone 273). 

Though men are still celebrating male homoeroticism, her 

name becomes synonymous with licentiousness and sexual 

perversion, and her poems are willfully violated by later 

male authors, who fabricate sensational details of her life 

and work or remove all the feminine pronouns in her love 

songs. For example, Ovid invented the story in which 
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sappho supposedly throws herself from the Leukadian Rock 

out of unrequited love for a ferryman named Phaon, just as 

a couple of millenia later, John Lyly turns her into an 

allegorical representation of Queen Elizabeth I. 

Eighteenth and nineteenth century translators, such as 

Ambrose Philips, George Herbert, John Merivale, Edwin 

Arnold, T. W. Higginson, Moreton Walhouse, and J. Addington 

symonds, all change the she's to he's in the "Hymn to 

Aphrodite" above (Snyder 11). Once her reputation has 

become tarnished, her work provides an easy target for 

Church fathers such as Bishop Gregory Nazienzen of 

constantinople and Pope Gregory VII. They systematically 

destroyed it in order to erase the female experience from 

the dominant culture and deny the eroticism of the female 

body unless subject to male control. 

In other words, ideology has denied women the ability 

to construct themselves by eliminating a woman who spoke 

for the female experience. Misogyny enlisted in support of 

the bourgeois Greek polis has defined women as inferior 

members of the human species not useful for any function 

except reproduction, and their education denies them the 

language capable of articulating female experience so ably 

celebrated by a literate and liberally educated Sappho. 

Few women after her would be able to understand the intense 

experience and sense of personal identity expressed in 

these words: 
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for the instant I look upon you, I cannot anymore 
speak one word, 

But in silence my tongue is broken, a fine 
fire at once runs under my skin, 
with my eyes I see not one thing, my ears 
buzz, 

Cold sweat covers me, trembling 
seizes my whole body, I am more moist than grass; 
I seem to be little short 
of dying .... (Snyder 18-19) 

When such words become unspeakable, women cannot fully 

understand such experience. A woman free to bestow her 

affection where she will and to enjoy the pleasures of her 

body poses a distinct danger to the perpetuation of male 

prerogatives and private property. Such a female identity 

had to be erased from the Western tradition. It becomes 

socially de-constructed and doesn't reappear with any 

regularity until the twentieth century. 
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Perhaps sensing the marginalization of women's 

experience with the rise of the bourgeois state, Sappho 

voices a clear and memorable female identity that 

celebrates a woman's personal experience. But a woman 

whose sexual desires are not regulated by men and channeled 

toward producing legitimate heirs poses a threat to middle

class male economic goals. And when the stability of the 

bourgeois state begins to weaken, misogynous legitimations 

provided primarily by Aristotle justify silencing women and 

restricting them to the home in order to keep them ignorant 

of themselves and the world. Ignorant of their identities, 

they become mere instruments in a masculine world view. 

That world view is hierarchical, with males the natural 

superiors of females. The Christian church fathers 

appropriate Aristotelian philosophy to legitimate their own 

patriarchal hierarchies and attempt a complete erasure of 

the Sapphic view of reality. 

In the following pages, I will attempt to characterize 

the rhetorical situations necessitating misognynistic 

constructions of women in the society of Pizan, Cary and 

Montagu. Like Sappho, Pizan lives in a feudal society in 

which there is a certain complementarity between men's and 

women's roles, giving women some social freedom to express 
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themselves. Yet in pizan's time, classical Greek misogyny 

has been appropriated by Christianity to shore up feudal 

hierarchies in the process of disintegration. In cary's 

and Montagu's periods, we see the influence of a rising 

middle class that is accumulating material wealth and 

destabilizing social hierarchies. As a result, women are 

again forced out of the public sphere of action, and 

women's voices are silenced--to keep women docile and 

socially ineffectual, except as instruments for 

accomplishing male goals. Being educated like men, 

however, all these writers come to realize that the 

ideology informing men's depictions of women doesn't 

reflect women's lived experience, but often cooperates with 

male power over them. And they feel an urgency to express 

themselves in order to assert a female perspective that 

differs from male constructions. This discussion will also 

entail looking at women's education, or lack of it, as the 

means by which misogyny was institutionalized and women 

were socialized to perpetuate male hegemony. 

Whereas Sappho celebrated female experience in the 

face of an attempt at erasure in order to advance male 

Greek interests, Pizan directly confronts Aristotelian and 

Christian misogyny to assert feminine goodness and wisdom, 

Cary attempts to construct an identity independent of the 

patriarchal prescriptions for women, and Montagu is 

publicly disgraced because she has written too well. 
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In 1399, Christine de Pizan (1364-1430?) threw down 

the gauntlet that incited the querelle des femmes, or 

debate on the nature of woman. Pizan was responding to the 

construction of women grounded in Aristotelian ideology and 

incorporating Christian misogyny as well. The version she 

was most immediately responding to was Jean de Meun's 

completion of the Romance of the Rose, which depicted women 

as deceitful, vain, lewd, licentious, ungovernable, and 

unteachable. Following her first volley, the Letter to the 

God of Love, Pizan faced a tiresome series of rebuttals 

from her opponents, who quoted at length from Aristotle to 

defend women's moral and intellectual inferiority (Horowitz 

187-88). 

Wondering "how it happened that so many different men-

and learned men among them--have been and are so inclined 

to express both in speaking and in their treatises and 

writings so many wicked insults about women and their 

behavior," she set about to rewrite history to redress this 

defamatory perception (city 3-4). Her subsequent Book of 

the city of Ladies and Treasury of the City of Ladies 

counter Aristotelian and Christian misogyny with positive 

examples of female virtue and wisdom: Cornificia, who went 

to school with her brother and surpassed him in philosophy, 

poetry, and "every branch of learning"; Proba, who 
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"mastered all seven liberal arts," and who wrote poetic 

versions of the Bible; Sappho, whose poems "have survived 

to this day, most remarkably constructed and composed, and 

they serve as illumination and models of consummate poetic 

craft and composition to those who have come afterward"; 

Nicostrata, who had "such fair and wise speech and 

venerable eloquence that the contemporary poets who wrote 

about her imagined she was beloved of the god Mercury" 

(City 62-73). 

Not only does she specifically address social 

constructions of women from a feminine point of view, she 

discourses effectively on masculine topics as well. She 

thus opens a rhetorical space for herself in the dominant 

tradition. To do that she had to have achieved an identity 

that allowed her to speak from a position of authority. I 

maintain she created that identity by acquiring the 

language of the dominant tradition and using it to enter 

the cultural conversation. By using it critically, she 

discovers that women's nature is a social construct based 

on prevailing ideology, not a fact. In responding to the 

dominant perception of women, she discovers her own 

identity and reconstructs social perceptions through the 

ideas she engages in dialogue. Yet she doesn't understand 

the masculine motives underlying the ideology she engages. 

Beginning with the first Latin translations of 

Aristotle in the twelfth century, and accelerating with 
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Thomas Aquinas' incorporation of Aristotelian philosophy in 

the Summa Theologiae, medieval scholasticism reveals a 

highly anti-female tone. As with the Greeks themselves, 

natural philosophy and theology remain united in the 

ideological case against women. Thirteenth century medical 

tracts, principally those of Albertus Magnus, rely heavily 

on Aristotle's notions of female physiology. Just as in 

religious doctrine, it is difficult to determine where 

science leaves off and metaphysical opinion begins, for 

both generalize from biology to draw conclusions about 

female psychology and intelligence. The discursive domains 

of politics, science, and religion in fact overlap; science 

was actually called natural philosophy. For example, 

Magnus, a Dominican monk, is simultaneously a theologian, 

philosopher, and scientist. 

One particularly influential work of natural 

philosophy that contributes to the negative image of women 

is Women's Secrets. The extremely deleterious description 

of womanhood it purveys was the one which Pizan had to 

counter. Written by an anonymous disciple of Magnus, it 

focuses on the female reproductive system, which it 

interprets to present a decidedly unflattering picture of 

women. Its physiological basis was already present in 

Magnus, who had agreed with Aristotle that menstrual flow 

weakens the cerebrum and that women's moral state is lower 

than men's (Lemay 48-49). Women's Secrets relies heavily 
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on Aristotle from the Arabic translations by Avicenna and 

Averroes. Essentially it is an exaggeration and 

popularization of Magnus' ideas, perhaps for the general 

education of men in religious orders, to prevent their 

consorting with women (Lemay 3-4, 50). It employs 

persuasive rhetoric, and almost any literate person, most 

likely men, would have had access to it. It is one of the 

mainstays of medieval misogyny, having wide circulation and 

acquiring much commentary. 

The thirteenth-century misogynistic innovation 

recorded by Women's Secrets is the association of satanic 

evil and corruption with women. In addition to being 

defective, inferior, and unruly as human beings, women are 

now a positively malign influence. Translator Helen Lemay 

shows that Secrets had a direct influence on the fifteenth

century Malleus Maleficarum, a document written by medieval 

inquisitors to identify witches (49-58). with 

Christianity, Pandora has been superceded by Eve as the 

cause of men's misfortunes, but the same ideology remains. 

Christian ideology has added a new evil figure, Satan, but 

he still manages to implicate women as his allies in the 

corruption of otherwise innocent masculinity. This 

Christianized misogyny now gains a philosophical authority 

through the reintroduction of Aristotle. using Aristotle's 

notions of women's inadequate processing of nutriment, the 

author of Secrets maintains that a woman becomes corrupted 
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and fouled when normal menstruation is suspended by 

pregnancy, illness, or psychological problems, and this 

corruption is contagious. As the result of these 

conditions, women become insatiably lustful, and children 

generated from withheld menses will become leprous. But 

even if menstruation is normal, menstrual fluid is 

poisonous because it itself is corrupted and can cause harm 

to the penis or infect men who touch it with leprosy. One 

commentator, following Magnus, states that women are 

unsuited to learning because their brains are stopped up 

and deadened. citing Avicenna, the author claims that the 

buried hairs of a menstruating woman will turn into 

serpents--the serpent, of course, being associated with 

satan. He also claims that old women and poor women who 

live on coarse food produce an abundance of evil humors 

that rise to the eyes and can poison infants through the 

air (Lemay 52-54), obvious grounds for witch hunting. 

The volume of the commentary and its elaboration on 

the basic premises of the work reveal the keen philosophic 

interest secrets inspired and the severity of its 

denigration of women, which provides legitimation, not only 

for subjugating women but for actively persecuting them, as 

the numerous witch trials of the period show. The 

conclusion drawn by the author of Women's Secrets is that 

because woman's menstrual fluid is evil, her behavior will 

be evil too. In several places, he takes woman's 
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deceitfulness for granted. When advising the reader of a 

test for pregnancy, he casually states, "Since women who 

are aware of what is happening might tell you the opposite 

of what is true, the experimentor should say nothing about 

impregnation .... Some women, however, are so clever and 

so aware of the trick that they refuse to tell the truth, 

but rather say something else instead" (Lemay 125). Lemay 

thus summarizes the influence of Aristotle on the misogyny 

of the High Middle Ages: 

Woman, the temptress, the follower of Eve, the 
"devil's gateway" had long been suspect to 
theologians. Now, with medieval schoolmen's 
interpretation of Aristotelian natural 
philosophy, ecclesiastical statements on the evil 
nature of the lesser sex become buttressed by the 
weight of scientific authority. (Lemay 51) 

It is with this sort of misogyny and the way it is 

perpetuated in all forms of discourse, that Christine de 

Pizan had to contend. When pizan's fictional persona, 

Christine, in the city of Ladies questions Lady Reason 

about the truth of Women's Secrets, Reason replies: 

You can see for yourself without further proof, 
this book was written carelessly and colored by 
hypocrisy, for if you have looked at it, you know 
that it is obviously a treatise composed of 
lies. Although some say that it was written by 
Aristotle, it is not believable that such a 
philosopher could be charged with such contrived 
lies. For since women can clearly know with 
proof that certain things which he treats are not 
at all true, but pure fabrications, they can also 
conclude that the other details which he handles 
are outright lies. (City 22) 
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She apparently doesn't have enough familiarity with 

Aristotle's complete corpus to understand his position on 

women, even though many of her sources attribute their 

misogynous ideas to him. She hasn't participated in enough 

intellectual dialogue with Aristotelian scholars to 

understand that the basic assumption underlying all 

Aristotelian taxonomies is the inequality of all natural 

phenomena and that the idea of women's natural inferiority 

to men supports social arrangements that favor masculine 

objectives and views of reality. 

Women's dishonesty, bawdiness, lasciviousness, and 

lack of reason all appear in the male writers that Pizan 

objects to, even in those she relies on as her authorities, 

such as Chaucer and Boccaccio. When Jean de Meun, who had 

also been influenced by the Arabic translations of 

Aristotle, puts offensive diction into the mouth of Lady 

Reason in the Romance of the Rose, Pizan sees lying beneath 

that superficially harmless bit of poetic license a deep

seated belief in woman's unworthiness (Chance 12). 

Therefore, Pizan has to clear the field of letters, with 

the help of Lady Reason, to erect her city of Ladies, and 

the foundations of her city are the virtuous women of the 

past. In taking pains to give authority to her rereadings 

of male history, she quotes Boccaccio at length, for 

example, when he praises Sappho, and she claims that Plato 

had a book of Sappho's poems under his pillow when he died 
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(City 67-68). In order to establish her own authority, 

therefore, Pizan appropriates supporting material from the 

dominant discourse, which often significantly refocuses the 

entire context and nullifies the misogyny to be found in 

the source. 

Pizan has to maneuver gingerly around patriarchy in 

order to attack misogyny, but it is a wise move. 

Institutions may rise and fallon the strength of their 

legitimations. Pizan didn't question the institutional 

order, however, but seems to uphold the institutions of 

law, marriage, monarchy, and Church specifically. Their 

ideologies had been lost to social consciousness. Joan 

Kelly maintains that the humanistically trained women of 

the querelle des femmes didn't translate their 

philosophical arguments into social action, apparently not 

recognizing that argument is a form of action since it can 

reconstruct social reality (Kelly 67-68). But Berger and 

Luckmann also claim that no a priori consistency can be 

presumed to exist between institutions and the 

legitimations used to transmit them (Berger and Luckmann 

71). In any case, Pizan would probably have had to have 

more extensive social interaction with like-minded 

interlocutors and experience conflicting symbolic universes 

before fully understanding the mechanism whereby the one 

justified the other. She voiced her objections to 

misogyny, which she recognized as socially constructed, but 
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didn't see how it supported masculine claims to authority 

in most social spheres. 

No one Pizan communicated with had any sympathy for 

the phenomena she was attempting to grasp, so her 

understanding of them remains incomplete. Throughout city 

of Ladies, Christine quizzes the three Virtues about why 

women were treated unfairly, but she never quite discovers 

what social phenomena are made possible by which ideas. 

For instance, following the passage above about Secrets, 

Lady Reason asks Christine if she knows why the pope 

excommunicated every man who read it to a woman. And when 

Christine says no, Reason claims that "the man who wrote it 

knew that if women read it or heard it read aloud, they 

would know it was lies, would contradict it, and make fun 

of it. with this pretense the author wanted to trick and 

deceive the men who read it" (city 22-23). Pizan doesn't 

indicate directly that she understood the pope to be, in 

fact, constructing women in such a way as to maintain male 

hegemony in the Church. But she does indicate that women 

would see the work as inconsistent with their experience 

and that would introduce an alternate construction of 

social reality. Perhaps it was the ignorance of the 

society in general about the connection that allowed Pizan 

to challenge so directly the ideas she had learned to 

understand without questioning how they were 

institutionalized in particular social structures. 
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In any case, she doesn't confront patriarchal 

institutions directly, but in fact, makes it clear that she 

intends to conform to them, a rhetorical move she uses to 

establish her ethos. For instance, she voices support for 

the existing political order--patriarchical rule. Feudal 

aristocracy and its agrarian-based economy are in disarray 

during pizan's life, but no conflicting power group can 

gain ascendancy, nor even launch an effective challenge to 

existing economic and political institutions. The 

Renaissance would eventually create a republic of letters 

that transcended feudal loyalties, and humanistic scholars 

would become the principal architects of a new world view, 

but these developments have not yet occurred in France, nor 

in most of northern Europe. The Dukes of Burgundy and 

Orleans are vying for control of the monarchy and 

precipitating dynastic warfare, but pizan's experience with 

the violence of popular uprisings and the fickle loyalties 

of the Parisian populace convince her that rule is still 

better left in the hands of the hereditary rulers. Her 

various instruction manuals for the queen and dauphin-

Letter of Othea to Hector, Book of the Body Politic, Letter 

to Queen Isabeau, Lamentation on the Evils of civil War, 

and Book of Peace--all show her to be a supporter of 

hereditary monarchy as the guarantor of social order (Yenal 

17). 
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When Christine asks why women are not in the seats of 

legal counsel, Lady Reason replies: 

. . . one could just as well ask why God did not 
ordain that men fulfill the offices of women, and 
women the offices of men. So I must answer this 
question by saying that just as a wise and well 
ordered lord organizes his domain so that one 
servant accomplishes one task and another servant 
another task, and that what the one does the 
other does not do, God has similarly ordained man 
and woman to serve him in different offices ... 
(City 31) 

This passage bears witness to the Aristotelian idea that 

people are defined by their social functions, and since 

women have no recognized social functions, they really have 

no identity. One becomes through speaking and acting in 

social contexts. Excluding women from most domains of 

action prevents them from the critical and reflective 

dialogue necessary for identity achievement. 

Women's exclusion from legal forums was laid down 

quite specifically by Leonardi Bruni in his letter to 

Battista Malatesta the same year Pizan wrote Book of the 

city of Ladies (Cannon 33). And his argument was exactly 

the same--that men and women had complementary functions, 

and the public functions were men's: 

These matters belong to men; as war, or battles, 
and also contests and public controversies. A 
woman will not, therefore, study any further what 
to speak either for or against witnesses, either 
for or against torture, either for or against 
hearsay evidence, nor will she busy herself with 
loci communes, or devote her attention to 
dilemmatic questions or to cunning answers; she 
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will leave, finally all public severity to men. 
(Grafton and Jardin 33) 

Pizan doesn't critique the convergence of philosophy 

and politics because the separate spheres and complementary 

roles for men and women are not seen as social 

constructions. In the above example they are used to 

buttress a male monopoly on jurisprudence. So her 

reasoning goes around in circles. Women know from 

experience they are not stupid and evil; men just lie. But 

the reasons she enjoins women to uphold male privilege are 

based on truths men have persuaded them to accept. They 

have told women that God ordained these facts or that they 

are simply the way things are, as we see Bruni doing. 

Christian dogma as a symbolic universe is not critiqued, 

even though Pizan can actually see male discourse 

constructing it. The connection between day-to-day 

experience and the symbolic universe is lost. 

Another form of patriarchy Pizan complies with is, in 

fact, the Church. In her Letter of othea to Hector, she 

explains her project for Christianizing Greek and Roman 

mythology. It reveals the factual status bestowed on 

Christian ideology: "At the present time, we Christians, 

by the grace of God enlightened with true faith, are able 

to restore to morality the opinions of the ancients, and on 

these, many excellent allegories can be made" (Letter 37). 

She also supports the Christian view of marriage. For 
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example, when countering misogynous attacks on marriage, 

Pizan has Lady Reason uphold the patriarchal household in 

the city of Ladies: "For where has the husband ever been 

found who will allow his wife to have authority to abuse 

and insult him as a matter of course, as these authorities 

maintain? " (City 7). And Lady Prudence in the Treasury of 

the City of Ladies says the wise princess will "be humble 

toward [her husband] in deed, word, and attitude. She will 

obey him without complaint and will keep her peace as 

punctiliously as did Good Queen Esther ... " (Treasury 

98). In speaking directly to her audience at the 

conclusion of city of Ladies, Pizan says, "And you ladies 

who are married, do not scorn being subject to your 

husbands, for sometimes it is not the best thing for a 

creature to be independent" (City 255). 

She supports the Church's insistence on female chastity 

and obedience--both possibly influenced by Aristotelian 

notions of female deficiency and lust. Aristotle was 

probably familiar to classically trained Church fathers 

such as Augustine, for whom the ideal state for women 

became integritas, or absolute virginity. The most 

respected of all Christian women were those who died 

protecting this state. Chastity, if not virginity, becomes 

the best way for women to guarantee their salvation 

(Schulenberg 31). Basically, the prevailing ideology says 

women come in only two varieties--saints or whores, Mary or 
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Eve. To encourage one and prevent the other, they are 

admonished by Paul to obey, not only the ordained ministers 

of God, but secular authorities, most particularly their 

husbands, and Pizan reflects this ideology especially well 

in the Treasury of the city of Ladies, but subtly adds a 

third category--chaste married women, since women must be 

married either to Christ or to men. When advising the 

princess on how to go about advancing the cause of peace, 

she tells the princess to use her influence to persuade her 

husband and his council, indicating that public action 

should be reserved for men. When the princess faces a 

choice between serving Christ and serving her husband, she 

may choose obedience to her husband if she uses her 

elevated station to dispense charity, unless her husband 

keeps her penniless, in which case Prudence has nothing to 

offer in the way of advice for women kept in such servitude 

(Treasury 79-82, 118). This neat negotiation insures 

obedience to all authorities. 

In every case when Pizan seems to subscribe to 

dominant ideology, however, she uses it to advance her own 

argument that women do not inherently need patriarchal 

regulation. Apparently for her, women would conform to the 

virtuous life prescribed for them on their own if they 

followed the dictates of their consciences and their 

natural prudence. Since woman was created from man, who is 

made of the most noble substance, a woman goes against her 
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own nature to be anything but as wise and good as the 

creature from whom she was fashioned (City 24-26). What 

Pizan doesn't question is the necessity of women to have 

their own separate domain and their inability to act with 

any freedom outside that domain. 

Pizan's historic women in the city of Ladies, and her 

contemporary women in the Treasury of the city of Ladies 

must be exemplars of female chastity first and foremost. 

In other words, to be women in the ideal state, women must 

eschew their primary relationship to men. Her martyrology 

in city of Ladies celebrates the female saints, many of 

whom she praises specifically for their virginity and the 

often extreme ways in which they preserved it. Using the 

virtue of her exemplars, her role as moral instructor, and 

her own chaste widowhood, she constructs the ethos of her 

discourse, which allows her to argue effectively against 

her male opponents' misogynistic calumny of women. 

Pizan broadened the Church's injunction to virginity, 

making salvation possible for more women. Adhering to this 

chastity herself liberated her personally to practice her 

profession. Chastity for her was a pragmatic lifestyle 

choice. In praising life at the convent of poissy in Tale 

of Poissy, she sees its self-sufficiency and freedom as a 

positive benefit to women, and she herself retires there 

(Kells 107-8). The freedom virtue gave her in this life 

confirmed the wisdom of such preparation for the afterlife 
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and allowed her to express herself without reconstructing 

patriarchal institutions. For her, only chastity or 

rejection of male association justified woman's action in 

the public sphere. Only the most chaste could defy male 

authority, as she demonstrates with such examples as the 

virtuous wife who tries to ameliorate the character of a 

bad husband with persuasion and Judith who uses her 

chastity to seduce Holophernes and cut off his head to save 

her people (City 255, 144-45). 

Pizan, therefore, writes from within the main 

patriarchal institutions of her period. But she challenges 

their legitimating misogyny, which has combined 

Aristotelian ideas about women's defective nature with 

Christian dogma about their evil and corrupting influence 

on men. This challenge creates some discursive space for a 

woman to defy the authority of that patriarchy, but Pizan 

cannot speak of the relationship between misogynous 

discourse and the specific patriarchal institutions it 

supports because the overarching symbolic universe is 

given, not questionable from within the established 

discourse itself. As Edith Yenal had said, "From 

Christine's medieval vantage point, advancing her sex meant 

securing a respected place for it within the existing 

social order; what seemed beyond her conception was to 

change that order itself" (Yenal 18). Divinely ordained 

separate spheres give men dominance in the public sphere 
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according to Pizan, but she insists that women's 

subordination cannot be justified on the basis of a corrupt 

female nature when history provides abundant examples of 

chaste and good women who were often also leaders. 

Women's roles are predicated on the divine plan of 

reciprocity in social functions, a condition not unlike 

that of Sappho's day. What we will see later, is that 

pizan's capacity to speak may rest partially on the 

blurring of boundaries between those roles during her 

time. constance Jordan claims Pizan assumed a public role 

for women because she did not see a female government as 

innovative (Jordan 1990, 106). And indeed, Pizan had only 

to cite the numerous medieval queens who had held power in 

recent European history. since aristocratic women in the 

Middle Ages frequently performed economic, administrative, 

and military duties, pizan's public literary performance in 

the persona of royal adviser would not necessarily have 

seemed subversive (Kelly-Gadol 1977; Casey 233-34). 

Like Sappho, Pizan is also the beneficiary of an 

aristocratic education, but unlike Sappho's, such an 

education was not standard for aristocratic women of her 

time. She probably read Latin since her father would have 

used it, and she uses the script of Charles V's Latin 

secretaries, most likely taught her by her secretary 

husband. But it was only by virtue of her father's being 

an Italian humanist that Pizan was allowed an education 
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more like a boy's. She appears embittered that she had 

only received the "crumbs" of her father's learning (Letter 

33-34). Some aristocratic women and many nuns had received 

educations in the classical tradition throughout the Middle 

Ages, but humanistic ideas about broadening all women's 

educations had not arrived in France yet (Cannon, 1916; 

Ferrante, 1980; Labalme, 1980). In fact, Yenal states that 

it was Pizan who helped introduce humanistic concepts into 

France (Yenal 11). Of course, she introduces male 

authorities who have established themselves within the 

dominant tradition--Dante and Petrarch, for example. 

Through a self-imposed program of learning, she taught 

herself a broad range of classical and contemporary authors 

that allowed her to cite with confidence Plato, Xenophon, 

Aristotle, Virgil, ovid, Augustine, Dante, Petrarch, 

Boccaccio, and Chaucer, among others. Using such borrowed 

authority, she models a method of female empowerment that 

works from within and does not question the dominant 

cultural ideology. 

She certainly advocates an education for girls 

equivalent to boys'. In responding to Christine's concern 

about men's opinion that women can't learn very much, Lady 

Reason answers that "if it were customary to send daughters 

to school like sons, and if they were then taught the 

natural sciences, they would learn as thoroughly and 

understand the subtleties of all the arts and sciences as 
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well as sons. Reason also claims that girls may have 

"delicate bodies," but they have "minds that are freer and 

sharper whenever they apply themselves" (City 63). Pizan 

here focuses directly on the root of women's inability to 

be self-constructing, showing that it is culture rather 

than nature that disadvantages women. Yet she doesn't 

argue that it is also socialization giving the two sexes 

their complementary spheres and functions. 

Yet based on her assumption of separate spheres and 

separate roles for men and women, she explains that women 

don't learn more because the roles they perform don't 

require it and don't expose them to enough knowledge

generating experience. Lady Reason says that "the public 

does not require them to get involved in the affairs which 

men are commissioned to execute. . . . It is enough for 

women to perform the usual duties to which they are 

ordained" (City 63-64). Because Pizan privileges Reason 

and gives her the last word, we must conclude that reason, 

a masculine virtue, is the naturally superior principle and 

it is reason that has given women their secondary position. 

So, even though Pizan recognizes that women's roles 

construct women in such a way that they cannot realize 

their full human potential, she doesn't show those roles 

themselves as being socially constructed to safeguard male 

monopolies. As most knowers do, she has has lost the 

connection between the overriding symbolic universe, in her 
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case Christianity, and the various ways it has been 

socially elaborated. But Pizan obviously recognizes that 

her self awareness and understanding of the social 

construction of women in the dominant discourses are the 

result of her education, and her own education is the 

source of her power to refute that construction. As Joan 

Kelly observes, "Grasping the presence of ideology in what 

she read, in the form of an ideology of sex, put Christine 

in a position to critique the image of women she had at 

first internalized" (Kelly 81). Her awareness necessitates 

her refutation. She finds the authorial voice to speak, 

and that voice is extremely successful. But the knowledge 

it provides her has a limit. She can raise to 

consciousness and refute specific claims of the prevailing 

ideology through participation in the ongoing conversation, 

but she cannot dislodge the overriding symbolic universe 

supporting it because that universe is a given; its reality 

can no longer be raised to consciousness or questioned. 

Yet Pizan was a very successful rhetorician. Of her 

forty-one known works and collections, we have manuscripts 

of forty. Not only was she a prolific writer, but her 

works were sought after and collected by important people 

of her day, and for years afterward. There are forty-six 

extant manuscripts of Letter of Othea to Hector, twenty

seven of City of Ladies, twenty-two of Moral Teachings, 

twenty-one each of Treasury and Book of the Deeds of Arms 
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and of Chivalry, and between three and twelve manuscrpts 

for each of twenty-seven other works. English translations 

of her work date from the fifteenth century, beginning with 

Feats of Arms in 1475. Her Moral Proverbs (1478) made her 

one of the first twelve authors to be printed by Caxton, 

who also printed Feats of Arms in 1489 or 1490 (Kennedy 63-

120). Interest in her work was shown by at least three 

kings, a queen, and several noblemen (Letter 1, 5). It 

would probably be safe to say that, for a hundred years 

after her death and for the last twenty years, Pizan has 

been a highly respected author. She was even admired by 

her adversaries in the Debate of the Rose, Pierre and 

Gontier Col, who referred to her as "Ie sauent damoiselle 

Christine," the wise lady Christine, and "la femme de hault 

entendement," the woman of high understanding (Yenal 19). 

In later periods, like Sappho's poems, her works will 

be violated because male editors will not believe that they 

could have been produced by a woman. Her Book of the Feats 

of Arms and of Chivalry will have all references to her 

removed (Willard 186), and her Letter of othea to Hector 

will be attributed to the doctors of the University of 

Paris (Letter 5; Yenal 80). Also, like Sappho, Pizan 

chooses to write in the vernacular, though in this case, it 

is her second language. She apologizes for her Latin, but 

her period is one in which her male authorities, Boccaccio, 

Dante, and Petrarch, are also beginning to use the 
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vernacular languages. The breadth of her readership 

indicates that her creation of a personal rhetorical space 

was not so extraordinary that female authorship violated 

deeply held ideological prejudices, though she indicates 

her patrons were surprized by it. She claims her works 

were "'read willingly and received joyfully, and more so, I 

believe, because it was not usual for a woman to write, and 

it was something that had not happened for a long time'" 

(Bornstein 15). 

Elizabeth Cary: Bourgeois Values Again and the Feminine 

Holy Trinity 

Even more than Pizan, Elizabeth Cary, Lady Falkland 

(1589-1639), appears to subscribe to the dominant 

discourse's symbolic universe while trying to resist 

society's construction of women. In discussing the 

influence of Renaissance constructions of women on their 

writing, Margaret Ferguson places Pizan and Cary in the 

same category. They both represent women writers who 

responded conservatively to the constructions of women in 

the dominant discourse--as opposed to those who only 

reproduced that discourse in their writing and those who 

overtly defied it. The conservative reaction, which she 

says is most common among highly religious women writers of 

the upper classes, "involves an anxious effort to justify 

female self-expression, a certain disobedience to (secular) 
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male authority, without challenging the supreme value of 

female chastity" (Margaret Ferguson 103). Behind her 

categorization is the assumption that women are inspired to 

write primarily because they must assert a female 

personality that responds to and may differ from the one 

purveyed by men. This assumption is specifically stated by 

Elaine Beilin when speaking of Cary (Beilin xvii-xviii). 

The ideology of female chastity that pizan's work 

reflected becomes what Virginia Woolf calls a "fetish" in 

the two hundred years that transpire between Pizan and 

Cary. Woolf alludes to Freud's fetishization of the 

phallus and Marx's fetishization of the commodity. Like the 

phallus and the commodity, female chastity originates 

fundamental social and psychological causal chains. Since 

marriage has become almost the sole vocation available to 

women (with the abolition of the convents in England), 

marital chastity has become the supreme feminine virtue. 

It forms the cornerstone of an edifice which hardens into a 

concept of womanhood that very nearly stifles women writers 

altogether and inspires enough chafing to result in overt 

rebellion on the part of some. 

Feminist scholars have traced the development of this 

ideological emphasis on female chastity to the growth of a 

capitalistic economy and the attendant rise of the modern 

bourgeoisie because women again become a form of property 

used to insure the property of men on the social rise 
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(Kelly-Gadol, 1976, 1977; Casey, 1976). Wives produce the 

legitimate heirs so necessary for the accumulation of 

wealth and the perpetuation of it in families, serving as 

conduits for the transfer of wealth between men. Ferguson 

cannot account for the relationship existing in the 

Renaissance mind between female chastity and the attendant 

virtues of silence and obedience. Yet when one examines 

the similarity between the phenomena she describes and 

conditions existing just prior to and during the height of 

the Greek polis, we can see that the indissoluble linking 

of women's chastity with silence and obedience in the 

Renaissance mind is a necessary ideological underpinning 

for patriarchal institutions in formation or under duress. 

without restrictions on female sexuality, much of a 

bourgeois society's economic and political structure would 

be dissipated through unregulated reproduction. Silencing 

them insures that women will not develop the subjectivity 

to critique their condition. 

Patriarchy had been important to the feudal world 

order by preserving the lands and social hegemony of the 

aristocracy, but it becomes indispensable to the newly 

developing bourgeoisie of the Renaissance. Hereditary 

aristocracy had also depended on female chastity, yet as 

Joan Kelly-Gadol pointed out, medieval women had often 

owned their own lands and thus wielded some social power 

for themselves (Kelly-Gadol 145). Bourgeois ascendancy, on 
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the other hand, depends on the accumulation and 

perpetuation of family capital, since bourgeois families 

originally have no hereditary land. Bourgeois men, thus, 

have no titles conferring "natural" dominance as 

aristocrats do. Their only source of power is private 

wealth. 

Without docile and obedient women whose full 

cooperation in these family enterprises can be counted on, 

both bourgeois and aristocratic men lose social power. 

Women of whichever class, however, who participate in the 

cultural discourse may come to be self defining and, as a 

result, may desire a stake in the system as well. Such an 

eventuality would threaten the power of both classes of men 

because if women are allowed to make their own choices and 

control their own sexuality, they can divide the family 

assets and bestow them on outsiders. During Elizabeth 

cary's time, therefore, the goals of more than one social 

class depend on domesticated and obedient women, whose 

silence prevents them from being self defining. 

If, as I have suggested, individual identities can 

only be constructed through a dialectic between the 

individual's and society's perceptions of reality, one 

would probably experience a degree of anxiety if the latter 

reality were perceived as unstable. In early seventeenth

century England, social structures, indeed, appeared 

unstable, and a great deal of social tension was 



120 

resulting. Jacobean monarchs were pulling in exactly the 

opposite direction from the one advocated by an 

increasingly powerful bourgeoisie who, unfortunately for 

James I and Charles I, controlled the purse strings. While 

the stuarts were attempting to achieve an absolute 

monarchy, the bourgeois-controlled Parliament was pressing 

for a constitutional monarchy subject to its economic 

control. The Crown was broke, and the well-to-do burghers 

did not want the increasingly isolated king frittering away 

their money on foreign wars and a corrupt state apparatus. 

The upwardly mobile bourgoisie was encroaching on 

aristocratic privilege, and their money carried more power 

than pedigrees. Cracks in the patriarchal hierarchies were 

rendering them vulnerable, and previously disenfranchised 

men, at least, were working their way into them. 

Meanwhile more disenfranchised people, particularly 

women, were being created every day. Land enclosures were 

impoverishing large segments of the rural population, and 

small industries and professional guilds were coming under 

the exclusive control of men, shutting off valuable sources 

of income for married and single women. vast numbers of 

itinerent poor were flooding the cities, raising the crime 

rate, and frightening the privileged (Hill, 1980; Walzer, 

1982; Travitsky, 1990). An uneasy truce had been 

accomplished under Elizabeth I between the Protestantism of 

the growing middle class and recently overthrown 
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Catholicism. But stuart sympathies were threatening that 

truce, though the stuarts dared do nothing about it. The 

influence of humanism on the education of women, promoted 

by Catherine of Aragon and the Thomas More Circle, had 

produced a generation of enlightened women. Yet these 

women, unfortunately, were seeing the gains they had made 

toward intellectual equality and freedom already being 

revoked. 

Under these circumstances, not just women's, but all 

established identities were threatened. In the new social 

order, all those institutional realities that had 

traditionally defined one's place in the social structure-

class, religion, profession, and gender--no longer rested 

safely on a set of unquestionable assumptions. All manner 

of prescriptive discourse about how one ought to behave 

proliferated to address the cultural identity crisis. 

Royal proclamations, sermons, conduct books, educational 

treatises, and household manuals of every stripe attempted 

to restore a sense of social order, and none was 

disinterested. 

In the Greek polis, the patriarchy instituted to 

protect private property had developed from rather loosely 

related clan and communal economic units. But Cary's 

England saw the clash of two equally powerful patriarchal 

systems: hereditary landowning aristocracy dependent on an 

agrarian economy pitted against a landless Protestant 
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bourgeoisie based on commerce and a strong work ethic. 

Both, however, relied on the division of labor, and in 

both, those who controlled the means of production had to 

defend their positions against those who didn't. It became 

extremely confusing for men to know where their loyalties 

and identity lay. Therefore, it became even more confusing 

to determine women's position. Should a woman be defined 

by her class, her religion, her family, her gender, her 

occupation, all of the above, or none of the above? The 

upshot of the debate was simply to reify her--again--and 

define her according to her function as a male adjunct, 

letting her fate be determined by the man to whom it was 

necessary she be assigned. A woman's only identity was 

that of daughter, mother, sister, or wife of some 

particular male, who was responsible for her and disposed 

of her as he saw fit. As in the Greek polis, her sole 

function outside the precinct of the family was to be the 

commodity traded in the social negotiations among men. 

Peter stallybrass effectively describes women's 

condition in his discussion of the feme covert, 

"Patriarchal Territories: The Body Enclosed" (1986). 

Women as producers of legitimate heirs became part of the 

"property" of the male owner and had to be enclosed within 

the protective precincts of that owner. strong parallels 

can be seen between the land enclosures used to conserve 

aristocratic wealth and the enclosure of women's bodies to 
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guarantee that that wealth remain in the family. Any 

avenue by which an interloper could gain access to this 

human property had to be closed. Therefore, in addition to 

the orifice for reproduction, her other physical openings 

that might allow strangers into the property had to be kept 

shut. Eyes that beckoned must be cast down, mouths that 

invited had to remain silent, and bodies that gestured must 

be kept under guard and trained to obey. More than just 

the Christian ideology of feminine virtue seen in Pizan, 

chastity, silence, and obedience became the trinity of 

feminine virtues upon which the security of an insecure 

society depended (Hull, 1982). 

Once socialized to this definition of ideal womanhood 

by a convergence of all the public discourses, women lost 

what power to be self-defining they had enjoyed in the late 

Middle Ages. The most effective way to keep women docile 

was not to let them construct who they were through a 

dialectic with the nomic, or socially defining, discourses 

of the dominant tradition. Bathsua Makin, a female 

contemporary of Cary/s and tutor for the children of 

Charles I, said pointedly in arguing for women's education, 

"'Let Women be Fools, and then you may easily make them 

Slaves'" (Brink 90, 93). They were told who they must be. 

But they couldn't exert any influence on that definition if 

they could not speak. It was really more important to 

their masters that they not speak than that they not be 
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chaste because chastity could be guarded simply through 

physical confinement (Margaret Ferguson 100). But verbal 

liberty would enable women to think, and thinking would 

raise their awareness of their condition. Active rebellion 

could surely ensue. Unfortunately for the patriarchs, too 

many had already been thinking, too recently. Though 

nearly all schools were closed to women, no one could close 

all the books, especially since women were exhorted to read 

The book, the Bible, as part of their socialization. As we 

have already seen, Christian dogma conspired too nicely 

with patriarchy for the Bible to be withheld from women. 

The rise of Puritanism accelerated women's reading of the 

Bible because Protestants believed men's and women's souls 

were equally capable of salvation. 

Because it was so important for the patriarchal 

establishment to restrict women' public activity and some 

women were resisting, misogyny in its most virulent form 

provided the ideological legitimation for not allowing 

women to know themselves or their condition. Male writers, 

such as the "baiter of women" whose pseudonym was Joseph 

swetnam, trotted out their nastiest rhetoric: 

The pride of woman is like the dropsy .•.. Thy 
purse must be always open to feed their fancy .. 
. . her breast will be the harborer of an envious 
heart, and her heart the storehouse of poisoned 
hatred; her head will devise villainy, and hands 
are ready to practice that which their heart 
desireth.. women have a thousand ways to 
entice thee and ten thousand ways to deceive 
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thee. . • • Women commonly have either 'a long 
tongue or a longing tooth,' and woe to the man 
whose wife has both. A woman's sharp tongue is 
the bane of many a man's existence, and he is 
therefore justified in beating her. (swetnam 
197,201,209) 

Perhaps he is merely recording female resentment of the 

extremely restrictive social program. But to show how 

thoroughly women's socialization had done its work, we only 

have to read one of the most reasoned and articulate 

responses to this diatribe by the writer whose pseudonym is 

Ester Sowernam. Like Pizan, rather than question its 

hierarchical positioning of men and women, Sowernam refers 

to the Christian symbolic universe for her rebuttal, saying 

that God has blessed women by giving them "so acceptable a 

virtue" as obedience (Sowernam 225). She seems to be 

reiterating, instead of refuting, the injunction to 

silence. 

To get a clear indication of what speech was available 

to the lady of the seventeenth century, one only has to 

read a few passages from Richard Braithwait's female 

conduct book, The English Gentlewoman, Drawn Out to the 

Full Body: 

"Touching the subject of your discourse, when 
oportunity shall exact it of you, and without 
touch of immodesty expect it from you, make 
choyce of such arguments as may best improue your 
knowledge in household affaires, and other 
priuate employments. To. discourse of State
matters, will not become your auditory: nor to 
dispute of high poynts of Diuinity, will it sort 
well with women of your quality." (qtd. Bruyn 21-
22) 
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An ideology that debases women for appropriating masculine 

discourse must be serving masculine goals. I maintain that 

this double standard is motivated by a male agenda to keep 

women incapable of understanding themselves and their 

position. As I have done, Jan de Bruyn characterizes the 

seventeenth century woman as "a serviceable and pleasurable 

automaton entirely dependent upon the male for direction 

and control," because women cannot think for themselves 

when they are to "'be seene, but not heard'" (Bruyn, 21). 

Thus we have the irony that what is a privilege for a 

man becomes defilement for a woman. Nancy Armstrong and 

Leonard Tennenhouse explain this phenomenon in The Ideology 

of Conduct by saying that conduct books, particularly those 

for women, delineate the social objects of desire. In 

those books, men determine the definition of what makes 

women "desireable" in order to determine the rules for the 

exchange of women and the rules for kinship relations. 

They can, thus, ultimately determine the organization of 

the political economy (1-2). If a silent women is socially 

defined as desireable, then silent women become the most 

marriageable, which means that women will have very little 

political and economic influence, having almost none in 

families. 

Cary, therefore, like Pizan, had to insert her voice 

into highly patriarchal discourse. However, Cary 

confronted far more powerfully legitimated authorities. 
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And these authorities deployed the greatest psychological 

weapon at their command, the power to silence. We know 

that the perpetrators of this silencing were fully 

cognizant of what they were doing because rhetorician 

Thomas Wilson had earlier pronounced that II • none can 

knowe either what thei are, or what thei have, without the 

gift of utterance" (Wilson 616). And Cary's contemporary 

Francis Bacon states, "For men believe that their reason 

governs words; but it is also true that words react on the 

understanding" (Bacon 632). James I and Charles I both 

used this weapon effectively, not only in their own right, 

but through the pulpit and through the press. Lack of 

literacy education did the rest. And women of every class 

were the principal sufferers. with loss of speech came 

loss of the power to construct personal identities. Cary's 

identity-creating discourse never fully engaged in public 

dialogue with the discourse that governed it. 

Also like Pizan, Cary justifies her voice by assuring 

her readership of her religious devotion, a devotion so 

authentic, however, that she dared to be a recusant, not 

only against official sanction, but against her own 

family's persuasion. Imbued with Catholic scholarship from 

her youthful studies, she secretly converted. But her 

choice of conscience remained private for over twenty 

years. And in every other respect during that time, she 

adhered to the triumverate of virtues prescribed to her. 
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She was a chaste and obedient wife, dutifully bearing an 

heir and ten other children to Henry Cary. She wrote very 

little when she lived with her husband, only an early play 

dedicated to him and her closet drama The Tragedie of 

Mariam, the Faire Queene of Jewry. 

Mariam, the only work to receive any appreciable 

reading, earned her Ferguson's conservative label. For 

instance, the play's chorus continually reminds the reader 

of the dominant socio-cultural values: "When to their 

Husbands they themselves doe bind,/Doe [women] not wholly 

give themselves away?" (3.3.1237-38). And even Mariam, who 

dares to defy Herod by giving words to her true feelings 

about him, reminds herself that she has violated a 

sacrosanct rule: "Had I but with humilitie bene 

grac'te,/As well as faire I might have prou'd me wise" 

(4.8.1833-34). For this violation, Mariam is executed. 

Though posthumously canonized by a contrite Herod, she 

becomes a true medieval saint--silent and dead. And like 

them, her chastity has not protected her. 

Though the play interrogates the extent of patriarchal 

authority at both the domestic and monarchic levels, it 

stays safely within prevailing patriarchal ideology. 

Herod's power, both as king and as husband, is absolute, 

and he abuses it with impunity, to the limit of arbitrarily 

killing both subjects and wife. Mariam's self-admitted 

audacity in speaking her identity seems to justify her 
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death. Cary elicits outrage against Herod and garners 

sympathy for Mariam by showing Mariam's voice is justified 

when she rejects a husband who has killed her brother and 

grandfather to obtain a throne. But by denying him her 

bed, she triggers Herod's reflexive assumption that she has 

bestowed her favors on another man. Herod's postmortem 

repentance and Cary's apotheosis of Mariam only serve to 

reaffirm husbands' and monarchs' absolute temporal 

authority over women and to inscribe Cary's discourse 

within the Christian tradition of female martyrdom. Cary 

obviously criticizes the abuse of absolute power, but it 

appears as though neither wife nor subject have any 

recourse. 

While martyrdom does bestow a certain eloquence and 

power to women, Mariam seems to argue that a virtuous 

woman's just rewards await her only in the afterlife, when 

she has been permanently silenced. This is a highly 

traditional stance, and we can only appreciate the 

subversion represented by the play by understanding that to 

write at all, Cary defied the patriarchal authorities of 

her day. She has automatically violated all three social 

injunctions for ideal womanhood. By breaking silence, she 

is disobedient, and by being disobedient, she implies the 

wanton unruliness of the unchaste--precisely the 

predicament of her heroine. For Herod to jump to the 

irrational conclusion that Mariam is unfaithful simply 
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because she verbally defies him, we have to understand 

that, in Cary's rhetorical situation, conventional wisdom 

is still constructed by Aristotelian and Christian 

misogyny. 

I maintain that Cary had so little opportunity to 

participate in the cultural dialogue, either as speaker or 

writer, that she never sensed a fully formed and consistent 

personal identity that could confront these ideologies. 

Her highly conflicted responses reveal a confused 

perception of social reality. Mariam tells us that women 

weren't supposed to speak out against injustice. We hear, 

for example, Sohemus urge Mariam to retract her decision to 

withhold sex from Herod and to be "affable" toward him, 

even though she knows Herod has twice given the order for 

her death (3.3.1137,1152-3). But Cary seems to say that if 

they were chaste and devoted, women should not have to 

suffer in silence or pay the consequences for speech that 

is justified. The servant who betrayed Mariam at Salome's 

behest utters these guilt-stricken words: 

I am condemn'd, heau'n gaue me not my tongue 
To slander innocents, to lie, deceiue: 
To be the hateful I instrument to wrong, 
The earth of greatest glory to bereaue. 
My sinne ascends and doth to heau'n crie, 
It is the blackest deed that ever was: (4.5.1533-
8) 

And Salome voices the highly heretical position that 

women should be able to obtain divorces the same as men: 

"Why should such priuiledge to man be giuen?/or giuen to 
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them, why bard from women then?/Are men then we in greater 

grace with Heauen"/Or cannot women hate as well as men?" 

(1.4.315-8). But then, Salome is the principal 

villainness, and the saintly Mariam calls Salome a base 

woman to her face and says, "For Mariams seruants were as 

good as you,/Before she came to be Iudeas Queene" 

(1.3.331,333-4). The whole subplot about Salome's attempts 

to get rid of her second husband Constabarus to marry the 

Arabian Silleus seems almost gratuitous because Herod has 

plenty of justification, from the viewpoint of seventeenth

century ideology, for ridding himself of an outspoken, 

disobedient, and reputedly adulterous wife. 

The main plot really doesn't need Salome's 

machinations for the catastrophe to happen. Rather it 

appears that Cary simply wanted to explore the idea in 

order to understand the complex issue of women's 

disabilities in the institution of marriage. Women should 

be obedient, but if obedience violates their personal 

consciences, they should resist, as Mariam seems to say 

when she refuses to mouth the conciliatory words Herod 

expects to hear: "I cannot frame disguise, not neuer 

taught/My face a looke dissenting from my thought" 

(4.3.1407-8). But this is the speech for which she dies. 

Being forbidden such dialogic exchanges to construct her 

own identity, Mariam cannot effectively subvert social 



132 

institutions. She cannot think what she cannot say under 

patriarchal rule. 

Cary, in fact, does an excellent job of depicting what 

it is like not to know oneself when she describes Mariam's 

waffling between the extreme emotions of hatred and love 

for Herod. When she first hears of Herod's supposed death, 

she muses 

But now his death to memorie doth call, 
The tender loue, that he to Mariam bare: 
And mine to him, this makes those riuers fall, 
Which by an other thought vnmoistned are. 
For Aristobolus the lowlyest youth 
That euer did in Angels shape appeare 
The cruell Herod was not mou'd to ruth, 
Then why grieues Mariam Herods death to heare? 
(1.1.34-40) 

Cary simply didn't have enough opportunity to participate 

in social discourse to construct a consistent sense of 

self. Consequently, she seems oppressed, melancholic, and 

rebellious, and the propositions her play makes are often 

contradictory. 

stifled by patriarchal discourse and the social 

injunction to be silent, Cary finally attempted to respond 

in order to construct her own identity. In 1627, one year 

after her husband discovered her Catholic conversion and 

banished her, she daringly wrote the History of the Life. 

Reign. and Death of Edward II. Purportedly a 

straightforward history, it contained a severe condemnation 

of the abuse of monarchical power and moral degeneracy that 

could only have been aimed at the reign of Charles I. 
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There is no mistaking the polemical tone of its narration, 

though in offering the advice she creates her ethical 

stance by voicing support for a stong monarchy, just as did 

pizan: 

Neither is the error and imbecility of a crown 
more prejudicial to itself, than dangerous in the 
example. Majestick vanities and vices find a 
ready imitation and practice .... (Cary 1808, 
90). 

Cary has presumed to critize the highest patriarchal 

authority in her society. And it is this confrontation 

that provides the necessary dialectic for her to create her 

sUbjectivity. 

Between Mariam and Edward II, we can see Cary's 

feminist awareness and authorial subjectivity develop. 

Edward II directly confronts monarchical authority. Among 

her other grievances against dehumanizing patriarchy, Cary 

had been imprisoned by Charles I for her choice of religion 

(Fischer 227). Having so recently been ill-used by her 

sovereign, and having had to appeal her case to the Privy 

Council, she levies a severe criticism at Charles I 

(Fischer 227). Early in the longer of the two versions of 

Edward II, she moralizes on the evil ensuing when kings 

give preferment to court sychophants, "leaving the 

integrity of hearts more honest wholly contemn'd and 

neglected: which hath begotten so many desparate 

Convulsions, that have (as we find in our own stories) 

deposed divers glorious Kings from their proper Dignity, 
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and lawful Inheritance" (Cary 1627, 9). Her parenthetical 

remark leaves no doubt about her meaning and her target. 

And she proves sagely prophetic, as the events of 1649 bear 

witness. 

Though Edward's queen Isabel is guilty of adultery, 

treason, and complicity in regicide, Cary manages to make 

the reader sympathetic to her. She is "a jewel, which not 

being rightly valued, occasioned his ruin" (Cary 1808, 

70). Like Mariam, she appears justified in her actions. 

The king's infatuation with the Spencers has left the 

kingdom "languishing," and his desertion of the marriage 

bed leaves Isabel "wanting a fit subject for her affections 

to work on" (Cary 1808, 81). Having dissipated himself and 

turned over his reign to Gaveston and the Spencers, Edward 

fritters away his son's patrimony in ill-conceived warfare, 

bringing on civil factionalism. He is typrannical in his 

use of the gibbet. Isabel's taking a lover who can help 

her restore the dignity of the kingship and mollify the 

nobility seems warranted, and of course, these worthy 

motives are the ones Cary stresses. 

In Edward II, then, Cary has made a giant leap beyond 

the premise of Mariam--that the queen is not only justified 

in doing a morally wrong thing when subject to a tyrannical 

husband--she actually does it. But Cary also implies an 

even more revolutionary concept--that the Queen has rights-

not just as the royal consort, but human rights as a 
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woman. Cary seems to say that Isabel has the right to her 

husband's love and the same right to physical gratification 

that he enjoys. She has fulfilled her duties in being a 

loving and devoted wife, and she deserves treatment in 

kind. In other words, Isabel is her husband's equal in 

terms of human needs. And when the reciprocal obligations 

due her are not met, she can seek redress as the disobliged 

party. In one rhetorical move, Cary has leveled severe 

criticism at her monarch and elevated women to men's 

affectional equals. 

It's too bad that Cary couldn't find a justification 

for a woman's breaking the rule of silence in the same 

move. When Isabel seeks aid from her brother, the King of 

France, Cary details her speech, endowing her rhetoric with 

persuasive pathos and ethos: 

You have a fair way to make known to the world 
the truth of your own glory and goodness. 
Fortune leads you by the hand to an action not 
more just than honourable, if you would dispute 
it. Can there be a more precious motive to 
invite you, than the view of these unhappy 
ruins? See here two royal branches of the Flower
de Luce [Isabel and her eldest son], withering, 
sullied, and depressed. (Cary 1808, 83) 

But her words are not what moves him: "Her tears, like 

orient pearls, bedew her lovely cheeks, while she with a 

silent rhetorick invites a noble pity. Her sad complaint 

now won a general remorse, and her liquid tears, a deep and 

strong compassion" [roy emphasis] (Cary 1808, 83). Women, 

being thought incapable of logical discourse, must resort 
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to a silent display of physical emotion to persuade men. 

Whereas Mariam had seemed justified in breaking the rule of 

silence because she was indeed chaste, Isabel really can't, 

possibility because Isabel isn't. She has violated all 

three injunctions and, therefore, cannot rely on 

subscribing to one as justification for breaking another. 

Cary's reproduction of dominant ideology can also be 

seen when Isabel falls on her knees before her own brother, 

and he cannot "suffer such an idolatry" because she "had a 

father, brother, and husband so great and royal" (Cary 

1808, 82). Cary defines Isabel's worth strictly in terms 

of the men to whom she is attached. And when Isabel 

finally has the opportunity to avenge herself on her 

husband by publicly humiliating him, Cary criticizes her 

for being tyrannical: 

with a kind of insultant triumphing tyrannny, far 
unworthy the nobility of her sex and virtue, she 
makes her poor condemned adversary, in a strange 
disguise attend her progress. He was set upon a 
poor, lean, deformed jade, and clothed in a 
tabarcei the robe, in those days, due to the 
basest thieves and rascals •..• (Cary 1808, 89) 

Cary here perpetuates the double standard whereby women are 

supposed to have more nobility and virtue than a man and 

cannot, therefore, behave in the same way under similar 

circumstances. Again, we see how terribly inconsistent are 

Cary's feelings and ethical loyalties. Like Pizan, she too 

cannot raise to consciousness the underlying symbolic 
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universe, even though she is far more aware of conflicting 

realities. 

Cary's depiction of Isabel puts one immediately in 

mind of Queen Henrietta Maria, to whom Cary was soon to 

dedicate her translation of Cardinal de Perron's letter 

(1630), perhaps her most successful subversion because it 

actually circulated long enough to be confiscated and 

burned (Fischer 225). Her history was not discovered until 

long after her death, its subversion being far too 

blatant. The significant biographical things to note about 

Cary are that she purchased her social and self awareness 

at the cost of an educational regimen like pizan's and her 

manuscripts almost died with her. They were never 

published by her. Mariam was purportedly stolen and 

published without her permission. And Edward II was found 

among her husband's papers and attributed to him, probably 

never read by any save a few of Cary's intimates (Fischer 

229, 227; Cary, 1808). As a learned lady, she was a member 

of a shrinking elite. Given the social taboos aginst a 

woman's public speech, there were almost no avenues by 

which she, or anyone like her, could wrest the pen away 

from its male owners and construct a personal identity that 

valorized female experience. 



Mary Wortley Montagu: Professional Jealousy and Sappho 

Besmirched 

138 

This ideal of womanhood was very little altered a 

hundred years later, when Lady Mary Wortley Montagu 

attempted an intellectual career and was consequently 

called "Sappho" by her critics. Between Cary and Montagu 

(the early decades of the seventeenth century to the early 

decades of the eighteenth century), renewed social anxiety 

again called forth conscious, public legitimations to 

justify keeping women out of the public sphere. 

Economic and political events were creating another 

period of social instability. Political unrest resulting 

from the return of the catholic-leaning stuarts and the 

threat of interference from France's Catholic Louis XIV had 

culminated in the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Queen 

Anne's reign presented the same problem of monarchical 

succession posed by the reign of Elizabeth I, a female 

monarch who is subject to no male ruler. The disturbing 

social possibilities posed by a national matriarch had to 

be quelled through overt rhetoric to discredit female 

authority in all patriarchal spheres. But Anne proved more 

malleable; it was just a matter of who could influence her, 

Whig or Tory. The Hanoverian succession solved that 

problem, but introduced another foreigner to the throne, 

one who could not even speak English. 
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Women in growing numbers were demanding more 

egalitarian treatment and better educations, while middle 

class men were achieving almost universal literacy (Graff 

239). But because James II had attempted to romanize the 

universities, attendance at Oxbridge slumped to a longtime 

low. And those in powerful positions suspected that 

broadening literacy among the general population would 

enable the underclasses and women to jeopardize traditional 

social hierarchies. So the aristocracy frankly discouraged 

it by withdrawing support for endowed education (Lawson and 

Silver 177, 179). As the result of the economic and 

political instability, the ruling class feared for its 

hegemony, and women suffered disporportionately when the 

patriarchal establishment sought to discourage literacy. 

It wasn't until after mid-century that women's literacy 

rate made any appreciable improvements, when Sunday schools 

and day schools began to make some inroads (Lawson and 

Silver 2-3, 179; Graff 238, 231, 175). 

When social hierarchies again appeared unstable, 

patriarchal discourse resuscitated the ideology of the feme 

covert, giving it a face lift (Moira Ferguson, 1985; Hill, 

1980). Robert Filmer's Patriarcha: a Defence of the 

Natural Power of Kings against the Unnatural Liberty of the 

People, composed sometime between 1635 and 1642 in support 

of Charles I and following hard upon Elizabeth Cary's 

subversive works, was finally published in 1680. By this 
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time James II's rule was in trouble. Then, once the first 

flush of optimism had faded following the accession of 

William and Mary, Filmer's Patriarcha had more work to do. 

Providing the official legitimating ideology for 

patriarchy, it institutionalized the major patriarchal 

premises, both Christian and Aristotelian. 

Like Aristotle's, Filmer's primary assumption is the 

fundamental inequality of all humans. The rest of his 

argument follows these lines: 1) all humans are descended 

from and hence subordinate to one male individual; 2) all 

men are subordinate to their fathers, and younger sons are 

subordinate to older sons, since first in time takes 

primacy; 3) Eve was created after Adam for him, and 

therefore, women are subordinate to men; and 4) only in the 

failure of a male heir does a woman have any authority, and 

then it is merely transmitted authority, transferred to her 

male guardian (Filmer 1-3, 11-12). What has been tacitly 

assumed by those wielding social power is now formalized 

publicly. Such formalization generally occurs when 

concepts have been called to consciousness and are no 

longer assumed as merely natural. 

Patriarcha had been widely circulated among 

influential thinkers who supported absolute monarchy before 

Charles I was deposed, and Filmer himself had spent time in 

jail for his political views following the Puritan 

Revolution, but he had never published his doctrine. It 



141 

became public when its sympathies were again threatened and 

strong theoretical legitimations for the patriarchal 

establishment were needed. While Cary had thought the 

monarchy wasn't above criticism, Patriarcha voiced the 

masculinist viewpoint that the absolute power of the 

monarch rested on the absolute supremacy of the father. 

Such a viewpoint now needed to be justified, whereas in 

Cary's time it had been taken for granted by the dominant 

discourse. But between the end of the Stuarts and the 

Hanoverian succession, foreign and female monarchs 

necessitated continual monarchical justifications. 

Like Cary, Montagu identified herself with her class 

and was a strong monarchist. But like both Cary and Pizan, 

she also felt one's naturally high station needed to be 

earned by merit, and her monarch is not above instruction. 

For example, in an unpublished essay modeled after Swift's 

"Modest Proposal," she humorously advocates abolishing 

Parliament as the cure for corruption. Her main point is 

that the "real Commons of England" usually elect "a known 

Block head or Scoundrel" to office, and it would be better 

to leave the king "at liberty to act the dictates of his 

own Royal mind without constraint" (Montagu 1947, 47). 

Like Pizan, she distrusts the ability of commoners to be 

self governing and, thus, would like to see the monarchy 

more responsible and enlightened. She has this to say 
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about King George, who has shown little aptitude and less 

interest in ruling England: 

We have a King upon the Throne who both by 
Nature, & Education, has realy many excellent & 
Heroic Virtues, he is naturally sincere wch is 
the Foundation of all Honour, & incompatible with 
a base abject mind, his innate Bravery makes him 
despise a disguise, & when ever he is compell'd 
to wear it, it is visible that it sits heavily 
upon him, & he throws it off as soon as 
possible. (Montagu 1947, 47) 

She is evidently being facetious here and taking ironic 

jibes at George, who was reputed to be rather stupid and so 

stodgy as to be beyond disguise. However, the tenor of 

much of her politics shows she would prefer to ameliorate 

monarchy than trust the wisdom of the masses. And even 

though in a letter to Lady Rich during her trip to Turkey, 

she claims, "I am not at all partial to people for the 

titles," her letters overflow with details and gossip about 

the people of quality she encounters in her social rounds 

(Montagu 1988, 69). 

And as Pizan had done, she differentiates among women 

in resistance to the Aristotelian tendency to lump them 

together below all men. When describing a visit to the 

wife of a highly placed Turkish official, she notes without 

much comment the many serving maids whose beauty pales 

beside that of their mistress, whom Montagu endows with 

almost ethereal loveliness and natural gentility, even 

though they must converse through an interpreter: "I am 

persuaded could she be transported upon the most polite 



throne of Europe, nobody would think her other than born 

and bred to be a queen, though educated in a country we 

call barbarous" (Montagu 1988, 129-30). Her elitism is 

evident here. For Montagu, class kinship erases the 

cultural differences. 

143 

In many respects, Cary and Montagu were very similar. 

In addition to being aristocrats, both were self-educated 

and had to fight for the opportunity to learn, like Pizano 

Cary had to bribe her servants to buy her candles to read 

by and endure having her books taken away from her by her 

mother-in-law, who resented her absorption in them. 

Montagu had to evade her governess and lock herself in her 

father's library for long hours of tedious translation, 

using only a grammar and her natural talent. Both endured 

marriages with unsympathetic husbands, whom they dutifully 

served, often against their own consciences. And both had 

to write. However, like Pizan, Montagu had a sympathetic, 

or at least benignly negligent, father with a well stocked 

library. All three women taught themselves Latin. All 

commanded multiple modern languages and read voraciously. 

All enjoyed intellectual conversation with prominent 

scholarly men. All, being literate ladies of the upper 

classes, were able to challenge their exclusions by gender, 

but did not try to overturn patriarchal social hierarchies 

on which they relied for their own privileged positions. 
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Cary, however, wrote very little, and Montagu was only 

prolific in the genre of personal letters, one availed of 

earlier by Margaret Cavendish. Personal letters, however, 

had been developed by male writers into a stylish public 

genre for vaunting one's erudition and wit among a circle 

of acquaintances, and thus men tried to monopolize even 

this domain by disparaging the few educated women whose 

circulated writing showed some flair and intelligence. 

Like Cavendish, therefore, Montagu also became thought of 

as intellectually preposterous, an eccentric. So Montagu 

suppressed the only letters that she actually prepared for 

publication, her Turkish embassy letters, leaving 

instructions for them to be published only after her 

death. Like Sappho and Pizan before her, she hoped her 

words would, at least, live on after her. Irvin Ehrenpreis 

identifies features of Swift's letters to his female 

admirers that may explain why Montagu's remained a 

marginalized, private genre. Whereas we hear a very 

personal voice in Montagu's letters, Swift's letters are 

quite impersonal and conventional, even with women who have 

conceived a romantic attachment to him (Ehrenpreis 14-16). 

Compared to Swift's factual catalogue, Montagu's similar 

account to her sister of a visit to the Grand Vizier's wife 

contains much livelier commentary and reveals more 

authorial personality (Montagu 1988, 128). 
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In Montagu's time, the Augustan period, public 

discourse has come under the influence of classical 

rhetoric. Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian, and Horace become 

the models for writing that emphasizes social concerns, 

such as rousing national pride and improving public 

morality, religion, or government (Bizzell and Herzberg 651-

52). And women are not allowed to write in the public 

genres of essays and satiric poetry. For example, Swift's 

"Modest Proposal" becomes his most famous essay, but 

Montagu's imitation of it, her "Essay on Corruption" which 

is equally humorous, never sees the public light until this 

century. The following excerpt from the manuscript shows 

her to be an intelligent and witty parodist: 

I humbly propose we may have no more Parliaments, 
& that I may be heard impartially a few words in 
favour of this bold proposition, before it be 
absolutly condemn'd. I entirely agree with our 
Patriots that Parliamts are an Essential part of 
our Body Politic, & I believe no man alive will 
deny but that legs & arms are essential & usefull 
Parts of the Human Body, but when a Leg or an Arm 
is so far corrupted, that there appears no 
possibility of restoreing it to its primitive 
soundness all wise Physicians advise the lopping 
it to stop the spreading corruption, & no Man 
would be thought in his senses that would chuse 
to perish whole, rather than lose a part that no 
longer answer'd the end of its being. 

I perceive I have rais'd against me all the 
clamour of the Cato's of the Age, & am concluded 
to be the most impudent of the ministers vermin, 
& one of the meanest that in the ingenious Dr 
Swifts phrase (in the usual purity of his 
Language) are said to lick a Scoundrel Statesman 
spittle, but I here solemnly declare in the Face 
of God & the Holy Angels, that I nor any of my 
Friends either enjoy or hope to enjoy, any place 
in the Governmt, as to my Friends I think it is 
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all most impossible, for I know none that I have, 
as to my selfe I am sure it is impossible for a 
private reason that I have, wch I do not think 
fit to show any Man alive. (Montagu 1947, 46-47) 

Not only does the passage reveal Montagu's wit, it shows 

her confident use of classical reference in her allusion to 

cato and the conventional human body metaphor for the body 

politic. She also makes a veiled allusion to her sex that 

could be seen as a reference to many sorts of private 

disability. This alone would have prevented the essay from 

ever being published, even had she wanted it to be. 

But whereas Cary had to resort to a little chicanery 

by claiming Mariam had been stolen in order to be 

published, Montagu had to remain anonymous or use a 

pseudonym. In her case, some of her works were actually 

stolen, altered, and/or passed off as the work of men. For 

that, she called down on herself vehement invective from 

male critics in presuming to write for a public audience, 

even though she never intended that the works be 

published. As in their criticism of other female authors, 

the tactic male critics used was argumentum ad hominem 

(more appropriately ad mulierum). In neither cary's nor 

Montagu's case, could they have published in their own 

right and remained "respectable." A prominent example of 

what happened to the reputation of women who wrote for a 

living is provided by the unsavory reputation of Aphra 

Behn, who wrote drama and fiction between the lives of 
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these two women. Primarily because she wrote for a living, 

Behn was reputed to be an adventuress and a prostitute. 

Female silence and chastity are still intimately linked in 

the social consciousness. 

The principal difference between Montagu and her two 

predecessors is that Montagu does not voice such scrupulous 

agreement with patriarchal dictums but in fact attacks 

social mores and produces at least one feminist statement 

in the vein of Pizano The men with whom she enjoys close 

correspondence, such as Joseph Addison, John Gay, Lord 

Hervey, and Alexander Pope, are responsible for the 

literary taste of the period and make social criticism 

fashionable. Montagu, like them, acquires a reputation for 

a scathing wit, usually aimed at prominent figures and 

their foibles. For instance, she has this to say about the 

ridiculous spread of the royal custom--called a levee--of 

hearing petitioners during the king's morning toilet: " 
. and many who have great Titles with small Estates, have 

Levees, not because they have Business, but because they 

have Creditors" (Montagu 1947, 15). Such social satire is 

every bit as funny as the men's, and she perhaps feels she 

can "get away with" it because she is familiar with the 

style, and such satire was conventionally anonymous. 

Montagu incisively critiques the updated version of 

the feme covert--the domesticated, bourgeois housewife, who 

is now a bauble and brainless symbol of her husband's 
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material success (Vann 201; Rogers 17-20; Wiesner, 1987). 

In her Nonsense of Common-Sense, she mocks women's 

frivolous spending on foreign luxury and uses issue number 

six to satirize men's failure to treat their wives like 

rational human beings. She claims " ... the Husband 

thinks he lessens the Opinion of his own Understanding, if 

he at any Time condescends to consult his Wife's," and 

"[t]he country 'Squire is confirmed, on the elegant Choice 

he has made, in preferring the Conversation of his Hounds 

to that of his Wife" (Montagu 25-26). Widows were maligned 

by male authors because they enjoyed a certain amount of 

financial independence, and as with other women who 

threatened male power, widows were depicted as lascivious. 

In an anonymous essay published in the Spectator, Montagu 

gives them a witty defense: " ... you seem to ground your 

satire on our receiving consolation so soon after the death 

of our dears ., but you never reflect what husbands we 

have buried, and how short a sorrow the loss of them was 

capable of occasioning ll (Halsband 1956, 37). 

Montagu had put herself in serious financial jeopardy 

by having married against her own father's will and, 

therefore, being provided neither marriage portion nor 

jointure. She was completely at the mercy of her husband's 

generosity, having to ask him for permission to dispose of 

her own 200 pound legacy and to leave her jewels to her 

daughter (Rogers 8; akin 1983/84, 129). Susan Moller akin 
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argues that the limited changes in wives' property rights 

that had occurred by the end of the eighteenth century did 

not significantly affect power relations between them and 

their husbands (Okin 1983-84, 126-27, 129). 

In whatever emotional and intellectual companionship 

Montagu had hoped for in her own marriage, she was soon 

disappointed and voiced her criticism of the economic and 

social necessity for a woman to be married (Rogers 7). It 

is often assumed that her husband supported her Italian 

retirement under the condition that she not return to 

England, perhaps because of his embarrassment at the public 

spectacle she was making. For her activities as a writer, 

she had become somewhat notorious. 

Despite this notoriety, we don't know her work as well 

as we do her friend Pope's, for instance, because the 

domains in which she preferred to write were not allowed to 

women. George Carver maintains that "authorship during the 

age of Anne was far more dependent on politics than it ever 

has been since" (Carver xxiv). And the public, political 

sphere was still closed to women. Though Montagu took a 

deep and lively interest in politics (her biographer Robert 

Halsband says she probably would have become a member of 

Parliament or ambassador had she been a man), she was 

barred from publicly voicing her political views. She did 

frequently advise her husband on strategies for his 

parliamentary campaigns and was thrilled to accompany him 
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on his Turkish embassy, learning Turkish on the way. On 

the occasion of one election, for example, she advised 

Wortley to "buy some little Cornish Burrough" and to seek 

the support of Lord Lexington through cultivating a certain 

Lord Holdernesse (Montagu 1965, 232). She herself learned 

German in order to converse with the new king, George I, 

and she continued to comment upon political events to the 

end of her life. But her unpublished letters to family and 

friends were the places where she voiced most of her 

perceptions about the world. 

Her one major foray into the political arena was the 

series of periodical essays entitled The Nonsense of Common

Sense, which supported the policies of Robert Walpole by 

countering his attackers' publication The Common-Sense. 

Walpole had become the nation's most powerful political 

figure and was causing a great deal of unrest over his 

spanish policy, his excise tax, and his attempts to control 

the press, resulting in public riots. Montagu's support of 

him, therefore, embroiled her in the most visible 

controversies of the day (Montagu 1947, xiii-svi). 

Walpole's attackers identified their cause with common 

sense to establish their ethos, and the irony of Montagu's 

challenging "common sense" is significant, for that is 

precisely what she did in attempting to be a female rhetor, 

despite the prevailing sensus communis. These essays, like 

those of male social critics, were published anonymously 
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and found among Wortley's papers. They were thought to be 

his long after Montagu's life, until two issues were 

discovered that bore her autograph and internal evidence 

proved the rest to be hers as well (Montagu 1947, x-xi). 

As in the case of Pizan and Cary, later readers 

automatically assumed a male hand behind the written work. 

But those of her social circle would have known her style 

and her political sympathies and would have identified the 

political works as hers. Informal publication by way of 

circulating unpublished manuscripts among acquaintances had 

been a common practice among the upper classes for 

generations. 

Her identifiable literary style, her choice of 

rhetorical situations, and her having alienated Pope made 

it difficult for Montagu to write and to guard her 

anonymity. Thus when she was publicly castigated for being 

a woman and speaking on masculine issues, she had no means 

of articulating her personality and sense of the world 

satisfactorily. For whatever reason they fell out, Pope 

never forgave her, and completely reversed his previous 

admiration for her. His public criticism of her was 

vicious. Like virtually all male critics of female authors 

at the time, he attacked her virtue and intelligence, 

rather than her work, giving her epithets such as "Sappho," 

"lewd Lesbos," "Lady Airy," and "a bitch." He suggested 

that if one were a friend of hers, he would be "P--x'd by 
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her Love, or libell'd by her Hate" (Halsband 1956, 140-1, 

147). Pope claimed that she tried to pass off some of her 

satiric poetry as his, but the likelier motive was jealousy 

and an endangered male ego. Montagu was not only extremely 

witty and intelligent, but she was physically attractive, 

whereas Pope was an ugly cripple. Virginia Woolf may have 

had Montagu's story in mind, when she makes this 

generalization about the Augustan male wits, particularly 

Pope: 

A woman knows very well that, though a wit sends 
her his poems, praises her judgment, solicits her 
criticism, and drinks her tea, this by no means 
signifies that he respects her opinions, admires 
her understanding, or will refuse, though the 
rapier is denied him, to run her through the body 
with his pen. (Woolf 214) 

Montagu and Pope shared many literary friends, such as John 

Gay, William Congreve, Lord Hervey and the Duke of Wharton, 

and they often vied for favor with this circle. Pope, Gay, 

and Montagu collaborated on the humorous Town Eclogues. 

But Pope had also made epistelary love to Montagu while she 

was in Turkey, and the two caused some gossip when she 

returned. Later, she thought that she may have laughed at 

one of his protestations of love, and he felt rejected 

(Halsband 1956, 62, 113, 130, 132). 

Then there was the South Sea bubble, the speculative 

fiasco that caused the collapse of many a personal fortune, 

including that of Montagu's sometime admirer and pope's 

rival, Toussaint Remond de Saint-Mard. Montagu had been 
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Remond's investment agent in the venture. This misfortune 

caused a breach in their relationship and gave Pope more 

ammunition to libel Montagu in print by accusing her of 

duping a French lover of 5000 pounds and implying she gave 

Remond venereal disease in return (Halsband 1956, 131, 

150). Scurrilous rhetoric such as this caused Montagu's 

public voice to become inextricablly linked in the social 

consciousness with lasciviousness. 

The vehemence of Pope's anger against Montagu, which 

he aired publicly for a large readership, could only be 

explained by the combined motives of social and 

professional jealousy. He often attacked her using the 

metaphors of appearance, implying that her work was slip

shod and slovenly. These seem pretty petty charges, given 

the magnitude of his response. As a primary arbiter of 

public taste, though, Pope's enmity would have endangered 

even a male author, but for a female writer such as 

Montagu, it made her a social outcast, who quite literally 

could not show her rhetorical "face" in public. 

A more balanced view of the esteem in which Montagu 

was held by the intelligentsia can be seen when one learns 

that Addison, Fielding, and Voltaire submitted manuscripts 

to her for her comments. Voltaire was apparently not even 

offended when she told him bluntly but humorously that the 

English in the Milton section of his Essay on Epic Poetry 

was too good to be by him and too poor to be by a 
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distinguished person (Halsband 1956, 32, 120, 128). Yet 

Pope's persecution had a devastating effect on Montagu's 

reputation despite her male defenders. Following his lead, 

other malign male writers savaged her in print, and Montagu 

suffered a great deal of anguish over her inadvertent 

infamy. Horace Walpole, who also bore her a personal 

grudge, was another to depict her as a foolish, sluttish 

woman with intellectual pretentions. 

Her greatest crime was that she was now a public 

figure, whether she wanted to be or not. If she had not 

had personal reasons for undertaking voluntary exile in 

Italy, she probably would have been driven to it anyway for 

having acquired an unsavory public reputation. Or perhaps 

having already lost her public reputation, she had nothing 

further to lose, like Salome in Mariam. Pope wielded 

tremendous power as literary critic and taste setter. He 

presided over a narrow elite of like-minded authors, who 

gave grudging support to each other by making sure that no 

one from outside, from the margins--like writers with 

nontraditional backgrounds and women--gained entrance. 

According to feminist historian, Katherine Rogers, women 

authors who actively competed with male writers "were 

attacked as if they supported themselves by prostitution" 

(Rogers 21). Thus, the old ideology linking female 

chastity with silence was still operative. And even had 

Pope not had personal motives for his treatment of Montagu, 
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stayed in her place--out of the dominant discourse. 
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But by the early eighteenth century, a growing number 

of women were seeking to be published as a means of earning 

a living, and people like Mary Astell were demanding equal 

educations for women in order that they might have a life 

of the mind, all other professional fields being closed to 

them. What was most threatening about their having such a 

life, though, was the potential for their intellectual 

discourse to be translated into social action. If women 

were allowed to participate in the social and intellectual 

dialogue, they could intellectualize; they would become 

capable of public, reflective thought, as Vygotsky has 

demonstrated, and inspired to revolt. Therefore, one has 

to turn the masculine ideology on its head to understand 

the real agenda being forwarded by it. Instead of women 

being incapable of action in the public sphere because they 

could not think, the real causality was that women were not 

allowed to think out of fear of their acting in the public 

sphere. 

Montagu was not the only female author libelled by 

Pope and his male peers. Eliza Haywood, who successfully 

supported herself by writing novels and a periodical essay, 

was satirized in the Dunciad, and Jonathan Swift called her 

a "'stupid, infamous, scribbling woman'" (Mahl and Koon 

224). Possibly because of the marginalizing she and 



Montagu sUffered at male writers' pens, they aren't even 

mentioned in traditional modern studies of eighteenth

century periodical essays (Carver, 1930). 
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stupidity was the worst charge levelled at women when 

they infringed on the male domain of writing. But it was 

merely the latest incarnation of historic misogyny. In the 

course of a few short years and the possibility of 

Montagu's making a reputation for herself as a wit and 

social critic in writing, Pope diametrically altered his 

opinion of Montagu's intelligence. Whereas once he had 

praised her as having a brain the equal of a man's, he 

turned to depicting her as a literary slattern and the 

"Goddess of Dulness" (Halsband 1956, 130). Once more, 

misogynistic ideology was enlisted in the service of a 

patriarchal institution. 

Two other social phenomena were especially 

disadvantageous to Montagu as author. The first was that, 

in her period, aristocratic women had fewer opportunities 

for an education than a growing number of middle class 

women (Graff 239; Lawson and Silver 207-8). And second, 

aristocratic women had strong class reservations about 

writing for money (Rogers 19; Lawson and Silver, 1973). 

Though personally compelled to pursue her own education, 

Montagu never intended to become known as an author. And 

she repeatedly voices her disapproval of those of her class 

who do, as witnessed by her satire above from Nonsense VI. 
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Montagu was an admirer and friend of Mary Astell, who 

published A Serious Proposal to the Ladies for the 

Advancement of their True and Greatest Interest 

recommending a convent-like retirement for women to pursue 

their literary education, untroubled by worldly concerns--a 

desire reminiscent of Pizan's admiration of Poissy. urging 

Montagu to publish her emb~ssy letters, Astell wrote the 

preface to them. But having revised and prepared this 

group of letters for publication, Montagu refused to submit 

them until she died. Her last act of defiance against a 

system that had dehumanized her was to give her embassy 

letters to a stranger who had befriended her, that he might 

have the privilege of publishing them--and perhaps that she 

might have the brief privilege of seeing them in print 

before she died (Dallaway 24). 

Conclusion 

From the time of Plato, male writers have felt the 

necessity to situate themselves within their male discourse 

tradition, simultaneously finding an independent voice in 

opposition to their literary forebears while insuring that 

their own written progeny survive to guarantee their 

posterity and their privilege. In The Anxiety of 

Influence, Harold Bloom points out that in the very attempt 

at achieving an original voice, male poets have of 

necessity revealed their indebtedness to their literary 
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forebears (Bloom 5-8). Male writers must, like other 

patriarchs, eventually garner authority unto themselves and 

pass it on to their literary successors in order to achieve 

their posterity, but they cannot do that in a literary 

vacuum. They are never parentless orphans. The male 

writer's anxiety of influence is the same as that of any 

aristocratic heir--anxiety about when he will be of age to 

assert his own authority, independently of his father. 

Women writers, too, according to Sandra Gilbert and 

Susan Gubar in The Madwoman in the Attic, have to escape 

the confines of male discourse to find their own voices, 

for which there are no exemplars in the masculine 

tradition. But based on the evidence these authors find in 

nineteenth century women writers, women too often begin by 

situating themselves within male metaphors "as if trying to 

understand their implications" (xi-xiii). Women in any 

patriarchal system, even or especiallY in public discourse, 

have no rights of inheritance in themselves. And when male 

ideology appears threatened by a world view that challenges 

its monopoly, it must actively suppress the threatening 

influence--the Bloomian reaction must be stifled. Already 

in Pizan and Cary, we have seen the beginnings of the 

feminist reaction to male metaphors, but the patriarchs are 

too powerful and cannot be overthrown. Individual women 

succeed in achieving a female voice, but Cary, for 
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instance, is much less successful than Pizan because of the 

more consolidated misogynous discourse she faces. 

The rhetorical situations in which the women discussed 

here found themselves shared strong ideological 

similarities. Each woman in her own way had to cope with 

patriarchal social structures that marginalized her 

feminine experience. These structures were supported by 

misogynistic discourse that constructed women with inferior 

bodies, brains, and souls. All the patriarchal 

institutions--whether political, economic, or intellectual-

maintained male hegemony through the masculine prerogatives 

of education and publication, from which women were 

routinely excluded. By the early eighteenth century, not 

just women themselves were being attacked by misogynistic 

discourse, but so was their public voice. Sappho's and 

pizan's public voices were silenced following the rise of 

bourgeois economic structures and modes of production that 

kept women at home and out of the public sphere. Cary's 

and Montagu's voices were never really allowed into the 

discourse in the first place because their male 

contemporaries were struggling with such unstable social 

structures that their own identities were being 

threatened. All the women had educations, but by dint of 

increasing effort. Sappho had male admirers who took the 

trouble to quote her as a model of poetic beauty. pizan's 

admirers never questioned her authority to write, but 
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seemed surprized at her ability to do so. Cary's one male 

ch~mpion saw her as a member of a small group of 

exceptional women, and Montagu's male supporters praised 

her most as a literary patron, while she attempted to avoid 

the reputation of author for herself. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF FEMALE SUBJECTIVITY 

A specialist in the history of women's rhetoric, 

Chery~ Glenn has called the difference between functional 

and critical literacy, "what-to-know" literacy versus "how

to-think" literacy. She became interested in the 

distinction when she found that women's literacy has 

historically been almost exclusively of the former type, 

the memorization of facts and the performance of skilled 

activities that enhance the hegemony of patriarchs. 

Aristocratic women's education provided them with the 

social graces needed to maintain their class's superiority, 

but they were never encouraged to question or critique this 

knowledge. Women fortunate enough to have been educated at 

all were systematically denied the critical component of 

literacy, that component that teaches the process of 

interpreting and acting on the world--including how to 

"extract, abstract, synthesize, conceptualize, and 

criticize" (Glenn 29). 

Glenn's analysis shows what I have maintained: when 

women are denied the ability to read and write, to interact 

with others through language, they are unable to think 

reflectively. Women, like men, must use language to 

construct understanding through the critical give and take 

of dialogue before they truly acquire this how-to-think 
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literacy. And I argue that women can only create a 

subjectivity that can participate in cultural conversation 

when they achieve a sense of personal identity. This 

identity, however, can only be achieved through the social 

use of language, a dialogic, interpenetrative process in 

which one speaks to become a subject, and one must be a 

subject in order to speak. As Berger and Luckmann say, 

"language makes 'more real' my subjectivity not only to my 

conversation partner but also to myself" because language 

"crystallizes and stabilizes" subjectivity (Berger and 

Luckmann 38). 

For a woman, it is the social dialogue itself that 

enables her to realize her subjectivity and differentiate 

herself from the identity constructed for her by male 

discursive practices. C. Jan Swearingen has claimed that 

when women lack the speech models and interlocutory 

paradigms for voice of the dominant discourse, neither 

their voices nor their identities can develop (swearingen 

245). These models have been traditionally provided only 

by male educational experience. When a woman is denied the 

power to speak in anticipation of response, she is denied 

the right to be, to become a social agent through action in 

the world. 

The authoritative work of rhetorician James Kinneavy 

supports this necessity for women to participate in social 

conversation in order to form personal identities. Using 
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phenomenological philosophy and the existential work of 

Sartre, he has provided a model for what he terms 

"expressive discourse," or the use of language to express 

the self--"the personal stake of the speaker in the 

discourse" (Kinneavy 393). Drawing on his sources' 

terminology, he distinguishes three types of consciousness 

that constitute the self: "Being-for-Itself," "Being-for

Others," and "Being-in-the-World." The Being-for-Itself 

has three dimensions: its presence to reality, what it has 

made of itself through its past actions and expressions, 

and what it is working on making of itself in the future. 

But the Being-for-Itself can only be realized in an 

individual identity through its presence to other 

individual consciousnesses and to the world. The Being-for

Others gives identity "objectness," and the Being-in-the

World gives it possibilities (Kinneavy 398). Using 

Kinneavy's model, we can see that for women to construct 

personal identities, they must acquire Being-for-Others and 

Being-in-the-World, which entail using language to interact 

with others and with the world. Silenced, they lose the 

ability to do that. And without a clear sense of self, 

they lose the ability to think critically because it is 

difficult for them to distinguish between Self and Other 

and between Self and World. Things and concepts are not 

clearly distinguished until they are used. 
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Without the ability to construct knowledge through 

intellectual dialogues, women have had little opportunity 

to construct meaning from their experience and to 

understand themselves and their condition in the world. 

When required simply to absorb facts without the occasion 

to use that knowledge in social exchanges, they do not 

develop the ability to understand their experience or see 

it as different from that constructed by the masculine 

reality. The first sense of self experienced by women is 

the one imposed by the dominant discourses of men. Some 

contemporary psychologists argue that the concept of an 

individual identity is not only restricted to men, but 

specifically to Western bourgeois men (Sampson, 1992; 

Slugoski and Ginsburg, 1992). Women, even contemporary 

Western women, have rarely moved beyond that identity 

socially constructed for them, most frequently by the men 

in their societies. However, women who have had access to 

education in the broader conversation of mankind have 

acquired how-to-think literacy and the language to 

articulate not only a self differentiated from that imposed 

by the dominant discourse, but an experience beyond the ken 

of men because it originates in the marginalized situations 

to which women have been largely relegated. 

When allowed the opportunity to use language in social 

dialogues, women begin to constitute meaning for 

themselves, and we almost invariably see them attempting to 
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express experience from a female perspective--to re-invent 

social reality to accommodate their perceptions, which may 

be only vaguely understood. Mikhail Bakhtin has said that 

"the whole route between inner experience (the 

'expressible') and its outward objectification (the 

'utterance') lies entirely across social territory" 

(Bakhtin 935). Therefore, the language women have to use 

is the language of the external, usually dominant, 

discourse. But they have to manipulate it to suit 

experiences not familiar to the dominant users--men. 

What, then, has been the experience women have needed 

to articulate and thereby understand? Generally it is 

experience deriving from their roles as daughters, wives, 

mothers, sweethearts, mistresses, home administrators, and 

domestic artisans. The more restricted and confining these 

roles have been, the more women have felt the urgency to 

express them and thus redefine them. When economic and 

political conditions were such that women could also 

perform more public roles, they have become active in 

education, law, medicine, administration, and political and 

religious leadership, but only if they acquired the 

masculine language, background, and ethos to do so. I 

would like to stipulate here that by public and private, I 

will be using the Aristotelian distinction between those 

civic roles that contributed to maintenance of the polis as 

public and those domestic roles that contributed to the 
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maintenance of personal property within families as 

private. This distinction is fundamental to the dominant 

discourse of the western tradition. Women have been able 

to understand themselves only in relation to existing 

political and economic social structures that have governed 

their ability to move between the public and private 

spheres, as we have seen in the discussion of ideology. 

sometimes women's roles have been so restricted that they 

could not even move outside their own minds because they 

were silenced in all spheres. with almost no social 

interaction through language, they became merely mannequins 

designed by men. 

As I have argued, women's marginalization was 

accomplished first by shunting them into the private sphere 

and then by confining them there through institutionalized 

misogyny, the ideology safeguarding male social 

institutions by depicting women as inferior to men in body, 

mind and spirit. constructing women as an inferior species 

legitimated denying them the intellectual skills to think 

critically and use language to define reality, thus denying 

them the opportunity to develop individual female 

identities. In this chapter, I will explore the ways in 

which women found the personal identity and voice to 

respond to this ideology and marginalization. Finding that 

voice entailed the awareness of self called interiority 

that coincides with personal identity formation. 
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In the following discussion I will show how each woman 

voiced a personal identity that was distinct from masculine 

stereotypes because she was conversant with the masculine 

discourse of her rhetorical milieu and constructed her 

identity through participation in it. In doing so, I will 

use a contemporary typology of feminist awareness developed 

by Kathy Ferguson that classifies feminist stances as 

praxis feminism, cosmic feminism, and linguistic feminism. 

We will see that each woman revealed all three modes of 

situating a female subject for critiquing those masculine 

stereotypes. They thus show continuities not only with the 

present, but over time throughout Western history. As 

sites for analysis, these women show varying degrees of 

desire to articulate specifically feminine experience, 

which I feel indicates the degree of each woman's sense of 

personal identity. Unless women can complement Being-for

Itself with Being-for-others and Being-in-the-World, they 

haven't the self awareness that can respond effectively to 

masculinist constructions. 

Rhetorical strategies for constructing Female Identity 

In The Man Question: Vision of Subjectivity in 

Feminist Theory, Kathy Ferguson has found that the study of 

female subjectivity requires negotiating between the two 

contemporary approaches to epistemology. In the 

"interpretive," one attempts to discover an underlying 
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order beneath appearances. This view has absorbed and 

modified both the ideal and the empirical approaches to 

knowledge about reality discussed in chapter one. The 

"deconstructive" or "geneological" approach assumes no 

underlying order and endlessly creates new meaning through 

problematizing assumptions and focusing on slippages and 

contradictions. This postmodern approach was also 

discussed in chapter one (10-11). The latter approach 

particularly focuses on language as the principal medium in 

which social reality is constructed and, therefore, becomes 

an important approach for feminists who wish to discover 

the means by which female identity has been constructed. 

The women treated here seem to exemplify all three 

approaches, and from this, I conclude that women's 

experience may be such that their perspective, like the 

philosophical orientation privileged by men, recognizes a 

fundamental order in the universe but, unlike men's, 

considers that order constructed, rather than natural. 

Thus, more than men even, they seem to recognize human as 

well as divine and natural agency in the world, perhaps 

because so much of that agency has been specifically denied 

to them. What men have come to take for granted, they have 

sought to acquire; it was not given to them as it was to 

men. Marguerite Duras says, "'Women have been in darkness 

for centuries. They don't know themselves. Or only 

poorly. And when women write, they translate this 
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theoretical platform that is already in place, already 

elaborated'" (qtd. Belenky et ale 203). 
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From these two interpretative stances, Ferguson posits 

three ways the female subject can construct an identity to 

speak against the masculinist ideology that silences women 

and constructs them as less than human: "praxis feminism," 

"cosmic feminism," and "linguistic feminism." Praxis and 

cosmic feminisms are primarily of the interpretative type, 

and linguistic feminism is, for the most part, 

geneological. In praxis feminism, the female subject 

attempts to define herself in terms of her social 

relations. It stresses human need and privileges women's 

traditional activities (69). In cosmic feminism, the 

female subject attempts to locate herself within a larger 

spiritual or natural order (97). And in linguistic 

feminism, the female subject constructs herself by negating 

and affirming the discourses she engages. In a Foucaultian 

move, the female subject of linguistic feminism uses the 

available language to make the familiar strange and to 

challenge the power of the dominant discourses (121-22). 

The Querelle des femmes, or later the "women question," can 

be traced back to Christine de Pizan, according to Joan 

Kelly (Kelly, 1984). For Pizan systematically critiques 

constructions of women purveyed by masculine language. 

Using that language herself, Pizan challenges the 
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traditional meanings about women inscribed in it. 

Therefore, feminist awareness that we may consider strictly 

postmodern may actually have existed in particular female 

subjects in the past. 

Ferguson arrived at this typology by way of responding 

to what she calls "male-ordered subjectivity," particularly 

as it was articulated by Hegel. She claims that Hegel 

exempts women from the dialectic of self consciousness, in 

which the masculine subject elaborates an identity through 

stages of desire. The principal masculine desire, 

according to Hegel, is for domination out of fear--fear of 

separation, fear of death, and fear of violence from 

others. This self-conscious self takes its identity from 

destruction, "need[ing] what it destroys and destroy[ing] 

what it needs" (48). It insists on the primacy of 

separation over interconnection and affirmation. Male 

subjectivity is, then, an attempt to gain power--power to 

dominate and sUbjugate. Being-for-others and Being-in-the

World for male identity formation, according to this, 

depends on the individual's ability to separate himself 

from and to dominate others. But theorists in more than 

one modern field have questioned such an identity formation 

and conclude that a more accurate assessment of identity 

development would include both relationships of separation 

and attachment (Gilligan, 1982; Swearingen, 1991). Hegel's 
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experience and, of course, have been articulated by men. 
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Ferguson shows that female subjectivity, on the other 

hand, often emphasizes attachment and living with the 

natural and human other, rather than conquering it (40). 

Ferguson is here building on post-colonial discourse and 

the work of Carol Gilligan, who claimed that women's 

ethical development is situational and emphasizes 

relationships and the duties that these relationships 

entail rather than abstract justice and individual rights 

(Gilligan, 1982). Identity theorist Edward Sampson has 

argued that the concept of the individual, as described by 

Clifford Geertz, is a peculiarly Western, masculine, and 

bourgeois concept. For Geertz, the individual is a 

"'dynamic center of awareness, emotion, judgment and 

action, organized into a distinctive whole and set 

contrastively against other such wholes and against a 

social and natural background'" (sampson 1-6; Geertz 1979, 

229). Such an identity cannot be established for most 

women, even into the present. 

What seems, however, to be relevant for both masculine 

and feminine subjectivity, is that Hegelian self awareness, 

according to Ferguson, is predicated on desire. To become 

a subject, one has to be conscious of desire, and to 

understand who the subject is, one must determine what 

desire is being voiced. Judging from the psychological 
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work of people as diverse as Jacques Lacan and Nancy 

Chodorow, it seems that most authorities presume a founding 

difference between masculine and feminine desires. I don't 

necessarily agree. Privileging difference appears just as 

unidimensional as erasing difference. A true 

constructivist would have to say that it depends. It 

depends on what the rhetorical context is and to what 

extent potential subjects participate in reality making. 

If subjectivity does, in fact, occur upon recognizing 

desire, I think that there may be at least one common 

desire taking precedence over all others--the desire to be, 

to be aware of self as a sentient human being, period. 

This may, however, be where the critical difference lies. 

For psychologists focus on the trauma caused to male 

children upon finding themselves necessarily separate from 

the mother, whereas female children purportedly continue to 

identify with the mother, if not as self, like self. Thus 

the first sense of self a boy experiences is that of a 

separate self, but for a girl, it may be a connected self. 

This theory would differentiate masculine desire from 

feminine desire at an infantile stage. But it seems, in 

any case, that it is desire for any sense of selfhood that 

women have continually sought to satisfy because it has 

been the urge whose satisfaction has been repeatedly 

denied. Since Freud and Lacan have determined the first 

moment in ego development to be the moment when I is 
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symbolically understood, I would think this would be a 

common experience for both males and females (Lacan 734-

35). Once I is understood, the entire environment must be 

seen as the lost other, no matter what gender the subject 

is. From there, it seems logical that differences in 

female and male subjectivity result from socialization. 

Granted, most western programs for socialization valorize 

difference from the child's earliest moments, but this 

difference is accomplished through social interventions, 

mostly in language. 

We have seen how ideology embodied in language helped 

condition women to see themselves as men see them. By 

language, I don't mean to imply simply the use of 

particular linguistic structures because Maria Black and 

Rosalind Coward have pointed out that, strictly speaking, 

structures like syntax and grammar are not what feminists 

like Dale Spender intended by "man-made language." Even 

though Spender discusses syntactical phenomena, they merely 

reflect ideologically conditioned conventions and border on 

semantics (Black and Coward 115-19; Spender, 1980). And 

androcentric grammars have been the result of social 

prescriptions that privilege the male educational 

experience (Olsen, 1980; Poynton, 1989). So, it is not 

simply linguistic structures in themselves that are guilty 

of ideological biases; it is the social uses to which they 

have been put. It is, therefore, primarily in semantics 
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that masculine reality is purveyed. Men have dominated and 

regulated social meanings. And women have had to "make do" 

with those meanings and find themselves in them. As a 

graphic illustration of how inadequate these meanings have 

been, Suzette Haden Elgin wrote a fiction entitled Native 

Tongue, in which she invented a language, Laadan, to 

express women's experiences for which there are no words. 

A few examples from her lexicon are dooledosh, the pain or 

loss which comes as a relief by virtue of ending the 

anticipation of its coming; nuhaam, to feel oneself 

cherished, cared for, nurtured by someone; and raduth, to 

non-use, to deprive someone deliberately of any useful 

function in the world, as in enforced retirement or when a 

human being is kept as a plaything or a pet (Elgin 161-

62). The point is that, without a language for it, women 

would have no way to make sense of such experience. We can 

hardly comprehend what we cannot express, and women have to 

renegotiate meanings for existing language in order to 

realize and stabilize their realities. 

It would be unwise to use Ferguson's typology 

uncritically in examining the history of women's writing, 

especially since even she claims a modern feminist 

awareness only dates from the late seventeenth century. 

But we must use the tools we have. Therefore, in speaking 

about the women I have chosen, I will have to use the 

understandings she helps provide, just as those women had 
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to employ the understandings of their peers' discourse to 

make sense of their worlds. By examining the ideas each 

was able to articulate, we can perhaps infer the self 

awareness by way of which each came to speak. It is my 

contention that by engaging the dominant discourse, these 

women developed a sense of personal identity that, through 

varying degrees of negation and affirmation, allowed them 

to reconstruct social reality, most importantly the social 

constructions of women's nature. Their use of the 

available language enabled them to acquire the necessary 

Being-for-others and Being-in-the-World to differentiate 

themselves from that version of reality and contest it. 

But to do so, they situate themselves within existing 

social and metaphysical hierarchies in order to reveal the 

constructedness of those hierarchies. Some are more 

successful at differentiation than others. 

Each woman writer had to construct her identity 

through the available discursive practices in order to 

voice a response to male reality and its often misogynistic 

constructions of women. The act of acquiring and using the 

available language creates the female rhetorical subject, 

just as it does the male sUbject. The clarity and 

distinctiveness of that subjectivity depends on the degree 

to which the writer can participate in social dialogues, 

which is determined by the degree of social lattitude and 

experience the speaker enjoys. The potential female 
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subject feels the exigency to speak in order to reconstruct 

social reality and negotiate a space in that reality for 

articulating a self not necessarily identical to that 

purveyed by the masculine other. 

Sappho: Parallel Universes and the World of Women 

Bakhtin has maintained that individualism in the 

feudal aristocratic class is a form of the "we-experience" 

similar to that valued by the modern bourgeoisie. By this 

he means that members of the feudal aristocracy could 

develop a sense of personal individuality because such a 

role would have been part of the commonly held values of 

that class. Modern bourgeois capitalism also encourages 

personal individuality. Thus, even individualism, 

according to Bahktin, is "drawn not from within, not from 

the depths of one's personality, but from the outside 

world" (Bakhtin 935). Therefore, a feudal aristocrat's 

sense of individuality is actually a class identification. 

We have seen that Sappho's work reveals her identification 

with her aristocratic class (see also Arthur 1973, 38-9). 

Because of her class affiliation, Sappho must have 

enjoyed more social freedom than women of lower orders, and 

she probably identified to an extent with the male 

privileges of her class, which enabled individuals to 

operate independently within certain limits. By examining 

her texts, we can infer the degree to which they reveal a 
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rhetorical subject externalizing, objectifying, and finally 

internalizing a concept of self, the process Berger and 

Luckmann claim for identity formation (Berger and Luckmann 

129). Sappho's poems reveal a poet proficient in the 

dominant literary tradition, and they bespeak an artistic 

sensitivity probably resulting from an education similar to 

that of an aristocratic man of the period, an education 

emphasizing the leisure activities of music, poetry, and 

athletics (Marrou 34; Flaceliere 55). From the poems, we 

can draw some conclusions about Sappho's poetic 

subjectivity and the social role of the female poet. 

Apparently Sappho enjoyed some freedom to move outside 

the family domain. W. R. Johnson indicates that there were 

both male and female symposia at which male and female 

poets performed (Johnson xi). Even though Sappho's land

based feudal society segregated men and women into 

different social spheres, the sexes may have had 

complementary functions that placed a certain amount of 

value on women's contributions, particularly those that 

solidified male political alliances and class privileges. 

Therefore, men's and women's universes may have been 

separated, but women's may have been considered socially 

valuable enough to allow some women to operate in the 

public sphere. Though public, however, the experiences 

recorded by Sappho are peculiarly feminine and peculiar to 



her individual social context as perhaps a mentor and 

teacher of aristocratic girls. 
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The assumption that many of her first person poems 

were intended for public audiences, based on Archaic 

performance practices, would alone seem to testify to a 

fully formed sense of self on the part of the poet, given 

the theoretical assumptions discussed above. But the most 

significant evidence is that we know who wrote the poems, 

twenty-six centuries later, after neglect and calculated 

attempts to destroy them. Despite the fragmentary remains 

of her work, we have a tradition attributing a particular 

female author to this work. The internal consistency of 

the extant corpus, the many references to her, and the 

quotations from her work in other authors seem to bear out 

that belief. This conclusion is also supported by the 

substance of what she wrote as well. 

Though Sappho's subject matter was frequently erotic 

love, that in itself would not indicate an individual 

identity in the narrative persona. Erotic love was a 

conventional theme of Greek lyrics. And even her 

celebration of female homoeroticism was not unique, since 

her male contemporary AIkman also alluded to it (Johnson 

xv; Rayor 5). These were socially acknowledged subjects, 

and Eva stigers has argued that her poetry would have been 

rejected had it expressed desire and love for a forbidden 

group (stigers 458). It is the consistency of the female 
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world seen from a woman's perspective that indicates an 

individual, self-aware personality in the poems. The 

pervasive "truth," or accuracy, of her observations about 

this woman's world, combined with the recognized beauties 

of her language, account for the unbroken tradition 

identifying these verses as sappho's. Despite its oral 

history, despite its many rewritings, despite the loss of 

favor of its subject matter, we still attach an individual 

female name to what remains of a corpus, a body of writing 

that celebrates a woman's reality. 

Could any expression be more feminine gendered than 

her "Virginity, virginity, when you leave me/Where do you 

go?" or "Do I still long/for my virginity?" (Barnstone 

80). A woman's virginity is a concrete, physiological 

possession that is prized in most cultures for a number of 

reasons, not the least of which are lineal purity and 

marriageability. A virgin has not yet been occupied or 

possessed by anyone. Contemplating the loss of that asset 

and the social power it bestows would at least give most 

women pause, whereas for men, social status may, in fact, 

increase with loss of virginity. And then, what man would 

write "When anger floods into my chest/I bite my tongue-

not to explode" (Barnstone 86)? Given male political 

history and the aggressive, desires attributed to men by 

Hegel, a man's expression of anger has generally been 

socially condoned. But women have traditionally been 
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enjoined to silence, berated as shrews for angry displays, 

and thought to have more concern for maintaining 

interpersonal ties. Judith Hallett has suggested that 

Sappho's marriage poetry was written to help prepare young 

girls for their roles as wives and mothers, and because of 

the social segregation of the sexes, this socialization was 

probably necessary (Barnstone 78; Hallett 456). This would 

also suggest that her audience was primarily women, and the 

intimate nature of her verse would indicate that she shared 

an immediate rapport with this audience: "Now these things 

will I sing beautifully/to my women-friends" (Snyder 29). 

We should not, however, confuse the first person narrator 

with the poet, especially from this distance. Though there 

appears to be much autobiographical content in what she 

wrote, we will see later that that, too, is a convention of 

the genre she has chosen. 

But her themes stick closely to women's experience. 

For instance, another of her poems celebrates motherhood: 

III have a beautiful child, her form/like golden flowers, 

beloved Kleis/whom I would not trade for all of Lydia . . . 

. " (Rayor 72). She also records mother/daughter 

conversation: " .. . for my mother [said that]/in her 

youth it was indeed a great ornament if someone 

had/tresses/wrapped in a purple [band]" (Snyder 33). She 

frequently addresses poems to the goddesses that preside 

over the domain of women, probably to initiate women into 
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the many religious rituals they were expected to perform. 

But the predominant goddess she addresses is Aphrodite, and 

her invocations are most often those typical of love 

poetry. What makes them striking and memorable is the 

power of her words to evoke the emotional responses of an 

active female lover, a perspective she creates by giving it 

voice and immediacy. For example, she says, 

Eros shook my heart, like the 
wind 

assailing the oaks on the mountain. 
* * * * You came, you did [well], and I wanted you 

you made cool my heart, which was burning with 
desire. 

* * * * Eros the loosener of limbs shakes me again--
bitter-sweet, untamable, crawling creature. 
(Snyder 27) 

In these poems, she delves into even more rarely described 

female experience, the pleasure of the female body. To 

female addressees in other poems, she says, "And on a soft 

bed/ ... tender ... /you satisfied your desire" (Snyder 

24), and "enter the bed and play/tenderly with your man" 

(Barnstone 78). While treating both homo- and hetero-

eroticism, the poetic perspective is still that of a female 

lover enjoying the pleasures of the flesh. The Sapphic 

subject inventively bends male norms for the genre by 

substituting the female agent for the male. This strategy 

may be evidence, as Karlyn Kohrs Campbell suggests about 

women's rhetoric in general, that she was attempting a 
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subversion of male-dominated reality (Campbell 212). 

Similar to what we would now call a postmodern approach, 

she bends language to adapt it to a feminine perspective. 

Her poetry presents, at least, an alternative or 

complementary reality not treated by her male peers. 

Indeed, we see in the Sapphic subject the full range 

of feminist subjectivities delineated by Kathy Ferguson, 

especially the so-called postmodern, or linguistic. Sappho 

consistently situates her narrative persona within 

relationships with various significant others, or the 

praxis feminist approach: "Those whom I treated 

kindly/especially injure me now," "You have done wrong, 

Mika,/and I will not concur:/you have chosen to be 

friends/with the house of Penthilos," "Soft girl from whom 

I was/altogether cut off,/I have corne horne again" 

(Barnstone 88, 89). The longing expressed in these, and in 

other of her poems, for a female interlocutor also reveals 

the desire to participate in the social dialogue necessary 

for female identity formation and the need to understand 

common experience, experience that may be alien to male 

discourse. The poetic persona strives especially to speak 

to other women as well as about them. Several of these 

absent conversants have been lost, significantly, to men; 

thus, the poems may reflect the longing for the other 

feminine subject silenced by male hegemony. 
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Sappho's cosmic feminism can be seen when she situates 

her poetic persona in relationship to nature and the 

divine: "For the blessed Graces favor more the well-

flowered,/but turn away the ungarlanded," "It cannot be 

undone, no more than can pink-armed Dawn/not end in 

darkness on earth. . . ./ beauty and light/are for me the 

same as desire for the sun" (Snyder 29; Barnstone 90-91). 

If, in fact, Sappho was attempting to defend women's 

experience from erasure, her celebrating women's 

"naturalness," as opposed to men's cultivatedness, turns 

masculine ideology on itself, which is the kind of 

problematizing strategy characteristic of linguistic 

feminism. She also regularly foregrounds the first person 

feminine subject: "Sweet mother, I cannot weave--/slender 

Aphrodite has overwhelmed me/with longing for a boy" (Rayor 

63). Even when she uses a Homeric turn of phrase and male 

viewpoint, she focuses on the feminine rather than the 

masculine experience. In this way she negates the 

masculine experience in the discourse she engages: 

Hektor and his companions are bringing a 
quick-glancing girl 

from holy Thebes and the river Plakia--
tender Andromache--in ships upon the salty sea; 
many golden bracelets and purple garments 
... many-colored adornments, 
countless silver cups and ivory. (Snyder 30) 
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Sappho's deliberately personal observations about a 

female world may have forestalled the impending 

marginalization of women's experience and their eventual 

historic erasure. Hers is the only female voice recorded 

from the sixth century B. C. E. Because the few female 

voices from the next century shift to traditionally 

masculine subjects, we have to assume the change in social 

climate that accompanied the developing bourgeois polis 

(Rayor 14; Snyder 39-63). Sappho authorities Jane Snyder 

and Diane Rayor both indicate that in fact perhaps only in 

sparta and Lesbos were female public voices allowed during 

her period. 

Poetry and later poetic drama served very important 

civic functions for the Greeks. Since community 

maintenance in the Classical period relied on participation 

by a broader segment of the population, the less public 

lyric genre gave way to the more public drama. Like its 

probable antecedent the formal chorale ode, drama performed 

a solidarity function by publicly reinforcing communal 

values. Aristotle had said that public action took 

precedence over private action because the welfare of the 

polis was primary. So all forms of community maintenance 

became more socially valuable than household maintenance 

because the household was dependent on the state. When 

art, too, came increasingly to the service of the public 
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sphere, women, whose place was now solely in the domestic 

sphere, were denied a voice in that art. Having lost this 

opportunity for participating in the social dialogue, they 

lost an important means of understanding their experience 

and constructing their personal identities. They could no 

longer share their perceptions through lyric performance in 

female symposia. 

When it became necessary to domesticate women and 

restrict their public activities, it was necessary to 

socialize them into these marginal positions. They could 

be effectively marginalized by withholding education from 

them--the education bestowing authority to speak in public 

and thus to construct social knowledge, including knowledge 

of self. The justification for denying them education was 

the misogynistic assertions of women's intellectual 

incapacity. Educated language was the discourse of logos, 

or the power to speak reasonably. without it, women could 

justifiably be excluded from public life based on their 

socially constructed intellectual deficiency. We thus 

witness the highly differentiated educations of men and 

women in the Classical period, with the masculine tradition 

preserved and perpetuated in writing (Keuls 302; swearingen 

27). A Sappho could not have spoken out in the time of 

Aristotle. Sappho's poetry was the poetry of a woman 

liberated by her membership in a feudal class that allowed 

her individual identity and the pursuit of personal 
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desire. She did not promote the values of the rising 

material class because she would not have had a voice if 

she were a member of that class. To mold the personalities 

and forward the agenda of the bourgeois citizenry, Greek 

democracy relied on public rhetorical interaction that only 

men could participate in. This was the rhetoric of 

patriarchal and patriotic drama and of the political 

statesman who relied on the eloquence of rational 

argument. Because this masculine experience could be 

preserved by literacy, it continued to shape male 

identities, and women could be easily excluded by denying 

them that literacy. 

The emerging bourgeois state also relied on public 

rhetorical interaction to define non-citizens who, of 

course, could not speak against their exclusion because 

they had no status to speak in public. Women eventually 

fell into this category of objects, but not subjects, of 

public discourse and were thus denied the power to 

individuate themselves and resist their erasure. Bahktin 

maintains that "the personality of the speaker, taken from 

within, so to speak, turns out to be wholly a product of 

social interactions" (Bahktin 935). The individualism of 

the bourgeois class Bahktin speaks of was not extended to 

women once they were denied public language and the fora 

for its use. After sappho, we no 10ngeL hear women's 

voices speaking of women's peculiar experience. And 
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indeed, Korinna in the century following Sappho could just 

as well have been a man for the personality projected by 

her mythological poetry. As a result of ensuing discursive 

practices, the subject space becomes restricted to a male 

point of view. The subject position for the female 

perspective disappears with the social changes and 

discourse after Sappho's life. 

Christine de pizan: Feminist Subjectivity Revalorizing 

Female Experience 

Sappho's rhetorical context had clear continuities 

with the historical situation of Christine de Pizan, for in 

both contexts, some women apparently could participate in 

nomos-building social dialogues. Patriarchy was in place 

in both societies, but patriarchal institutions were 

contested and did not present a united front supported by a 

fully elaborated misogyny when these women wrote-

conditions that clearly changed shortly after each woman's 

life. Sappho seems not to have sensed any suppression of 

her voice unless her focus on the intimate experiences of 

women's lives and loss of conversants taken by men show 

that she was responding to a program of exclusion and 

erasure that limited, among other feminine experiences, the 

expression of erotic pleasure on the part of female 

lovers. While Pizan faces little direct objection to her 

public voice from her male contemporaries, she expressly 
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addresses misogynistic constructions of women.and notes 

that a public female voice is unusual for her time (Bell 

181). Only her education in the literate tradition of men 

has made it possible for her. It is significant that Pizan 

insists she has been turned into a man in order to study 

and write. 

Like Sappho, she must situate her subjectivity within 

existing hierarchies in order to challenge their 

"naturalness." In Mutation of Fortune, she allegorically 

describes her metamorphosis into a man in order to confront 

her personal misfortunes. This necessary identity 

alteration then enables her to undertake a program of 

learning and writing: "'I no longer indulged in idle 

crying,/Which only increases my distress./I found my self 

with a strong and hardy spirit,/Which astonished me./Now I 

will prove that I became a real man'" (qtd. Bornstein 13). 

As Sappho does, Pizan situates the first person 

narrative persona within a network of personal relations 

that typify women's experience, making reference to her 

mother, father, children, and husband. In doing so, she 

externalizes familial experience that may serve as the 

first step in identity formation. We thus might be able to 

assume an identity formation that follows the three-step 

process discussed by Berger and Luckmann. For instance, 

Pizan seems to externalize a sense of personal loss, which 

one might take as conventional in the case of King Charles 
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V's death, but certainly not in the case of her father's 

and husband's. Her eulogies are mixed with frequent 

complaints, in Mutation of Fortune for example, about the 

inconveniences and trouble caused by these losses that 

sound less than idealized. Her work portrays feelingly, 

but realistically, the vulnerable and lonely position of 

widows without male support, and her descriptions ring true 

to female experience. 

Her work also externalizes other emotions that can 

only come from women's realities. For instance, she 

articulates the feeling of revulsion occasioned by the 

first realization that she is socially defined by the 

negative image of womanhood purveyed by masculine 

discourses: "I detested myself and the entire feminine sex 

as though we were monstrosities in nature" (City 5). Such 

an experience sounds very much like the phenomenon of the 

mirror-stage dual view in Lacanian psychology, the sudden 

understanding of self as distinct from, yet part of, the 

other (Lacan 735-37). Only in this case, it is not the 

male child seeing himself as part of, but separate from the 

maternal Other, but the female child seeing herself as part 

of, yet separate from the father, at least from the 

identity constructed by the "father tongue." And in her 

case, it is separation that is desired rather than 

identification because that other identity does not 

coincide with the potential female subject's sense of Being-
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for-Itself. According to Lacan, the "coming-into-being" 

stage occurs with the understanding of I. As Freud had 

said, the acquisition of the symbolic order institutes the 

law of the father. Once, I is articulated, the subject 

recognizes his or her alienation from the maternal and 

material other. Therefore, Pizan's, and even sappho's, 

frequent use of I may signal the beginnings of self 

awareness that accompanies their participation in social 

discourse. 

Yet the language they acquire brings with it an 

ideology of female identity their female subjects try to 

displace. using the language enables them to contrast the 

linguistically constructed version of womanhood with their 

personal experience, thus separating the subjective self 

from the social environment. pizan's corpus certainly 

reveals a female subject intent upon refuting the 

stereotypes of womanhood reflected in the dominant 

discourse. In any case, the use of I makes it possible for 

her subject to objectify both self and others for clearer 

recognition--creating the Being-for-other dimension of 

self. This "objectivation" is the second stage of Berger 

and Luckmann's process of identity formation, and pizan's 

work appears to bear witness to it. 

Once objectified, however, the actual identity 

internalized by the subject is produced by a social 

dialectic. We see pizan's narrative persona wavering 



191 

between what she senses as female nature and what society 

says it is: 

They all concur in one conclusion: that the 
behavior of women is inclined to and full of 
every vice . . . . I could not see or realize how 
their claims could be true when compared to the 
natural behavior and character of women. Yet I 
still argued vehemently against women, saying 
that it would be imposssible that so many famous 
men--such solemn scholars, possessed of such deep 
and great understanding, so clear-sighted in all 
things, as it seemed--could have spoken falsely 
on so many occasions that I could hardly find a 
book on morals where • . . I did not find several 
chapters or certain sections attacking women, no 
matter who the author was. (City 4) 

This is a vivid account of the second stage of identity 

formation. Judging from pizan's vehement and prolific body 

of work rehabilitating women, we must assume that the third 

stage for her, internalization, resolved the struggle in 

favor of the empirical data of personal experience. Such a 

solution is, in fact, the third strategy in Balenky, 

clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule's typology of women's ways 

of knowing and the one generally following a reliance on 

outside authorities (Balenky et al., 1986). This, however, 

may not always be the result (Watzlawick 1976, 18). 

I contend that Pizan could not have articulated so 

clearly the process by which she became aware of her 

alienation from the identity imposed upon her by the 

dominant discourses unless she had acquired the language to 

participate in them herself. We will see in chapter five 

that pizan's range of genres and prolonged participation in 
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the Debate of the Rose is ample evidence that she was 

conversant with the dominant discourses of her day. Once 

aware of the identity socially constructed for women, she 

felt the need to offer an alternative that bore more 

likeness to her own experience as a woman. In this, she 

did as we all must; she used discourse to create the 

reality she wished to inhabit by confronting the accepted 

view of womanhood with an alternative drawn from her own 

experience, which she was now capable of articulating. In 

the act of using language, her subjectivity gained the 

dimensions of Being-for-Others and Being-in-the-World, 

giving her an identity with both objectivity and 

potentiality, something the dominant discourse would have 

denied her. 

Like Sappho, she exemplifies praxis feminism by 

situating her literary persona within the familial and 

social order. Her mother, for instance, intrudes on her 

studies to remind her to eat: "I had not been reading for 

very long when my good mother called me to refresh myself 

with some supper, for it was evening II (City 3). using the 

humility topos, she bases her ethical appeal on her 

father's reputation when she advises her social superiors: 

" ... in this case I do not resemble/My good father, 

except as one who steals /Grains of wheat while gleaning 

during harvest" (Letter 34). And she demonstrates her 

compliance with those who can command her: "... I want 
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to begin a new poem now, in consideration of others' 

concerns. For someone who can easily command a far more 

important person than my self has asked me to do so. He is 

a lord I am bound to obey ... "(Duke 47). Pizan always 

appears to ground her work within the familiar, homely 

constraints and relationships of her everyday life as a 

woman. In doing so, she both acknowledges the existing 

order and valorizes women's experience in it by raising it 

to social consciousness. But more than anything else, 

doing so constitutes her reality and her identity. 

In addition, her overriding motive throughout the 

various works that directly or indirectly support her 

position in the querelle des femmes seems to be to help 

women--not just women of her own class, but all women--as 

their sister under the skin. She thereby situates her 

subject within a larger human context, and thus 

demonstrates cosmic as well as praxis feminism. Given the 

chaotic conditions weakening the patriarchal institutions 

around her, Pizan knew the fragility of merely human 

structures. And she apparently intended to prepare every 

woman for the social roles that might befall her, as they 

had, in fact, befallen Pizan upon her untimely widowhood. 

Her Treasury of the City of Ladies constructs positive 

identities for women of every station that allows them to 

envision themselves belonging to a universal sisterhood of 

virtue and wisdom. Emphasizing women's interpersonal 
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relationsips, she gives advice for wise and good behavior 

on the part of all women, from the princess to the 

prostitute. In most cases she recommends specific courses 

of action that will maintain harmony between her addressees 

and those they have to deal with. For example, the 

princess will "demonstrate enthusiastic cordiality" 

whenever she meets her husband's relatives (Treasury 101). 

The wise princess's words "come from her goodness, wisdom, 

and honesty," and she never speaks ungraciously to her 

companions or servants, but instructs her household 

retainers and friends gently (Treasury 93). Maidens must 

be modest and courteous, older women never sharp-tongued, 

ill-natured, or quarrelsome, poor women patient and 

comforting, and women of light morals, repentant and 

diligent (Treasury 202-04, 221-23, 214-16). with respect 

to their contacts with men, all women should both practice 

chaste behavior and cUltivate the reputation for it as 

well: 

Any woman, whoever she may be, who delights in 
knowing a variety of men will encourage gossip. 
Even supposing she did not intend any mischief 
but merely enjoyed laughter and entertainment, 
she could scarcely proceed without stimulating 
doubtful talk, which envious strangers who are 
only waiting for the opportunity and even some of 
her agreeable friends will join in. Women, do 
not be so trusting or act so blindly! (Treasury 
155) . 



Here we see her reflecting the social construction that 

women are primarily objects, rather than subjects of 

discourse. 
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Not only does Pizan enhance her own ethical appeal 

through her assumption of the role of chaste widow and 

moral teacher, she appears to want all women to follow her 

example as the surest means of successfully conducting 

their interpersonal affairs. She can envision women using 

language to create harmony in their social relations, but 

not, however, to alter them. Though she rehabilitates the 

image of womanhood, she doesn't subvert the established 

order. There was no available language for articulating an 

alternative symbolic universe. 

Pizan also situates herself within the larger cosmic 

order by not attempting to overthrow the established 

patriarchal hierarchies. She admonishes her women to be 

obedient to God's will and to God's representatives on 

earth. The first advice of the Three virtues is to love 

and fear the lord, which they call the beginning of 

wisdom. When the princess finds herself tempted by 

flattery and vanity, Pizan writes, "What does the good 

princess do when she finds herself so tempted? Love and 

fear of Our Lord will sing her a different lesson" 

(Treasury 71, 73). She establishes a patrilineage for 

herself deriving from Christ, in her story of st. 
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Christine. st. Christine is Christ's namesake, on whom he 

bestows special protection, and Pizan derives her first 

name, and consequently her authority, from her patron 

saint: "Behold my joy at being able to make use of your 

holy legend and to include it in my writings, which I have 

recorded here at such length out of reverence for you" 

(City 240). 

In forwarding the cause of peace, the wise princess 

only uses persuasion and leaves the action up to her 

husband and his counselors. Knowing her own incapacities, 

the princess is to surround herself with wise counselors 

who will not simply tell her what she wants to hear. She 

must follow their recommendations because she has chosen 

them for their authority on matters secular and divine. A 

most astonishing story illustrating the virtue of wifely 

loyalty is pizan's tale of Griselda, the marquise of 

Saluces. This illustrious woman gives up her two children 

to supposed death and returns in poverty to her father's 

house on her husband/s orders simply as a test of her 

obedience (City 170-76). As a model of unquestioning 

obedience, she rates a place in pizan's city of exemplary 

women. Pizan presumed to advise her sovereigns, but only 

in the guise of a loyal servant. She stated her support of 

hereditary monarchy directly in The Book of the Body 

Politic, and she was careful to omit from the collected 

works she presented to Isabeau of Bavaria the one that was 
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too pointedly critical of Isabeau's lascivious court, the 

Treasury (Lawson 25). 

Pizan very deliberately adopts the linguistic feminist 

stance by directly addressing femininst issues that have 

their roots in language and socially constructed meanings. 

Instead of challenging existing patriarchal institutions, 

she undermines their ideological support--misogynous 

calumnies of women's mental and moral nature. Given her 

rhetorical situation, it is probably her only option. As 

Ferguson has noted, women have to operate within existing 

hierarchies, and the language they make available, in order 

to subvert social meanings. Like Sappho, Pizan is 

extremely successful in projecting a female perspective, 

but she has to work more consciously on establishing her 

ethos. She acquires the literary and social education to 

participate in the prevailing discourses, but such an 

education is not conventional for most women of her 

period. In gaining it, she becomes aware of the 

traditional denigration of women in cultural texts. I 

argue that this awareness is the inspiration, or sense of 

exigency, that urges women to attempt a remaking of social 

reality through language, of influencing doxa or the sensus 

communis. 

Of the evidence for pizan's linguistic feminism, we 

could speak volumes because the bulk of contemporary Pizan 

scholarship has taken a linguistic focus (see particularly 
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works by Madeleine Pelner Cosman, Joan Ferrante, Lynne R. 

Huffer, Joan Kelly, and Charity Cannon willard). For my 

argument, the essential point is that Pizan's subjectivity 

rests on her discovery that the prevailing concept of woman 

was a linguistic social construct, which did not, in fact, 

coincide with hers and other women's lived experience. 

This realization first appeared in The Letter to the God of 

Love when pizan's female petitioners complain to Cupid 

about their defamation by men. She insinuates that these 

defamations were the result of male perceptions of 

reality. Faulting poets like Ovid and Jean de Meun for 

making great literary capital out of the lengths to which 

men go to conquer women, she says men do it more for the 

challenge and adventure than for love. They then mock and 

blame women for succumbing: "Car pour chastel pris ne fault 

guerre emprendre [because a castle taken is hardly worth 

taking]" (Roy 13). After the conquest, men go away 

bragging and "disant que femmes se consentent/Legierement, 

com legieres et frailles [saying women consent lightly 

because they are light and frail, or weak willed]" (Roy 

17). She later explained Jean de Meun's unchivalrous 

depictions in the Romance of the Rose to one of her 

adversaries in the Debate of the Rose by suggesting that 

"'the great lechery which obsessed him perhaps made him 

more prejudiced than profitable, as by our actions our 

inclinations commonly reveal themselves'" (qtd. Chance 10). 
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Upon gaining access to the conversation of western 

culture, Pizan had gained the language to understand 

herself in others' terms, to see those terms as ways others 

had constructed reality, and to use them herself to respond 

to that reality. From that moment on, she embarked upon a 

literary campaign to use her newly acquired language in 

rehabilitating the image of womanhood. She revised 

mythography in The Letter of Othea to Hector, to give 

preeminence to the chaste female goddesses Minerva and 

Athena (she treats them as separate figures in order to 

give more attention to their worthy qualities), she 

refashioned the courtly love tradition in The Book of the 

Duke of True Lovers by refuting the nobility of its 

eroticism and warning women of its dangers, and she rewrote 

women's history, both pagan and Christian, in The Book of 

the City of Ladies. Pizan does not simply deny the 

masculine positions, she turns them on themselves and 

valorizes qualities of womanhood seen as deficiencies. For 

example, she claims women's physical weakness inclines them 

more to seek peace, a quality above all others Pizan valued 

in her particularly troublous times. And it is compensated 

for by intellectual acuity. As Douglas Kelly has noted, 

she expects men to live up to their own standards and not 

foist their failings onto women (Richards xxxii). When 

countering the male accusation that women are greedy, she 

answers by having Lady Rectitude say, 
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... some women have foolish husbands, great 
wastels of property and gluttons, and the poor 
women, who know well that their households need 
what their husbands spend foolishly and that in 
the end their poor children will have to pay for 
it, are unable to refrain from speaking to their 
husbands and from urging them to spend less. 
Thus, such behavior is not at all avarice or 
greed, but is a sign of great prudence. (City 
209) 

pizan's discourse itself challenges received notions 

of women's inability to acquire learned forms and 

conventions deemed masculine. She models her syntax on 

complex Latin periodic sentences, uses Latinate spellings, 

and introduces new words into French from Latin sources 

(Richards xxi, xli, In.). But her hallmark is a virtuosic 

display of her scholarship, which she uses for a 

comprehensive rereading of the classical authors. In her 

introduction to Letter of Othea, Jane Chance discusses, 

for instance, how Pizan had to have been familiar with the 

glosses on Ovid by Medieval scholars for her depictions of 

figures such as Dido (Chance 16). Once Pizan recognized 

the educational bias differentiating the intellectual 

accomplishments of the two sexes, she demolished the 

masculinist prejudice simply by demonstrating in her own 

writing her proficiency in learned discourse. Translator 

Earl Jeffrey Richards says, 

Pizan confronts the allegations of women's 
inability to appreciate literary culture in an 
astonishingly learned and cUltivated prose whose 
very difficulty serves simultaneously as the 
hallmark of her own culture. The irony here is 
patent. The language Pizan uses casts the 



question of women's relationship to literary 
culture in an entirely different light . . . . 
(Richards xli). 
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Pizan seizes upon the available language and uses it 

to reconstruct women through questioning its underying 

ideolgies. She problematizes virtually every linguistic 

construct of womanhood in masculinist discourse from 

objecting to Jean de Meun's putting the word "coilles" 

(balls) into Lady Reason's mouth to elevating women of 

every social station to the honorific status of lady in her 

city of "ladies." Her subjectivity emerges simultaneously 

with her acquisition of the cultural conversation 

previously unavailable to her and generally to most women. 

Maureen Quilligan has exhaustively explored all of 

pizan's strategies for creating her rhetorical authority, 

most of which involve her using language as a woman for 

women within masculine rhetorical conventions. They 

include speaking for all women, canonizing particular male 

authors in order to position herself in relation to them, 

claiming not to be an author (or authority), only a 

compiler, speaking on behalf of all loyal subjects, acting 

as a prophetess, and speaking for the similarly 

marginalized (Quilligan, 1991). She positions herself 

strategically within contemporary discourse by selecting 

from among male authorities those to whom she can relate 

her own discourse, either through imitation or opposition. 

To the masculinist canon of Plato, Xenophon, Aristotle, 
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virgil, ovid, Augustine, and Boethius, she added Dante, 

Petrarch, Boccaccio, and Chaucer. By canonizing 

contemporary authorities who showed sympathy for female 

subjectivity through their female narrators and who wrote 

in the vernacular languages, Pizan set precedents for her 

own authority to speak. It was she, in fact, who 

introduced Dante to France (Yenal 12). Boccaccio, Chaucer, 

and Dante depict female subjects--such as Andreuola, the 

Woman of Bath, and Beatrice--who wield language to direct 

theirs and others' fates. 

Consistent with her wholesale revision of cultural 

history to revalorize womanhood, Pizan seeks literary 

foremothers while at the same time inscribing herself into 

the masculine tradition. Besides giving women virtuous 

female role models from history, Pizan's other major 

project in the City of Ladies is to provide precedents for 

women's pursuing the scholarly life. Many of the exemplary 

women who people her city of ladies are noteworthy for 

their learning. In a move that captures two of pizan's 

principal techniques, she supports her own rehabilitation 

of Sappho by quoting Boccaccio's praise of Sappho's 

intellectual acumen: 

Concerning her, Boccaccio has offered these fair 
words couched in the sweetness of poetic 
language: 'Sappho, possessed of sharp wit and 
burning desire for constant study in the midst of 
bestial and ignorant men, frequented the heights 
of Mount Parnassus, that is, of perfect study. 
Thanks to her fortunate boldness and daring, she 
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kept company with the Muses, that is, the arts 
and sciences, without being turned away.' (City 
67) 

Therefore, she situates herself within masculine discourse 

by citing" male authorities who support her argument for 

expanded social roles for women and for their intellectual 

equality with men. 

Like the feminists who will follow her, Pizan sees 

Sappho as having set an important precedent for the right 

of women to join in the cultural conversation and to 

express feminine identities that can realize their human 

potential in the same way men can. If men are to seek 

their identities as thinkers and writers within a 

humanistic intellectual tradition, women must also seek 

such a tradition, by constructing it through their own 

discourse. The creation of that feminist canon is 

precisely what Pizan models in writing her city of Ladies. 

Elizabeth Cary: Melancholia and Covert Resistance 

The humanist revival of Aristotle conspired nicely 

with the Renaissance consolidation of the nation state and 

the social destabilization accompanying the rise of the 

bourgeoisie. Maryanne Horowitz noted that the greatest 

number of Aristotelian works were produced between 1150 and 

1650, the latter perhaps the high point of western misogyny 

(Horowitz 184n). Virtually every patriarchical institution 

began shoring up traditional hierarchies toward the end of 
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basic inequality among all beings and the inherent 

inferiority of women to men. 
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For example, male social theorists such as John Dod 

and Robert Cleaver claimed that the principal pre-condition 

for good government of the state was good government in the 

family, in which the governor was the husband and the 

governed were the wife and children (Jordan 1986, 245; Dod 

and Cleaver, 1641). And social historian Lawrence stone 

has claimed that the patriarchal power relationships 

already existing in the seventeenth-century English family 

were strengthened (Ferguson, Quilligan, and Vickers xviii; 

stone, 1977). Protestant and Catholic religious 

establishments, themselves highly patriarchal, vied for 

influence over secular hierarchies, both relegating women 

to positions subordinate to the authority of men. 

It is the patriarchal power structure that most 

impinged on Cary's subjectivity because she treats the 

question of women's obedience to husband and monarch as her 

central issue. Her work dramatizes domestic relations as 

public politics. Her two heroines, Mariam and Isabel, are 

both wives and subjects of their royal husbands. Marriage 

had become a crucial diplomatic and economic instrument in 

the rise of dynastic forms of government, but by Cary's 

time, the absolutist state and the hereditary aristocracy 

were in decline under the reign of the stuarts. However, 
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when institutions come under threat, ideological 

legitimations lose their "natural" authority, are raised to 

the level of consciousness, and are publicly defended. The 

stuarts thus aggressively promoted the image of the monarch 

as husband and father of the country (Ferguson, Quilligan, 

Vickers xx). James I, before assuming the English crown, 

used the following logic to justify his absolute monarchy: 

By the Law of Nature the King becomes a naturall 
Father to all his Lieges at his Coronation: And 
as the Father of his fatherly duty is bound to 
care for the nourishing, education, and vertuous 
gouernment of his children; euen so is the king 
bound to care for all his subjects. (James I 
55). 

Having gotten over the problematic tension caused by a 

female monarch, male patriarchists were free to voice their 

support of this image, as we have seen in Filmer's 

Patriarcha (c. 1635-42). And as Joan Kelly-Gadol has 

discovered, men of all ranks coalesced around notions of 

women's lack of reason and natural inferiority, propagating 

cultural and legal sanctions to keep them domestic, and 

especially chaste and dependent (Kelly-Gadol, 1984). The 

Lawes Resolution of Womens Rights of 1632 defines women's 

legal position thus: 

For thus it is, If before Marriage the Woman were 
possessed of Horses, Meate, Sheepe, Coyne, Wool, 
Money, Plate and Jewels, all manner of moveable 
substance is presently by conjunction the 
husbands, to sell, keepe or bequeath if he die: 
And though he bequeath them not, yet are they the 
Husbands Executors and not the wives which 
brought them to her Husband. (Hull 63) 
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Cary was to voice her most vehement challenge to 

patriarchal power, both public and domestic, within a few 

short years of this pronouncement. Chaste, silent, and 

obedient, women became virtual prisoners not only within 

the confines of their homes, but within their own bodies as 

well. 

Unable to voice any resistance to the multiple 

authorities governing them, they lost their powers of 

identity formation. The disturbing Toryism that Quilligan 

notes among the women writers of the seventeenth century 

could be a manifestation of women's inability to see 

themselves as distinct from constructions of women by the 

discourses of authority. Noting that subjugation to 

absolute authority had historically been the precondition 

for the western concept of the free individual, she points 

out that early proto-feminist writers give voice to a self

consciously active subject position in the most available 

language--the language of loyalist faithfulness to 

absolutism. But she also suggests that their stance 

results from the proportionately greater loss of status by 

aristocratic and gentle women occurring with the rise of 

middle class men (Quilligan 271). A small number of 

upperclass women had enjoyed the advantages of better 

educations in the late Tudor period, but these 

opportunities had largely disappeared. Cary, in any case, 

makes a very conservative response to the personal and 
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legal repression of women. Her social opportunities for 

developing the necessary Being-for-Others and Being-in-the

World have become highly restricted. 

For many of these same reasons, a primary concern for 

Jacobean men, as well as for women, was their relationship 

to authority, but men-in-themselves gained a generic 

authority over all women (Jordan 1990, 3). Thus, a 

particularly virulent form of misogyny became overtly 

expressed to insure the stability of threatened male 

identities. Since women do write in this period, we need 

ways to distinguish among the many subtle variations in the 

use of the subject position resulting from the almost 

universal concern with discourse in the face of an often 

hostile authority. In A Rhetoric of Motives, Kenneth Burke 

raised our awareness of the many covert uses of rhetoric in 

which the motives are often concealed, as opposed to the 

overt uses (Burke, 1969), and I would like to use the terms 

overt and covert to help make some of these distinctions. 

In an attempt to come into language, women of this 

period have an especially difficult time, and none can be 

said to occupy the subject position enjoyed by either 

Sappho or Pizano When allowed to speak at all, they have 

to resort to various covert rhetorical strategies in order 

to say what they want to say. It is perhaps this very 

complexity that has caused so much modern interest in the 

period. The discourse arenas for negotiating the social 
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power structure are varied and many. Not only do they 

involve dialogues within particular discourses, but between 

different discourses, as for instance, between public drama 

and royal proclamation. 

At the outset, I want to suggest that Elizabeth Cary 

can only make use of covert rhetorical strategies because 

her social circumstances pit her against a number of 

powerful social authorities. As a recusant, she is subject 

to prosecution by her monarch and persecution by the 

official religion and a Protestant husband. It seems 

understandable that much of her writing would reflect 

resistance to these authorities, as Sandra Fischer has 

discussed (Fischer, 1985). The literary feat that Cary 

accomplishes is to produce discourse that overtly 

subscribes to the ideology of the dominant discourses, yet 

covertly resists it. This accomplishment is not, however, 

unique to Cary or even to women writers. Male writers had 

to do the same thing, providing the rich ground for new 

historicist and cultural materialist readings of most of 

the literature of the period. These interpretive schools 

closely analyze the intertextual ways in which 

contemporaneous discourses pursue the subtle power and 

ideological negotiations in society. What makes the task 

of acquiring a rhetorical voice more difficult for women is 

the systematic denial to them of participation in the 

dominant discourse. Most women were quite literally 
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silenced. The fortunate were those who enjoyed class or 

family traditions of learned women and who were conversant 

with the Western cultural tradition of men. 

Cary came from a wealthy bourgeois family and married 

an aristocrat. Neither family, however, encouraged her 

voracious appetite for learning, and like Pizan she had to 

acquire it through exercizing tremendous personal will 

against even greater social disapproval. Few women had a 

public voice, and only now are the female-authored works of 

Cary's period coming to light. Most of these women authors 

had to resort to some sort of subterfuge in order to 

express themselves. And as I argue, this means that few 

probably sensed a personal identity different from that 

prescribed by the dominant discourses. Those, however, who 

did must have felt extremely repressed. To understand what 

it means to realize the human potential and to be denied 

the right to do it has to be the source of the anger and 

frustration overtly or covertly revealed in the writing of 

so many seventeenth-century women. 

It is only too easy to see aspects of Cary's biography 

in her writing, as both Fischer and Elaine Beilin have 

pointed out (Fischer, 1985; Beilin, 1987). Both critics 

believe her work externalizes and objectifies a repressed 

sense of self. Thus, she evinces the usual stages of 

identity formation. Her closet drama The Tragedie of 

Mariam, the Faire Queene of Jewry reveals a female subject 
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tyrannized by oppressive authority. In the play, we see 

Cary argue against such arbitrary exercise of patriarchal 

power as Herod's sadistic original order for Mariam's 

death, his completely irrational assumption of her 

faithlessness, and his paranoid execution of her. For Cary 

herself had suffered from arbitrary authority--from the 

king who imprisoned her to the mother-in-law who confined 

her to her room without her books and the husband who 

banished her, paupered her, and attempted to keep her from 

her children. Cary waited twenty years before assuming 

publicly her identity as recusant. For that assumption, 

she suffered the full consequences of social opprobrium. 

Had she not so thoroughly immersed herself in Catholic 

discourse, she may not have constructed such a socially 

marginal identity for herself and thus paid the price. But 

drawn to situate herself in the Catholic cosmology, her 

reality became that which its language made available to 

her. 

But in the process of constructing this identity, she 

had to speak, or suffer from the worse alternative of a 

stifled personality. According to Lacan, mental 

instability may result from a repressed ability to 

articulate a personal identity through entering the 

Symbolic order (achieving competence in speaking). Cary, 

in fact, experienced regular bouts of melancholia during 

her married life (Kaplan 61; Murdock 18). Cora Kaplan 
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explains the phenomenon by saying that if the subject 

cannot be located in linguistic abstraction, then 

schizophrenia may result in extreme cases (Kaplan 61). 

Schizophrenia can be defined as a withdrawal from reality 

accompanied by affective, behavioral, or intellectual 

disturbances. Had Cary not asserted her subjectivity, she 

may have lost the power of rational discourse and its 

capacity to organize experience altogether. Like other 

women intellectuals and authors of her period, she suffered 

mental disturbance as the result of not being able to 

articulate a sense of self. Being-for-Itself cannot be 

realized if Being-for-others and Being-in-the-World are 

stifled. 

Tilde Sankovitch provides the Freudian interpretation 

of melancholia such as Cary's. Freud speculated that the 

ambivalence felt by women who were torn between their 

domestic identities and their identities as writers was a 

withdrawal of libido from its object and a projection of 

the object onto the ego, so that the ego is treated as 

though it were the abandoned object (Sankovitch 241-42). 

In other words, the subject is alienated from the desired 

identity. 

Cary's work reveals a schism never fully reconciled 

between her desire to "Be and Seem" the obedient woman and 

her yearning for the intellectual and literary subjectivity 

reserved to men. Her heroines Mariam and Isabel both 
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disobey abusive authority rather than accept silence in 

order to preserve their personal identities. But Mariam 

dies for it, and Cary criticizes Isabel for taking the law 

into her own hands. Cary's Salome voices a very sUbversive 

female identity, but has no ethos, being a fallen woman. 

Mariam and Isabel resist by using language as public 

action, which is exactly what Cary does in choosing them 

for her subjects, in both senses of the word. But neither 

succeeds in the way Salome appears to. In giving us two 

such diverse depictions of womanhood without a clear sense 

of preference, Cary seems to objectify her own ambivalence 

about female identity. She never fully assumed her own 

identity as writer, much as she may have needed to do so, 

but studiously attempted to conform in both fact and 

appearance to the ego definition she was expected to have, 

until she couldn't bear it any longer. 

From this point on, we begin to hear of a number of 

other women writers who suffered varying degrees of 

melancholia: Anne Finch, Margaret Cavendish, Lady 

Chudleigh, Elizabeth Carter, and Mary Wollstonecroft, all 

of whom were acutely aware of the social stigma placed on 

women who dared to write. We don't need a scientific 

explanation to understand the debilitating effect of being 

denied personhood. These women writers experienced mental 

and emotional disturbance from being denied full 

participation in the social discourse for self realization. 
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Like pizan's description of her own dual identity, we 

see cary's Mariam participating in the social dialectic 

that her author probably experienced. Throughout the play, 

the chorus provides the voice of the sensus communis by 

speaking for women's submission to their husbands, and 

Mariam acknowledges the necessity of acquiescing to male 

authority. We also hear Mariam describe the internal 

conflict created by this dialectic: "Had not my selfe 

against my selfe conspirde,/No plot: no adversarie from 

without/Could Herods love from Mariam have retirde" (IV. 

viii. 1807-9). Yet she, in fact, resists this authority by 

speaking her resentment of Herod, by giving occasion for 

suspicion of her character through holding private 

conversation with a man other than her husband, and by 

refusing Herod his conjugal rights. For this, she dies. 

Unlike pizan's assertion of a reality differing from that 

of masculinist discourse, it here appears that Cary 

internalizes the dominant construction because her heroine 

cannot survive her act of rebellion. Yet covertly, by 

allowing an apotheosized Mariam to die from the self

serving machinations of Salome, Cary subverts the dominant 

ideology of male authority. Salome, though socially 

unacceptable, voices a truly subversive identity for 

women. She asserts her right to pursue personal goals, 

divorce unwanted husbands, and speak in defiance of male 

authority. And she apparently succeeds, for Herod only 
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dismisses her from his presence by way of punishment 

(IV.vii.1285). If Mariam and Salome can be said to 

represent the irreconcilable halves of Cary's identity, we 

see that she covertly valorizes self realization and social 

condemnation over submission to authority and loss of 

personal subjectivity. 

By being unchaste, not silent, and disobedient, Salome 

enjoys the dubious freedom of the outlaw. Apparently, to 

Cary, it was worth the price, for she, too, gained a 

certain freedom once out of her closet and out of her 

husband's sphere of authority. Her translation of the 

letter by Cardinal du Perron in response to James I was an 

overt act of defiance. Though women often chose 

translation as a socially condoned form of writing, the 

mere act of making accessible a heretical document was 

subversion sufficient to call down upon Cary civil 

retribution. That didn't stop her, however. As we will 

see in chapter five, her other genre choices are even more 

non-traditional. 

Her History of the Life, Reign, and death of Edward 

II, King of England (1627) is a masterful uniting of overt 

compliance with authority and covert criticism. In it, 

Cary uses the story of a remote king to make several 

pointed criticisms of her own monarch, Charles I. For 

example, she warns him against court sycophants: liThe 

Court-corruption engenders a world of these caterpillers, 
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that, to work their own ends, value not at one blow to 

hazard both King and Kingdom." And she blames not the 

sycophants, but the king who condones them: "The Errour is 

not so properly theirs, as their Masters, who do 

countenance and advance such Sycophants; leaving the 

integrity of hearts more honest. . . wholly contemn'd and 

neglected" (Cary 1627, 9). The principal sycophants in 

Edward's story were his lovers Gaveston and Spencer, who 

make excellent analogies for the homosexual favorites of 

Charles I. 

Edward's queen, Isabel, gets sympathetic treatment 

from Cary: "a jewel which not being rightly valued, 

occasioned his ensuing ruin" (Cary 1808, 70). But it's 

especially interesting to note that the editor of the 

version printed in 1744 from Earl Harley's library 

attributes the work to Cary's husband, Lord Falkland, and 

gives a biography of him in the preface. The introductory 

notes also retell the entire story with a strong bias in 

favor of Edward that goes directly counter to the tenor of 

Cary's narrative (Cary 1808, 67-68). Cary's message 

probably reached few ears, and her authorship of it gets 

lost. 

Even more than the earlier writers, Cary must find her 

authorial voice through combining the three feminist 

stances to negotiate the power structure and critique it. 

From the standpoint of praxis feminism, Cary situates her 
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speaking subject within the relationships of subjection and 

obedience she has to the figures of authority in her life. 

She creates her rhetorical space where patriarchy in the 

family converges with dynastic politics, where Being-in

Itself must acquire Being-for-Others and Being-in-the

World. Her choice of genre, for instance, walks the fine 

line between private act and public performance. Drama is 

a public genre monopolized by men, but hers cannot be 

performed; it is a closet drama, and the complexity of the 

sentences, the length of the speeches, and the lack of 

physical action on the part of the characters indicate that 

it was meant to be read rather than acted. She does not 

set out to tread on male authors' territory directly, 

though the play does, in fact, wind up in print shortly 

after 1612, purportedly from a stolen manuscript (Fischer 

229). This, however, is a typical ploy women writers 

resorted to, to avoid censure for appropriating the 

masculine prerogative of publication. 

In couching her criticisms of Charles I in the story 

of Edward II, she avoids a direct confrontation with her 

king that would have been treasonous. She could also claim 

innocence of intent, but she doesn't. Instead, she says in 

her preface to the reader: "I strive to please the Truth, 

not Time; nor fear I Censure, since at the worst, 'twas but 

one Month mis-spended; which cannot promise ought in right 

Perfection" (Cary 1627, 2)--a neat trick using a 
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conventional humility disclaimer to cast doubt on the 

seriousness of her critique and overtly conform to male 

characterizations of women's writing as the work of 

dilettants. She consistently speaks and muffles her voice 

in the same move. 

Like Pizan, Cary also evokes an ethos of piety and 

chastity, causing contemporary critic Margaret Ferguson to 

put the two in the same category of women writers--those 

who, from strong religious persuasion make the most 

conservative responses to ideological injunctions of 

chastity, silence, and obedience (Margaret Ferguson 103). 

cary's heroine Mariam voices an unwarranted confidence in 

the power of her chastity to justify her speech when she 

says, 

Oh what a shelter is mine innocence 
To shield me from the pangs of inward griefe: 
Gainst all mishaps it is my faire defence, 
And to my sorrowes yields a large reliefe. 
(III.iii.1173-76) 

But the fact that aspersions can be cast upon Mariam's 

reputation and that she is only exonerated upon her death 

tends to make one believe that Cary is voicing support for 

the dominant ideology. The sympathy Cary generates for 

Mariam's suffering, Mariam's and Isabel's exoneration by "a 

higher court," the success of the outspoken Salome, and 

Cary's translation of Cardinal du Perron's criticism of 

James I are all covertly subversive. Cary's small body of 

work provides a largely unheard critique of abusive power 



relationships at all levels from the domestic to the 

monarchical. 
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Cary's strong religious convictions, though 

unorthodox, inspire both her conservative stance and her 

cosmic feminism. In advocating rather the amelioration of 

power relationships than their overthrow, she situates 

herself safely within the existing patriarchal 

hierarchies. Her apparent belief in an underlying 

spiritual order ordained by God gives the conservative cast 

to her themes and inspires her lengthy passages of 

moralizing, especially at the end of Edward II. Her cosmic 

motive can be summed up in these words: "But his doom was 

registered by that inscrutable Providence of Heaven, who 

with the self-same sentence punished both him and Richard 

the Second, his great grand-child, who were guilty of the 

same offences. The example of these two so unfortunate 

Kings may be justly a leading precedent to all posterity" 

(Cary 1808, 94). 

In clearly cooperating with patriarchal cosmology, she 

creates a rhetorical space to participate in reality 

construction. Cary has here overtly stepped out of her 

role as historian, and assumed that of moral tutor, much as 

Pizan had done: "Though it awhile delay the concluding 

part of the history, yet my pen must not leave them 

untouched [necessary instructions for kingly passions]" 

(Cary 1808, 91). But she establishes her ethos even more 
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overtly than Pizan, who usually let allegorical figures do 

her moralizing for her. Having no legitimate right to 

public speech, the best she can do is reiterate dominant 

discourse in order to speak at all. But in this case it 

serves her purpose well. Unfortunately, she has no 

audience. She could never have published or circulated 

Edward II. 

As did her predecessors, Cary acknowledges the 

existing hierarchies in order to speak, so she can use the 

language of those hierarchies to reconstruct social 

reality. Like the others, she attempts to reconfigure 

linguistic meaning to represent women's experience. For 

instance, once safely situated within the existing order, 

she problematizes the inseparable link between chastity and 

the two other female virtues. Though there is little 

likelihood that she was influenced by the Protestant 

justification for disobedience to secular authority in 

matters of conscience, she appears to condone disobedience 

to arbitrary use of authority when a woman is, in fact, 

innocent of any act of subversion other than speech. Yet 

she condemns the speaker to death. We see how the 

relationship among chastity, silence and obedience is 

problematically related to issues of power and authority 

when she has Mariam say of Herod at the very beginning of 

the play, "For hee by barring me from libertie,/To shunne 

my ranging, taught me first to range," even though she 
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denies being unfaithful to Herod (I.i. 27-30). Cary has an 

even more difficult task, however, when Isabel capitulates 

to her lover's insistence on King Edward's death. Cary 

even allows Edward to make an impassioned plea for his 

patriarchal rights: 

Is human piety and goodness so wholly lost, that 
neither in child, wife, servant, or subject, 
appears the least expression of love or duty? 
Admit my errors unexcusable, wherein I will not 
justify myself, nor accuse others: though it hath 
taken from me the glory of my former being, I am 
yet a father and a husbandi these titles are 
without the jurisdiction of fortune. If I be SOi 

where is the affection and duty that becomes the 
child, and wedlock? (Cary 1808, 92) 

Isabel apparently realizes that one injustice does not 

condone another, and Cary condemns her for being guilty of 

a dishonorable revenge: "[Y]et it had been much more to 

the Queen's reputation and honour, if she had given him a 

fair and legal trial, by his Peers, according to that 

ancient and laudable custom of England ... II (Cary 1808, 

89). 

By employing an ethic that sounds like Gilligan's, 

Cary justifies Isabel's decision by showing that Edward has 

treated her unconscionably, jeopardized the entire realm, 

and plots her death, while Mortimer has risked his life to 

help her and to restore the throne to the rightful heirs. 

Of the two relationships, the one with Mortimer seems to be 

the one to which she owes the greater obligation. using 

such situational ethics, Cary attempts to justify a woman's 
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treason, an extremely difficult rhetorical maneuver, and a 

very subversive one, though we see her consistently waver 

in her approval of it. 

Doubtless had Edward II been made public and Cary not 

taken care to project an ethos of loyal subject, if moral 

adviser, she would have been prosecuted for treason herself 

for such passages as the following: 

If once the royal heart be so given over to 
sensuality, that the befitting and necessary 
cares of a kingdom seem a burthen, and, by letter 
of attorney, assigned over to the fidelity of 
another, he is then, by his own indiscretion, no 
more an absolute king, but at second-hand, and by 
direction. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
A king, that is in these deficient [moral 
dictates of soul]; having so unlimited a power, 
and making his will his law; in short time loseth 
the honour of his calling, and makes himself a 
tyrant. (Cary 1808, 90-91) 

But she couches her criticism in reverence for the office 

and the patriarchal hierarchy: "Kings are gods on earth, 

and ought in all their actions to direct the imitation 

after a divine nature, which inclines to mercy more than 

justice" (Cary 1808, 91). Cary thus overtly supports both 

spiritual and temporal patriarchies while attempting to 

critique them. 

In Cary's work we never see a consistent, fully-formed 

rhetorical identity, for Being-in-Itself never fully 

acquires Being-for-others Q~d Being-in-the-World. We see a 

subject wavering between an alien identity socially 

constructed for her and a subversive one struggling to be 
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articulated. Cary finds a rhetorical voice, but the 

exigency to speak an identity that resists all the social 

authorities of her time costs her--physically, emotionally, 

and socially. Like many other women writers, she may 

ultimately have wished that she had never been educated so 

as to understand the nature of her condition. Had she not 

participated in the cultural discourses and acquired the 

language with which to see herself as subject, she may 

never have suffered as she did. She had to write because 

she had to know--to know who she was, what place she 

occupied, and why she felt so unhappy. Her options were 

extremely limited. She could write translations, she could 

pretend her play had been stolen and published without her 

consent, and she could consign her history to her husband's 

private archives. These were probably not entirely 

satisfactory solutions for her desparate need to 

participate in the cultural dialogue. She understood the 

socially constructed nature of her position and the severe 

penalties for attempting to reconstruct the sensus 

communis, but she did the best she could to renegotiate the 

nature of her own reality anyway. 

Mary Wortley Montagu: Public Personhood and Masculine 

Fluency 

From Cary's time on, some women writers took an 

overtly feminist stance. According to Moira Ferguson, such 
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a stance encompasses "those ideas and actions that advocate 

women's just demands and rights, or that counter or offset, 

at any level, the socio-cultural, sexual, and psychological 

oppression and economic exploitation of women" (Moira 

Ferguson xi). The seventeenth-century women writers she 

identifies as meeting these criteria are Jane Anger 

(pseudonym), Margaret Cavendish, Katherine Philips, 

Margaret Fell Fox, Bathsua Makin, Aphra Behn, Mary Astell, 

and Anne Finch. But her definition would cover other women 

who had come earlier--Pizan, for instance, who directly 

confronted the negative stereotypes of women in the 

dominant discourse with which she was conversant. Yet even 

these later women found it difficult to reconcile their 

literary subjectivity with a feminine identity. Makin said 

in the preface to her Essay to Revive the Antient Education 

of Gentlewomen that she was a man, and Astell published 

anonymously (Crawford 220). 

I find, however, at least two feminist discourse 

traditions existing simultaneously in this period, based on 

my distinction between overt and covert rhetoric. And 

there are probably several shadings in between since there 

are always mutiple discourses occurring simultaneously. As 

we have seen, Cary employed a covert style necessitated by 

her awkward social position. The women discussed by 

Ferguson overtly challenged socially established 

restrictions on women and their use of language. The more 
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women chose to flout directly the public suppression of 

female subjectivity, the more they suffered public 

opprobrium, like Margaret Cavendish and Aphra Behni or the 

more they had to work on their ethical or logical appeals, 

like Margaret Fell Fox, Bathsua Makin, and Mary Astell. 

Some who attempted to avoid the social consequences of 

their public speech hid behind pseudonyms, like Jane Anger, 

or published surreptitiously or anonymously. Cary did a 

little of all three. 

Nearly one hundred years later, Lady Mary Wortley 

Montagu would appear to have had less reason to resort to 

some of the covert strategies employed by Cary. She had an 

indulgent father with an appropriately aristocratic 

library, which she made excellent use of to compensate for 

not being allowed the kind of education given to her male 

peers. She had been admitted to the conversation of the 

male intellectuals of her day, including William Congreve, 

Joseph Addison, Alexander Pope, and Voltaire. She was a 

dutiful wife for twenty-seven years, and a staunch 

supporter of the conservative political establishment. She 

was beautiful, brilliant, popular, and widely appreciated 

for her keen wit and intelligent conversation. Her writing 

indicates a secure sense of self and social position. Why, 

therefore, have her works been unknown to us for two 

hundred and fifty years? Primarily because she was a 
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constructing a public subjective space for herself. 
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Her identifiable body of public writing is small 

though, and none of it was published under her own name 

during her life. Addison's spectator published her artful 

and witty letter defending widows against charges that they 

remarried too often. Some of the satirical Town Eclogues 

she composed with Pope and John Gay were pirated and 

published by the scavenging printer, "The Unspeakable" 

Edmund Curll, who misattributed them to Pope. Curll also 

got hold of what appears from internal evidence to be an 

essay by Montagu advocating the abolition of dowries and 

liberalization of divorce. using the persona of a supposed 

"Turkey Merchant," she wrote a letter promoting smallpox 

vaccination, published in The Flying-Post. She made a 

satirically immodest proposal, in an unprinted essay, to 

abolish Parliament as a means of preventing corruption. An 

unpublished pamp~let, apparently hers, attacked Swift's 

misogyny. And she anonymously produced nine periodical 

essays called The Nonsense of Common-Sense, in support of 

Walpole's government against the popular opposition 

periodical Common Sense (Halsband 1956, 37, 53, 111-12, 164-

65; Halsband 1969, 42). 

Her attempts to remain anonymous in print were 

partially due to her class prejudice against people who 

wrote for publication and money (Halsband 1969, 37). But 
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more probably they also reveal the almost universal opinion 

that women could not and should not write for public 

audiences. According to Patricia Labalme, Aristotelian 

notions of woman's natural humors being "unpropitious for 

cerebral activity" had lingered on in seventeenth-century 

consciousness (Labalme 4-5). Public authorship, therefore, 

was a man's prerogative, and women who usurped it were 

still likened to whores who made their living by selling 

their bodies (Margaret Ferguson 96-100; Crawford 214-17; 

Rogers 21). Of course, the principal means of keeping 

women's voices out of the public sphere was to deny them 

education. Patricia Crawford notes that "[e]ven those 

literary women who wrote plays, poems and prose fiction 

increasingly lacked access to the literary world" because 

they lacked the language of learning (Crawford 214-15). 

Montagu apparently subscribed to these prejudices 

since none of her pieces published during her life bear her 

name. The only works she ever deliberately prepared for 

publication were her private letters from her husband's 

Turkish embassy, which she refused to have published until 

after her death. Mary Astell, who wrote the preface for 

them, tells how she had urged Montagu to publish them to no 

avail (Moira Ferguson 198). 

An unofficial public press, however, enjoyed a lively 

circulation during Montagu's life. Social and political 

texts of various types--squibs, ballads, epigrams, 
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imitations, songs, epistles--were passed from hand to hand 

among the aristocratic literati as a matter of course, and 

the tradition had had a long history (Halsband 1969, 39-

40). It was a means by which Being-in-Itself could 

negotiate the boundaries with Being-for-Others and Being-in

the-World, in a class that frowned on publication as a 

means of self-actualization. Patriarcha, for instance, had 

been widely known but never published under Filmer's 

direction. Most of pizan's works, of course, had been hand 

copied and solicited for private libraries. By Montagu's 

time the expanding reading public bears little resemblance 

to the oral polis of Sappho's period, or even to the 

classical republic of letters of pizan's, yet the same 

ideology prevents women from participation in whatever 

linguistic venues are reserved for public action. 

Probably because the social circle in which Montagu 

moved was so visible and so small, Montagu's contributions 

were easily recognized, despite the anonymity their 

marginality would seem to offer. If, for no other reason, 

Pope's eventual enmity toward her and his scathing libels 

brought her to public attention, even though his purpose 

was to do exactly the opposite (Dallaway 100). A witty 

poetic revenge upon him "By a Lady" was generally taken to 

be Montagu's (Halsband 1969, 42). For whatever reason, we 

have no difficulty identifying most of Montagu's literary 

progeny. Her twentieth-century editor and biographer 
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Robert Halsband had to do some sleuthing to trace her 

published works to her. But the fact that much of his 

evidence for doing so is the result of internal comparisons 

of style, diction, and political bias with known works 

supports my assertion that she had a distinct voice that is 

easily recognizable (Halsband, 1956; Montagu, 1737-38). 

One of the features Montagu's public writing shares 

with Cary's is the loss of the first person point of view. 

In neither woman do we have a speaking subject commenting 

upon her experience from the personal I perspective. This 

could mean that neither felt comfortable in the 

authoritative position without some degree of anonymity. 

It is not especially characteristic of their male peers. 

Cary is careful to assume the persona of moral tutor, like 

Pizan, but she distances herself from her subject and seems 

to speak from a lofty omniscient third person, as we have 

seen her do in her history of Edward II. She doesn't, 

however, hide behind allegorical figures to voice her 

opinions as Pizan so often does, probably a result of her 

acquiring the rationalistic discourse purveyed by 

Enlightenment writers. 

Like Pizan, Montagu benefitted from her father's 

learning and intellectual contacts, and she employed all 

the masculinist genres of her day. They include public 

letters, belletristic essays, eclogues, alexandrine 

couplets, and poetic quatrains, which reflected classical 
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models and were usually devoted to social satire. Among 

their other conventions, they intentionally did not reveal 

their authors, though these authors assume distinctive 

voices. Like her male peers, Montagu doesn't seem to be 

externalizing any personal experience in order to 

understand it. But she does take a lively part in the 

dominant discourses, which creates for her a literary 

subjectivity so similar to that of the male writers, that 

they are difficult to distinguish. Her voice is 

particularly difficult to distinguish from men's when she 

writes about masculinist themes, which she often does, as 

her voluminous political commentary attests. She rarely 

objectifies a woman's personal experience unless to make 

fun of it, usually from a male perspective. For example, 

in prose that sounds very much like swift's, she criticizes 

women's tendency to buy foreign luxury goods in Nonsense I 

and II: 

I begin with the Regulation of the present 
Mourning, which is so highly advantageous to the 
Woollen Manufacture, the staple Commodity of 
these Kingdoms, the natural Growth of our own 
Lands, and the Support of the Poor, reduced now 
to a very low Ebb, by the Luxury and ill Taste of 
the Rich, and the fantastick Mimickry of our 
Ladies, who are so accustomed to shiver in Silks, 
that they exclaim at the Hardships of Warmth and 
Decency. (Montagu 1737-38, 2) 

Like Pizan, who claims to have become a man in order to 

write, Montagu seems to have internalized a masculine 

literary persona. She perpetuates female stereotypes and 
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here would seem to subscribe to the country party 

prejudices of perhaps her MP husband, a member of the 

Yorkshire gentry. Steeped in the same classical tradition 

as her male peers by dint of her self-imposed educational 

regimen, Montagu creates a personal subjectivity 

indistinguishable from theirs. 

Even when Montagu does undertake a feminist theme, she 

uses masculine language and assumptions to do so. Nonsense 

VI, for example, is entirely devoted to a satirical plea to 

treat woman as rational human beings and not as beautiful, 

but inferior, creatures with empty heads. Using a male 

persona, she says that treating the "weaker Sex" with 

contempt has a bad effect on their conduct, and that if men 

want to improve women's ways, they should treat women with 

respect, instead of heaping them with verbal abuse or 

praising their beauty instead of their virtue or merit 

(Montagu 1737-38, 24-28). In it, she specifically compares 

the treatment of women to the treatment of servants, 

playing off the stereotype of women as servants: 

I would not every Day tell my Footmen, if I kept 
any, that their whole Fraternity were a Pack of 
Scoundrels; that Lying and stealing were such 
inseparable Qualities to their Cloth, that I 
should think myself very happy in them, if they 
confined themselves to innocent Lies, and would 
only steal Candles Ends. On the contrary, I 
would say in their Presence, that Birth and Money 
were Accidents of Fortune, that no Man was to be 
seriously despised for wanting; that an honest 
faithful Servant was a Character of more Value 
than an insolent corrupt Lord. . .. (Montagu 
1737-38, 27) 
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We can see Montagu using a patriarchal point of view for 

this analogy, probably because most of her audience would 

have been male, and she is participating in a masculine 

discourse. Of course, she is also satirizing that point of 

view. 

However, what Montagu may have done is, in acquiring 

the dominant discourse to construct herself as a writer, 

she forgot that such a mode of self construction is a 

masculine prerogative and that such an identity is by 

definition masculine gendered--an identity she has assumed 

with the language she acquired. Montagu at least seems to 

show less overt recognition of the constructedness of the 

social and cosmic orders. Unlike Pizan, and even Cary, she 

allows her persona to be constructed by the discourse she 

acquires with less explicit attempt to remake the realities 

that it embodies. We see, for example, her reflecting the 

eighteenth-century concern for keeping people in their 

ordained stations founded upon Renaissance, medieval, and 

ultimately Aristotelian ideas of inherent inequality 

(Jordan 1990, 12-13n; Okin 1979, 75). According to this 

view, one can be virtuous to the degree that one performs 

the duties of one's natural position in the social 

hierarchy (Okin 1979, 89; Horowitz 208). Montagu appears 

to assume the naturalness of that hierarchy almost as a man 

would have. 
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Montagu's praxis and cosmic feminism are thus less 

well developed than pizan's or Cary's. For both Cary and 

Montagu, to assume a place in the social hierarchy 

commensurate with their class is a rather subversive 

position because the patriarchal institutions were 

attempting, as Constance Jordan has claimed, to make men-in

themselves superior to women of all ranks (Jordan 1990, 

3). Relegating all women to the private sphere had given 

men a monopoly on the public sphere, the superior arena of 

social activity. As a consequence, even educated 

aristocratic women lost any authority to speak and write on 

public issues. What is likely in Montagu's case is that, 

instead of situating herself in the social order as a 

woman, she identifies with the masculine values of the 

conversants with whom she speaks. Since she is not 

authorized to write from any position as a woman, she 

adopts the point of view in the language she borrows. For 

a woman to assert a voice in the public sphere at all was 

subversive, so she masquerades as a man. Anonymity and 

passing for a man may not have been rhetorical strategies 

for her so much as simply conventions of the only language 

available. She sometimes seems, for instance, to be unable 

to recognize the values in the discourse she uses, having 

appropriated both its subject matter and rational tone. 

Because nearly all the forms of written discourse 

circulating in Montagu's milieu were explicitly political, 
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she situates her literary persona within the public sphere 

merely by participating in this discourse. Her personal 

identity thus automatically acquires a highly public 

dimension. Her Being-in-Itself is immediately conjoined 

with Being-for-others and Being-in-the-World when she 

assumes a rhetorical subjectivity. She has acquired a 

public, political identity merely by participating in the 

available conversation. So she cannot employ some of the 

strategies her predecessors used to justify her speaking, 

such as constructing herself as an exemplary model of the 

chaste and obedient wife and subject, especially if she is 

satirizing that image. For her, situating herself in the 

existing social hierarchies is not really possible. It is 

difficult for her to articulate a feminist reality because 

she has to assume an inherently public masculine identity 

to speak, an identity hardly compatible with voicing a 

woman's private experience. 

Montagu's positive literary reputation was eventually 

made by her personal correspondence, not published until 

after her death. So, it is important to compare the 

personality evinced by Montagu's signed letters with that 

in her anonymous genres--her essays, satirical poetry, and 

periodicals. In general, however, there is very little 

difference. We see a broad range of contemporary public 

topics, often treated from a third person point of view. 

Social, political and literary commentary are among her 



234 

principal themes. A keen observer of human nature, she 

devotes much time to analyzing motivations and classifying 

and comparing social types, themes she shares with Pope, 

swift, and Addison, among other male peers. There is 

usually a self-consciousness about her subjectivity that 

makes the reader feel the letters were written 

intentionally as literary works. She very often seasons 

her observations with her own original poetry. 

Much of her correspondence is devoted to negotiating 

her personal and family affairs, and it is, therefore, in 

her personal letters where we see what little praxis 

feminism she exemplifies. A typical sample illustrating 

her style and the degree to which she externalizes her own 

experience of women is this passage critiquing Richardson's 

treatment of a female character: 

Charlotte behaves like a humoursome child, and 
should have been us'd like one, and have had her 
Coats flung over her Head and her Bum well 
whipp'd in the presence of her Freindly 
Confidante Harriet. . . . Charlotte acts with an 
Ingratitude that I think too black for Human 
Nature, with such coarse Jokes and low 
expressions as are only to be heard amongst the 
Lowest Class of People. Women of that Rank often 
plead a right to beat their Husbands when they 
don't cuckold them, and I beleive this Author was 
never admitted into higher Company, and should 
confine his Pen to the Amours of Housemaids ... 

(Montagu 1967, 96) 

Here we can see her interest in human nature filtered 

through her class prejudices. It is in these candid 

passages in which Montagu objectifies some of her own 
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personal knowledge of woman's experience. But we can see 

that she has also internalized some of the dominant 

ideology denigrating women. Montagu privileges class over 

gender and apparently identifies with her class more than 

with women in general. 

She does, though, attempt to find commonalities in 

female experience. In her Embassy Letters, for instance, 

she draws frequent comparisons between her own experience 

and that of the Turkish women she meets: 

As to their conduct, I can say like Harlequin, 
"Tis just as 'tis with you'; and the Turkish 
ladies don't commit one sin the less for not 
being Christians. . . . . . . . 
Neither have they much to apprehend from the 
resentment of their husbands, those ladies that 
are rich having all their money in their own 
hands, which they take with 'ern upon a divorce 
with an addition which he is obliged to give 
'ern. Upon the whole, I look upon the Turkish 
women as the only free people in the empire. 
(Montagu 1988, 111). 

Being a woman, and particularly a woman who had no dowry or 

marriage portion, she can appreciate the financial 

independence of women generally considered more restricted 

than a western woman, someone not confined to a harem. 

Montagu, in fact, problematizes the whole idea of 

freedom for women, which she recognizes as a linguistic 

construction. Basing her knowledge on personal 

observation, she questions her society's constructions of 

female liberty in a feminist move sounding like Pizano She 
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shows that a harem wife, for instance, was quite free to 

conduct her little intrigues: 

Now I am a little acquainted with their ways, I 
cannot forbear admiring either the exemplary 
discretion or extreme stupidity of all the 
writers that have given accounts of 'em. 'Tis 
very easy to see they have more liberty than we 
have .... [Here she describes how their 
clothing completely disguises them, so they are 
free to go abroad undetected]. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
The most usual method of intrigue is to send an 
appointment to the lover to meet the lady at a 
Jew's shop, which are as notoriously convenient 
as our Indian houses, . . The great ladies 
seldom let their gallants know who they are, and 
'tis so difficult to find it out that they can 
very seldom guess at her name they have 
corresponded with above half a year together. 
(Montagu 1988, 111) 

Montagu frees herself by rejecting her society's social 

constructions of women and going to live on the continent 

for the last twenty years of her life. 

It was at the beginning of this time that she wrote 

the most personally revealing, but also the most self-

conscious, of her letters--those she wrote to the Italian 

savant count Algarotti, with whom she had fallen in love. 

These letters were suppressed by her family and were not 

all published until this century. In them we find the full 

range of linguistic features identified by language and 

gender specialists as being the language of the powerless, 

which I will discuss in chapter five. In becoming aware of 

herself as a desiring woman, her prose loses its 

confidence, becomes subservient and whining, and 
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uncharacteristically reveals strong emotion. She wrote to 

Algarotti in French, but the following good translation 

gives a clear impression of her decidedly different persona 

and tone: 

I have done enough to prove that I wish to 
my life with you. It is certain that if I 
make your happiness you cannot make mine. 
not intend to constrain you. 

pass 
cannot 
I do 

I have received here many more civilities 
and even honours than I deserve; and I should 
lead a peaceful enough life if it were not 
troubled by the remembrance of an ingrate who 
forgotten me in an Exile which he caused. 
(Montagu 1966, 508-09) 

Only in her Algarotti letters do we see her employ the 

pathetic appeal to establish her subjectivity through 

personal relationships, a praxis feminist approach. In 

has 

these letters she reveals her painful awareness that she is 

a woman. She can, therefore, no longer sustain the 

identity she had acquired in appropriating masculine 

discourse, and she exhibits her discursive disabilities. 

Even in the emotionally strained negotiations of her 

courtship letters to Wortley Montagu, she relied almost 

exclusively on rational appeal, the one privileged by 

Enlightenment discourse. The persona she employs in the 

courtship letters keeps their relationship almost 

exclusively on an intellectual plane. She prefers to call 

their relationship friendship, rather than love, and she 

never assures Wortley of a strong emotional commitment to 

him while he and her father remain at a monetary impasse. 
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Her letters, therefore, sound somewhat indifferent and 

impersonal to a modern ear. Because marriage was a public, 

political institution, her identity as public marriageable 

commodity has little to do with feminine private 

experience, but everything to do with a woman's reality. 

She speaks candidly about her financial prospects and 

bargains with Wortley over their domestic arrangements, but 

rarely reveals an identity that seems truly feminine. 

Having become almost wholly the creature of masculine 

public reality, she appears incapable of expressing desire 

from a woman's perspective. She, in fact, says, "I can 

esteem, I can be a freind, but I don't know whether I can 

Love" (Montagu 1965, 30). 

Montagu is a proficient writer whose voice bespeaks a 

generally confident sense of self as it participates in the 

social discourses around her. She is highly conversant 

with the style of the dominant discourse tradition and, 

therefore, writes "like a man" in her public works, but 

from the tenor of them, they were all public. She 

sometimes uses that subjectivity to treat femininst themes 

of personal liberty and intellectual equality, which are, 

however, influenced by her class values and the misogynous 

ideology of dominant discourse. She rarely steps out of 

this persona to express personal feelings or objectify 

peculiarly female experience from a woman's point of view. 

Though disparagingly labelled "Sappho" by a jealous Pope, 
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Montagu hardly explores women's experience from sappho's 

personal, feminine, and emotionally charged perspective. 

Highly intellectual, she privileges the rational discourse 

purveyed by Enlightenment writers of the opposite sex. She 

finds it difficult and demeaning to assume a feminine 

subjectivity in the face of powerful interlocutors who 

converse with her in their own language. with her husband, 

she uses the rational discourse that doesn't allow her to 

acknowledge her desire, and when she does with Algarotti, 

she abases herself. 

Conclusion 

It would appear that the more the woman writer 

absorbed the dominant discourse tradition without being 

able to respond to it as a woman, the less she was able to 

construct herself as a desiring agent, capable of 

reconstructing social realities from a woman's 

perspective. To express herself through writing was to 

become a man. Sappho is the only woman discussed who 

appears to be able to celebrate a woman's experience 

without contorting her literary subject to a masculine

biased use of language. In confronting the ideology of 

masculinist discourse, Pizan is the most successful in 

constructing a female subjectivity. Enjoying a rhetorical 

environment that acknowledged her public voice, she can 

revise cultural ideologies more effectively than either 
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Cary or Montagu. She is able to confront misogyny overtly 

through constructing her ethos as a female moral tutor. 

But even she claims to have become a man, at least 

figuratively, to do it. Cary can only resist misogyny that 

supports arbitrary power over women through covert 

rhetorical strategies that indicate an unresolved schism in 

her female subject. Montagu is so thoroughly imbued with 

masculinist discourse style and its constructions of 

reality that she finds it hard to identify with women 

without that identification being filtered through 

patriarchal class ideology. Yet her fluency in dominant 

discourse did not inscribe her into the dominant tradition, 

and her works were still lost to us for two hundred years. 

All these women gained critical literacy by 

constructing personal identities that enabled them to 

recognize their differences from the dominant discourse 

constructions. They chose varying ways to use those 

identities in public rhetoric--with decreasing success in 

articulating women's peculiar experience. In situating 

their subjectivities within existing social and cosmic 

orders, they seem to have less and less ability to 

recognize the constructedness of those orders, and thus 

less ability to influence those constructions through 

linguistic manipulations. Fluency in the dominant 

discourse does not guarantee them immortality, for they all 

are eventually lost to succeeding generations. Sappho 
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expresses a completely feminine identity from the position 

of a female subject. Pizan uses Sappho to situate her own 

subject, but inscribes that subjectivity into masculine 

discourse by using a male authority to authorize Sappho. 

And Montagu is libelled by the epithet "Sappho" because the 

masculine discourse tradition has systematically erased 

authorial foremothers who speak of women's peculiar 

experience. Invoking Sappho can no longer authorize a 

woman's voice in the public sphere, but can, in fact, 

discredit it. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

WOMEN'S RHETORICAL PERFORMANCE AT THE 

REGISTER, GENRE, AND DISCOURSE LEVELS 
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Since language is the principal medium through which 

social constructions are enacted, women can define 

themselves and influence social reality only when they 

control language and participate in cultural 

conversations. This is the main reason men have so often 

denied women the language of the public sphere. To serve 

the interests of men, dominant public ideology has defined 

woman as inherently incapable of public discourse, thus 

denying them the ability to challenge that definition 

through opportunities to speak. Therefore, women have 

suffered disabilities in constructing their own personal 

identities and in articulating their realities. 

Justifications for denying women the right to speak in the 

public sphere are usually provided by institutionalized 

misogyny. This ideological legitimation for suppressing 

women's voices develops after the fact. Misogyny 

buttresses patriarchal institutions that depend on 

subservient women. It consequently appears to be a 

masculinist response to perceived threats to men's 

definitions, not only of women, but often of reality 

itself. The more entrenched in the sensus communis social 
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constructions of reality become, the less conscious society 

is that they are social conventions, nomos, rather than 

physis, or the dictates of nature. 

Part of linguistic or postmodern feminism is, 

therefore, the attempt to raise to consciousness the 

linguistic basis for negative and disempowering definitions 

of women. We have seen that the work of even the early 

women writers discussed here shows features that could be 

interpreted as revealing such a critical sensibility. The 

interpretation of reality they are able to objectify in 

their discourse, however, can only be understood by 

examining the way in which the higher semiotic plane of 

ideology is reflected in their genre and register choices 

(Poynton 7-11). Genre choices appear to be determined 

largely by the limitations of register. We can think of 

register as comprising the various dimensions of the 

rhetorical situation: field being the institutional 

context, tenor being the speaker-audience relationship, and 

mode being the communications channel. 

For Mikhail Bahktin, the definition of genre is the 

particular form any concrete utterance takes in a given 

speech situation. He maintains that content, style, and 

compositional structure are all determined by the sphere of 

communication--or register (Bahktin Genres, 945). Thus the 

rhetorical situation determines genre options, and genres 

in turn embody rhetorical contexts. writers must choose, 
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in effect, those genres made possible by their social 

contexts. Since the women I discuss here had relatively 

limited spheres of social action, they consequently had 

fewer genre options than their male peers. Kenneth Burke 

seems to identify genre with form, which he says is a 

symbolic representation that arouses and then fulfills 

readers' desires: "A work has form in so far as one part 

of it leads a reader to anticipate another part, to be 

gratified by the sequence" (Burke 1968, 124). In other 

words, the writer manipulates the reader's response through 

his selection of genres because the genre entails 

particular conventional expectations, which the writer must 

fulfill or violate the requirements of the genre. 

Women writers can therefore achieve a desired response 

from male audiences if they employ genres familiar to men 

because the form of the work itself creates particular 

expectations by conventional means. So they have to use 

the forms made available by their particular rhetorical 

situations that can also accommodate their peculiar 

definitions of reality. To do this, they must be extremely 

fluent in the genres and be able to recognize how such 

genres have been used to create the attitudes that they may 

wish to confront. 

Chapters two and three discussed the misogynistic 

ideological climates in which Sappho, Pizan, Cary, and 

Montagu wrote, and textual evidence seems to verify that 
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they were responding to this ideology. By examining their 

genres and the rhetorical clues to their sense of authority 

as writers, we can see how well these women were able to 

use male discourse to counter masculine definitions. 

Through their experience in becoming authors, they 

attempted to articulate peculiarly feminine realities by 

appropriating the only language in which they could be 

heard, male discourse. It was, in fact, their acquisition 

of this language that enabled them to form female 

subjectivities and to recognize a disparity between 

dominant discourse definitions of women and women's actual 

experience. They enjoyed varying degrees of success in 

doing so. It now remains to look at how their register 

options, borrowed genres, and textual strategies reflect 

and influence their sense of the power distribution between 

them and masculine authority and the degree to which they 

felt they intruded on a masculine domain by writing. 

In the case of both register and genre, I maintain 

that it is the unequal distribution of social power and the 

different spheres of action between men and women that have 

been the principal factors determining the women's 

choices. The register variables of field, tenor, and mode 

were limited by the institutions and practices of each 

woman's social milieu. Her genres, or discursive 

representational choices, depended on her relationship to 

social authority. Women writers generally have three genre 
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choices: the public genres of the dominant discourse, 

existing genres devalued by that discourse as feminine or 

private, or new genres created specifically to treat themes 

not effectively accommodated by existing genres. If women 

writers chose the first, they often had to modify the 

genres' conventions in order to articulate women's 

experience or construct their own identities. They also 

had to justify their authority to speak as women. If they 

chose either of the latter, they would not have been heard 

by a male audience. All the women I have discussed 

operated in male genres, but depending on their individual 

relationships to the rhetorical power structure, they may 

or may not have had a public audience for them. And all 

modified those genres to suit feminine themes, as well as 

experimented with new genres or attempted to publicize 

previously marginalized genres. 

In order to support my claim that the rhetorical 

contexts of these women writers and the genres they 

necessitated were determined by their social disabilities 

as public speakers, I will use their metadiscourse 

strategies as evidence. Unlike the approach used by 

Clifford Geertz in describing the "person-specific" 

authorial personality evinced in the writing of 

anthropologists, I will interpret the writers' use of 

qualifiers, code glosses, and other extra-substantive 

devices as evidence that they did, indeed, feel they needed 
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to justify their authorial voice, a voice not socially 

authorized for most of western history. Geertz, on the 

other hand, concentrates on the tone of the assertions 

themselves and the degree of the author's ability to 

identify himself with the object of his discourse. He 

devotes little time to examining the authors' specific 

diction (Geertz, 1988). Granted, the tone is often 

determined by the degree to which the author overtly tries 

to justify his authority to speak, for instance, about 

primitive cultures. But few such justifications appear in 

the excerpts Geertz chooses. In fact, what he shows is 

that the authors' unsuccessful attempts to compensate for 

their practical and psychological inability to "be there" 

in the lives of their ethnographic subjects cause them to 

speak in first person in very self revelatory ways. I 

don't think this necessarily means they are not confident 

writers. It takes a very confident writer to expose 

himself as the "author" of his ideas, and self-referential 

discourse can bespeak a supremely self-confident person. 

Geertz, in fact, finds Claude Levi-strauss to be quite 

"literary," or self-consciously self referential. But he 

thinks that typically anthropologists bury their 

exaggerated anxieties about subjectivity beneath an 

"extreme empiricism" to justify ethnography as a science 

(Geertz 9, 21). 
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But even when his author is a woman, he doesn't 

examine the strategies I want to use. Geertz' emphasis, I 

believe, is the result of an absence of the strategies that 

I will discuss and further evidence that, while male 

writers may be self-conscious about their ethos when 

discoursing on very foreign topics, they are still 

confident writers. They have always written confidently 

about women, for example, even though it has been a major 

argument of feminists, Pizan surely being one, that they 

spoke from ignorance. Women would probably tend to embed 

textual self-justifications for their authorial voice in 

their discourse (as I do here with my qualifiers, "would 

probably," and validity markers, "I believe"). For, if not 

a pattern of women specifically, these strategies testify 

to a writer's sense of powerlessness to speak 

authoritatively. Anthropologists from highly developed 

capitalistic nations do not conceive of themselves as 

powerless in their ability to know their subjects in the 

same way that voyeurs are not powerless because, as Geertz 

shows, they merely project their own personalities onto 

their objects, from whom they are effectively distanced. 

Those in power do not know that they don't know. Power 

bestows the right to know because the powerful can 

construct knowledge. But what the powerful know is only 

what they want to know. And speaking from a position of 

power, they are not consciously aware of the linguistic 
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inherent right. 

249 

William Vande Kopple has identified and named seven 

particular metadiscourse strategies. By metadiscourse, he 

means textual content that offers explicit direction on how 

to "organize, classify, interpret, evaluate, and react to" 

the text's propositional content or ideational meanings. 

Some metadiscourse features are interpersonal expressions 

that convey the writer's authority and comment on the 

propositional content. others serve to link propositions 

into cohesive and coherent texts (Vande Kopple 83-85). 

Because of the nature of the relationships these 

expressions reveal between the author and his or her ideas, 

I suggest that women would be more likely to use some of 

them than men would, simply because they show their authors 

to be more self conscious about their roles as authors, and 

women might not use others whose use depends on mastery of 

discursive conventions inculcated by formal masculine 

education. A brief description of each of Vande Kopple's 

types should illustrate what I mean. Reading him against 

Balenky et al. in Women's Ways of Knowing (1986) reveals 

that women often do remain at relatively rUdimentary levels 

of epistemological development and show less confidence in 

their ability to know than men. I would like to use his 

taxonomy to help describe the features of the texts 

produced by the women under consideration and forward it as 
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another way of understanding their rhetorical strategies in 

the face of more socially powerful interlocutors. 

The first category of metadiscourse strategies are the 

text connectives, such as first, next, therefore, also, as 

we shall see in the next section, and for example (Vande 

Kopple 83-84). Not being trained to use such traditionally 

masculine genres as argument, which is based on 

hierarchical reasoning and formal categories of logical 

relations, I suspect women writers may not have used these 

features as consistently as men to marshall their ideas 

into logical sequences. Some of the most noticeable 

characteristics of inexperienced writers today is their 

failure to use such transitional expressions or recognize 

hierarchical relationships between ideas. Such a criterion 

might, however, be a hard test to apply to poetry. 

The second type of metadiscourse includes the code 

glosses that help the reader grasp the meaning of 

particular words, phrases, or expressions. These glosses 

define and limit meanings for the particular communication 

job at hand (Vande Kopple 84). Women might use these more, 

for instance, because they are unsure whether their 

audiences would already know that particular usage or not, 

because they are deliberately altering the meaning for a 

special use, or because they are just learning the 

conventional use themselves and want to demonstrate their 

command of it. 
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The third type makes explicit what speech act is being 

performed at particular points in the text. These include 

expressions like I suggest, assert, hypothesize, or 

conclude. Vande Kopple says we might call these 

"illocution markers" (Vande Kopple 84). I feel women who 

have recently acquired masculine discourse would be 

especially prone to these simply to make explicit their 

awareness of the degree of their authority and thereby 

avoid accusations that they were making unsubstantiated 

claims or could not distinguish between matters of general 

knowledge and matters of opinion. Only extremely 

inexperienced writers uncritically mimic the assertiveness 

of authoritative discourse because they don't recognize 

their own authorial prerogative and obligation to establish 

the validity of their propositional content. They see 

themselves as neutral conduits of external reality without 

personal agency. But, once writers begin to understand the 

degree to which as speakers they can establish what is 

real, they are usually ethical enough to annotate their 

epistemological interventions until they can ascertain the 

general state of knowledge in their discourse community and 

the accepted means of positing their ideas in relation to 

it. 

Women would probably use the fourth type, validity 

markers, for the same reasons because this type states how 

the writer assesses the probability or truth of the 
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propositional content. These include such expressions as 

perhaps, may, might, to a certain extent, surely, clearly, 

and it's obvious (Vande Kopple 84). Like writers who are 

first learning the conventions of academic discourse, women 

have to be especially careful to specify their authorities 

and validate their conclusions because they often have 

little practice in the discourse tradition and are seen as 

underqualified neophytes. Belenky et al. have demonstrated 

that women often are expected to learn by listening to 

authorities. These women are in the epistemological 

position of transmitting "received knowledge." Women in 

this position tend to see the world in terms of either/or 

dichotomies, do not claim authority to make judgments, and 

define themselves in terms of standard roles and social 

expectations. They don't seem to imagine themselves 

capable of any interventions in the knowledge that comes to 

them. In this position, knowledge comes from outside the 

knower (Cooper and Holzman 143-44), and the writer has to 

refer to her sources of knowledge in order to claim the 

right to speak. We have seen how the women writers treated 

here have often shown these characteristics. Pizan makes 

explicit her debt to her sources, Cary's most daring piece, 

the du Perron letter, is simply a translation of a male 

authority's words, and Montagu assumes the right to express 

her opinions by modeling her work on that of her male 

peers. I will point out their textual strategies for doing 



such things as acknowledging their authorities and 

qualifying their assertions. 
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Another epistemological position frequently occupied 

by women is that of "subjective knowledge," in which truth, 

according to Belenky et al., now resides within the person 

and can negate answers that the outside world supplies 

(Belenky et ale 54). Women learning to use the language of 

their authorities begin to question these sources once they 

command the language and can compare authoritative ideas 

about reality to their own personal experience. In the 

position of subjective knowers, women tend to reject 

external ideas and rely principally on what their inner 

voices tell them. Such women would probably use validity 

markers such as "it has been my experience that" or "I know 

from experience that." All the women writers I have 

discussed rely heavily on personal experience to measure 

the validity of knowledge about the world, and some may 

make that explicit. 

The fifth type of metadiscourse specifies the 

narrators, which are a special category of attributors, for 

example, "according to Petrarch," "the divine Dante 

states," and "the gods demand" (Vande Kopple 84). As 

attributors, these expressions identify authorities and 

establish the writer within a tradition without the 

writer's having to make any personal knowledge claims in 

order to speak. Slightly different from validity markers, 
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these attributors efface the writer and make the ideas more 

present by casting assertions as direct quotes. We might 

expect women writers to attempt to do this whenever 

possible, to legitimate their authorial voices without 

claiming authority. 

The sixth type of metadiscourse allows writers to 

reveal their attitudes toward the propositional content and 

includes expressions such as "I believe," "it seems 

reasonable to me," and "it's alarming that" (Vande Kopple 

85). In addition to the illocution markers and the 

validity markers, we might expect to hear women writers 

using these attitude markers as rhetorical strategies 

because they are unaccustomed to using the kind of rational 

discourse that relies on logical justifications. In an 

attempt to bring the reader to the desired response, they 

may rely more on pathos insufficiently supported by logos. 

Finally, the seventh metadiscourse type is 

commentary. This strategy, according to Vande Kopple, 

attempts to draw the reader into dialogue with the writer. 

It speculates on the readers' probable moods, views, or 

reactions to the propositional material: "you will oppose 

the idea that," "you might wish to read the last chapter 

next," "you will probably find the following material 

difficult at first" (Vande Kopple 85). Having little 

experience writing for public or "universal" audiences, 

women might make greater use of this type of metadiscourse 
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from an awareness of a limited or individual audience, from 

the exigency to address a specific need of a specific 

audience, or from a need to establish a personal bond with 

the reader, which may, according to the work of Belenky et 

al. and Gilligan, be a characteristic stronger in women 

than in men. 

Unlike masculine neophytes learning to speak in the 

dominant tradition, women do not as often uncritically 

imitate the rhetorical stance of their models because they 

speak from a less socially powerful position. Based on a 

study by a'Barr and Atkins of courtroom testimony, language 

and gender specialist Jennifer Coates has concluded that 

language often identified as female may actually be the 

language of social powerlessness (Coates 112-14). Such 

language bears considerable similarity to that described 

here and identified by Vande Kopple as metadiscourse. It 

includes hedges, hyperpolite forms, tag questions, 

quotations, empty adjectives (those revealing more about 

the attitude of the writer than about the object being 

described), hypercorrect grammar, and question intonation. 

If we observed such forms in the writing of the women 

treated here, we could conclude that what makes their 

writing sound "feminine" is the textual realization of 

their inferior social position in their linguistic and 

lexical choices. af course, poynton warns that these 

choices are not to be interpreted as deliberate choices 
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from a total range of possibilities; most of them are made 

unconsciously: 

"[N]o single person controls the full system of 
the language anyway, only certain ranges of 
choices. The notion of choice, then, is a matter 
of the options that the language as a system 
makes available for realising meanings and, in 
the case of contextual variables, which the 
society makes available. (Poynton 78) 

As a woman, facing a limited audience under restricted 

conditions, a female writer's choices would be limited 

indeed. Since ideology once institutionalized is rarely 

raised to the level of critical consciousness, the 

linguistic choices that realize this ideology in discourse 

would not be conscious either. They would simply appear to 

be the only possible ideational choices, and the woman 

writer would consider them the only language available to 

her. As a marginalized writer with an emerging sense of 

personal identity, she could not imagine, for instance, 

using the language of authoritative assertion, having 

internalized the code ruling out such an assertion by a 

woman. Instead, she would hedge, qualify, or cite 

authorities in her support. She might also reveal her 

emotional response to her propositions in support of them, 

having internalized the social construct that women are 

emotional, rather than rational creatures. 

Therefore, what I shall do in the following discussion 

is examine the genre and register choices of each woman and 

call attention to the types of metadiscourse to be found in 
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each woman's writing to see if there is evidence to support 

my hypothesis that the composite picture provided by 

comparing the semiotic planes of genre and register with 

textual strategies of metadiscourse reveals the writer's 

attempt to negotiate the social power structure in order to 

open a rhetorical space for herself. As Bahktin has 

pointed out, the writer is always aware of an actively 

responsive understanding on the part of the reader, and her 

utterance is therefore part of a complex ongoing verbal 

negotiation involving the speaker's continual awareness of 

the next speaker (Bahktin 951). Thus, the conventional 

form taken by her discourse and her textual strategies are 

largely determined by the rhetorical situation. 

Sappho: Lyricism and Personal Expression 

Sappho wrote lyric poetry and perhaps presided over 

the revival of lyric following the age of the heroic epic. 

We assume that her poetry was intended for a public 

audience because Archaic performance practice apparently 

necessitated singing the poetry to musical accompaniment, 

usually of a lyre, at public gatherings (Rayor 4; Johnson 

xi). Male historians have been at pains to show that the 

lyric genre she uses had already been employed by her male 

predecessors. But in order to be understood, she would 

have had to insert herself into the prevailing discourse. 



258 

Her subject matter, however, is not the agonistic, women-as-

objects, drinking lyric of her male peers. 

Alkaios, for instance, has often been given credit for 

Sappho's verse, but this typical example of his masculine 

lyric is not at all in Sappho's vein: 

Why water more wine in the great bowl? 
Why do you drown your gullet in grape? 
I cannot let you spill out your life 
on song and drink. Let us go to sea, 

and not let the wintry calm of morning 
slip by as a drunken sleep. . .. (Barnstone 56) 

Nor is Sappho's genre the choral ode used in formal civic 

gatherings for the purposes of communal solidarity. Except 

perhaps for the epithalamia, it was monody usually reserved 

for small, intimate gatherings among friends, and it was 

intended to represent the personal voice of an individual 

within a closeknit community (Rayor 7). It uses the 

conventions of praise and blame to solidify cultural values 

about personal relationships (Rayor 6). How many of these 

conclusions rest on Sappho's poems as actual exemplars of 

the genre and the tradition, I don't know. But we have 

seen from her poetry that Sappho's narrator indicates a 

relationship of familiarity with her audience and reveals a 

strong individual identity in the poetic persona. We have 

heard her first person narrator speak fondly or yearningly 

to female conversants and reveal personal emotional states 

of loss, jealousy, love, and erotic desire. 
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Then the lyric, according to the above definition, may 

be both a public and a private genre, considering its use 

for more intimate gatherings than for the large religious 

and epideictic community celebrations. It does seem that 

Sappho wrote more to articulate domestic and personal 

values than to reinforce patriotic and political ones, 

though one theory is that her invocations of the female 

goddesses were intended to socialize young women to their 

religious duties. Sappho has certainly enlarged the realm 

of lyric, however, by using it as a vehicle to celebrate 

peculiarly female experiences--those of the womanly friend, 

mother, and female lover--and to detail the female erotic 

experience. She is the only woman to do so in either her 

era or that following hers. Eroticism, however, was a 

standard feature of male lyric (Johnson xv-xvi). Thus 

Sappho adapts a dominant discourse genre for feminine 

themes. Since she is more famous than her male peers and 

predecessors, we might infer that it was she, in fact, and 

not they who is responsible for the revived popularity of 

the genre. 

Sappho also apparently invented her own characteristic 

stanza, which has since been named after her. It consists 

of three lines of eleven syllables each, with the following 

meter: lu II luu lu lu. These are followed by one line of 

five syllables, with this metric pattern: luu lu. There 

are three spondees per stanza. The unique combination of 
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Sappho's Aeolian dialect and this innovative stanza must 

have created a verse that stood apart from the established 

genre of the masculine tradition. We must note, of course, 

that there is no evidence that she wrote in other 

contemporary genres employed by men--the epic, choral ode, 

and lyric poetry that was not sung. So her genre options 

may have been more limited than men's. 

Her field choice is perhaps not so different from that 

of her male peers because, if Johnson is correct, female 

symposia existed alongside those for men, further evidence 

that genres embody rhetorical contexts. These 

institutionalized social gatherings for purposes of 

recreation and conversation may have been similar for the 

two sexes, a supposition consistent with the relatively 

higher value Sappho's aristocratic feudal class seems to 

have placed on women. The symposia were probably the 

principal sites at which communal knowledge, or doxa, was 

constructed, at least for small homogenous groups. So they 

had an educative as well as entertaining function. Such a 

function seems apparent in Sappho's more aphoristic poetry: 

When anger spreads in the breast, 
guard against an idly barking tongue. 

* * * * 
A handsome man is good to look at, 
but a good man will be handsome as well. (Rayor 
69). 
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Sappho's epithalamia, however, indicate that she may have 

had a mixed audience on at least the occasion of 

marriages. And these lyrics might also have been sung by a 

chorus, rather than by a single voice (Rayor 7). But since 

the new wife was taken almost immediately to the home of 

her bridegroom and secluded there, these poems may have 

been recited in advance of the occasion to allay her fears 

and put her into a suitably receptive mood, something that 

could be accomplished in the symposium setting. Feminist 

authorities on Sappho seem to agree that the bride may have 

needed reassurance, and several of Sappho's poems give 

positive images of bridegrooms and encourage them to 

appreciate their brides: 

with what, dear bridegroom, can I fairly compare 
you? 

* * * * 
The bridegroom approaches like Ares 

* * * * 
There is no other girl, bridegroom, like this. 

* * * * 
Happy bridegroom, the marriage that you prayed 

for 
has been fulfilled--you have the girl you prayed 

for. 
Your form is graceful, eyes ... 
gentle, and love flows over your alluring face 
... Aphrodite has honored you above all. 
(Johnson 78) 

Could such poems be an educational vehicle to socialize 

marriageable girls to their inevitable role as wives and 

virtual prisoners of their husbands, whose good will is 

devoutly desired? We might assume that a husband's power 
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over his wife being unquestioned, these poems express a 

woman's wish that the lot of wives be as bearable as 

possible under the circumstances. But there is no evidence 

in Sappho's extant work that women actually suffered at the 

hands of their husbands. 

The most significant institutional context for 

Sappho's poetry is the love relationship between a female 

narrator and a female beloved. Love and eroticism were 

conventional themes of Greek lyric, and Sappho's male peer 

AIkman alludes to female homoeroticism, so such an 

institutional context was apparently socially recognized 

(Rayor 5). That is perhaps why her poems have survived, no 

thanks to the social authorities after her, who certainly 

used their power to censor her and attempt to destroy her 

work. 

The relationship between Sappho's narrative persona 

and the interlocutor is very close. And we could perhaps 

generalize from that the tenor, or relationship, between 

the poet and her audience. In order to describe tenor in 

more precise terms, I will use the scheme elaborated by 

Poynton, who organizes her analysis around the variables of 

power, contact, and affect (Poynton 77). In using her 

taxonomy, we can more precisely describe the relationship 

that probably has the most influence on the linguistic 

choices realized in Sappho's texts. The two aspects of 

power Poynton identifies between speaker and audience are 
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whether the power distribution is equal or unequal, and 

which factors contribute to the power: force, authority, 

status, or expertise. 

Sappho's poems seem to establish an egalitarian 

relationship between the narrator and the addressee as we 

see from the metadiscourse and the dialogic anticipation of 

an active response: "Now these things will I sing 

beautifully/to my women-friends," "I'm overjoyed to say 

farewell to you, Miss Overlord," "For since you are our 

friend,/seek a younger bed" (Snyder 29, 27). This nearness 

in status suggests that perhaps sappho herself may have 

been more friend than teacher to the female addressees of 

her poems, if indeed the personality of the poet shows 

through the poetry, and that she also enjoyed the social 

right to address men, such as bridegrooms. But we have to 

remember that the aristocratic ideal of the pedagogical 

relationship was one of love between the pupil and the 

mentor. First person narration and self-referential 

commentary are conventions of the genre that are also 

evident in the work of Sappho's male peers. AIkman's 

verses show an intimate personal quality too: 

No longer, 0 honey tongued, holyvoiced maidens, 
can my limbs carry me. How I wish I were a 

kingfisher 
who flies above the blossoming foam with 

halcyons, 
fearless-hearted, a holy sea-purple bird. 

* * * * Love, again sweetly streaming down 
from the Kyprian, warms my heart. 



Golden haired Megalostrata, 
blessed maiden, showed this 
gift from the sweet Muses. (Rayor 36-37) 

And so do Archilochos', but the subject matter is quite 

different: 

I am a servant of the War Lord 
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and of the Muses, knowing their desirable gift. 
* * * * I don't like a tall general, swaggering, 

proud of his curls, with a fancy shave. 
I'd rather have a short man, who looks 
bow-legged, with a firm stride, full of heart. 
(Rayor 20-21) 

Whatever power Sappho's addressees may have over the 

speaker appears to be that willingly bestowed through the 

speaker's love for a social equal. And if the speaker has 

power to serve as mentor to the addressee, that power also 

seems exercised out of familiarity and concern. Male 

addressees don't seem to receive any more reverence than 

female addressees. Whether autobiographical information 

can be found in the poetry is really irrelevant; it's the 

nature of the topic, the familiarity evinced, and the focus 

on interpersonal relationships that suggest that the poet 

wrote for an audience of intimates. The genre choice 

warrants such an assumption. 

Because it has a bearing on the anticipated response, 

it is also important to describe the nature of the contact 

between speaker and audience. Poynton describes the 

contact variable by its frequency, extent, role 

diversification, and orientation. The direct address of 
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specifically named people--Atthis, Dika, Gongyla, Praxinoa, 

Kleis (who may have been the poet's real daughter), and 

mother--in Sappho's poems seems to indicate frequent and 

extended contact between speaker and addressee. And the 

performance of this intimate kind of poetry would appear to 

reflect a relationship of familiarity and even intimacy 

between poet and audience. It would be difficult to 

speculate about whether the relationship between poet and 

audience were uniplex (in one capacity only) or multiplex 

(in several capacities). But given the three or four 

possible fields--symposium, student/teacher relationship, 

marriage ceremony, or romantic love--individual poems could 

involve several between the same two parties. For 

instance, the poems to Atthis could be sung to a beloved 

pupil at a symposium. So the roles could be multiplex. 

We can see Sappho's awareness of the dialogic nature 

of her verse in its people orientation, which again is best 

expressed in the lyric genre. Poynton describes tenor 

orientation as either task oriented or people oriented, and 

the vast majority of Sappho's poems focus on individual 

people. In one of her poems, the narrator refers to her 

weaving, but generally, the poems dwell on the beauty, 

emotions, or qualities of individual people: 

like an easily recognized goddess, 
she rejoiced especially in your song. 
But now she stands out among the Lydian women 

as after sunset 



the rosy-fingered moon 
Surpasses all the stars; 

266 

But she, roaming about far and wide, 
remembers gentle Atthis with desire; 
her tender heart is surely heavy . . 
28) 

(Snyder 

Her poetry is also calculated to produce an emotional 

response in the audience. Being intended for public 

performance, the nature of the genre also entails a people 

orientation for the poet. 

Because lyric is a personal genre, it is appropriate 

for Sappho to express individual emotions in it. The 

terminology for describing the affect variable is that it 

is either marked (present) or unmarked (absent). If 

marked, it is either positive or negative, permanent or 

transient. Most of Sappho's poems, like the one above, 

show strong positive affect indicating relationships of 

relatively long duration. The narrator in one poem, for 

instance, refers to loving Atthis as a child (Rayor 68). 

In some poems, the narrator scolds or scorns the addressee, 

but the relationship still appears to have been one of some 

duration: "I'm overjoyed to say farewell to you, Miss 

Overlord," "Atthis, it has become hateful to you to 

think/of me; but you fly instead to Andromeda" (Snyder 29, 

27). Since we only know of two residences of Sappho, 

Lesbos and Syracuse, and since she produced a large corpus 

of work, we could assume the Sappho herself enjoyed a long 

and positive relationship with her audience. 



267 

The mode choice, or communicative channel, on the 

register plane is generally between writing and speaking, 

but other semiotic systems might also be considered modes, 

including the various non-verbal means of expression. In 

performance, Sappho's mode was oral and musical, which 

certainly must have influenced listeners' responses, 

particularly in positive affect. The verse and musical 

accompaniment contribute to a strong pathetic appeal. Even 

when Sappho scolds, the act of blaming, if it operates the 

same as in epideictic rhetoric, serves to solidify social 

values between speaker and listener, and among listeners. 

By chastising disloyalty and arrogance, for instance, she 

carries out a principal function of the symposia (Johnson 

xi; Rayor 6). Historians agree that Sappho's poetry was 

probably also written down for easier transmission and 

recitation. She thus employs multiple modes, allowing her 

to strengthen her rapport with her audience through several 

channels. 

Therefore, it appears that in Sappho's case genre and 

register choices suggest that she enjoyed an egalitarian 

relationship with her audience characterized by positive 

affect and that she participated in the dominant discourse 

in register fields similar to, if not including, men's. 

Her genre options were restricted to those suitable for 

small, intimate gatherings, but she exercised a public 

voice for a public audience, perhaps one even including 
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men. I will now look more closely at her texts to see if 

we can identify the function of her metadiscourse features 

and how they may add to a description of her relationship 

to the social power structure. One would suspect, given 

her genre options and tenor relationships, that her verse 

would reveal a writer confident in her rhetorical 

subjectivity. 

Though Sappho regularly employs several of Vande 

Kopple's strategies, they cannot necessarily be construed 

as signs of social powerlessness--unless Sappho did truly 

fear her words would be lost through marginalization of her 

sUbjects. Perhaps the most obvious feature that may be 

construed as metadiscourse is Sappho's frequent use of 

narrators in her poems. Very often she writes dialogic 

exchanges between different speakers that sound almost like 

drama, but she announces each speaker. For instance, in 

the Hymn to Aphrodite, we hear the voice of both the poetic 

persona and Aphrodite's imagined responses. When the first 

speaker calls upon Aphrodite to come to her aid again, 

Aphrodite's answer is given as if in her own words, 

following an indirect tag: "You, Blessed one,/with a smile 

on your unaging face/asking again what have I suffered/and 

why am I calling again .... 'Again whom must I 

persuade/back into the harness of your love?/Sappho, who 

wrongs you?'" (Rayor 52). Much of the direct address in 

the poetry has tags that are illocution markers: "I beg 



269 

you," "I say nothing," "I urge you," "I rejoice." In these 

instances, given the tenor relationship, Sappho's 

strategies seem more determined by the artistic dictates of 

the genre than expressive of a sense of social inferiority, 

but the genre both defines and is defined by the rhetorical 

situation. So, Sappho's ideas both select and are selected 

by her chosen genre, a genre in which she can speak of 

those things familiar to her. 

The principal way we hear the personality of the poet 

in Greek lyric is through the use of attitude markers 

expressing the poet's relationship to the topic, which we 

heard in AIkman and Archilochos, just as we hear them in 

Sappho. Sometimes, she combines these attitude markers 

with commentary intended to persuade the audience to share 

the attitudes: 

Some sayan army of horsemen, others 
say foot-soldiers, still others, a fleet, 
is the fairest thing on the dark earth; 
I say it is whatever one loves. 
Everyone can understand this--

. . .reminding me now of Anaktoria 
being gone, 
I would rather see her lovely step 
and the radiant sparkle of her face 
than all the war-chariots in Lydia 
and soldiers battling in shining bronze. (Rayor 
55) 

Sometimes her attitude markers serve also as validity 

markers: "To me it seems/that man has the fortune of 

gods/whoever sits beside you . . . ," "I think no woman of 

such skill/will see the light of day ever again" (Rayor 57, 
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appears confident and authoritative in these passages. 

270 

Sappho's code glosses often coincide with her more 

pedagogic moments: "And you, Dika, put lovely garlands 

round your hair,/weaving together slips of anise with 

gentle hands:/since the blessed Graces look more to the 

flowerful,/but turn away from the ones without garlands," 

"It is not easy for us to rival/the beautiful form of 

goddesses" (Rayor 56, 61). This one even included a 

validity marker. Communal knowledge may be disguised as a 

nonspecific narrator, and in this passage, we see doxa of 

this type used as validity marker and code gloss: "They 

say that once Leda found/an egg hidden in the hyacinth" 

(Rayor 64). Thus her poetic voice is consistent with the 

function of the symposium as her register field. 

Except for the normal use of coordinating and 

subordinating conjunctions, Sappho's poems don't make 

extensive use of cohesive and coherence connectives, as I 

suspected. But, of course, poetic syntax and conventions 

necessarily cannot be judged by the conventions of prose. 

Yet we might expect to her say something like, "As I told 

you before," or other expressions that make specific 

reference to text. One of her few references to past 

events is not an allusion to a textual location, but a 

reference to previous times: "But if you have [forgotten], 

I want/to remind you . . . /of the beautiful things that 
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happened to us" (Snyder 24). But even in telling the 

story that follows, she doesn't use the usual connectives 

like then and next. She does use pronouns quite 

frequently, particularly the personal pronouns, which have 

given some problems to translators, and she uses referring 

adverbs, for instance, reminding the listener of Lydia by 

saying there. She thus uses conventional strategies for 

textual cohesion when necessary, even though these had not 

yet been formalized by later rhetoricians. 

Because she shares such metadiscourse as attitude 

markers with male poets and because the personal voice of 

the poet seems to be a convention of Archaic lyric, it 

would be risky to suggest that Sappho's use of 

metadiscourse reveals a possible sense of social 

inferiority. She certainly seems to address her poems to a 

receptive audience who are probably members of her own 

class and with whom she is familiar. The relationship 

between her narrative persona and the addressee seems to be 

egalitarian and usually characterized by positive affect. 

Though her genre choice is limited to lyric, she expands it 

to include peculiarly female experience, and she invents 

her own stanzaic pattern. For these reasons, I conclude 

that, for Sappho, the social power structure did not cast 

her into an inferior role as poet. Her use of 

metadiscourse, in fact, evinces a strong personal presence 

and artistic confidence that would belie any suspicion that 
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she felt disadvantaged as a writer. Her adhering strictly 

to subjective knowledge enhances the ethos of her 

discourse, yet when it suits her purpose, she can refer to 

male public experience. After all, she did say, "I say 

that even later someone will remember us .. "(Snyder 34). 

Christine de pizan: Courtly Love, Wise Women, and Mirrors 

of Honor 

It would be easier to tell what genres Pizan did not 

write in than to list those she did. She was proficient in 

all the fixed-form lyric styles, such as those of the 

courtly love tradition--ballade, rondeau, virelai--and the 

politico/polemic complainte. She wrote lyrics that stand 

alone and lyrics the are included in longer narrative 

poems; for example, The Book of the Duke of True Lovers 

contains within its narrative framework nineteen ballades, 

rondeaux, and virelais, as well as several prose letters. 

Appended to the end and continuing the story through a 

poetic dialogue between the Duke and his Lady are nine more 

ballades, three virelais, four rondeaux, and a complainte. 

She wrote ballade cycles, such as The Hundred Ballades and 

The Hundred Ballades of Lover and Lady. She composed 

poetic debates in the courtly love tradition: The Debate 

of Two Lovers, The Tale of Poissy, The Book of Three 

JUdgements. She wrote didactic and philosophic works in 

poetry, such as The Book of the Mutation of Fortune and the 
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Road of Long Learning, and in prose, such as The city of 

Ladies and The Treasury of the City of Ladies. Her Letter 

of Othea to Hector mixes poetic mythology with allegory and 

prose glosses. She wrote persuasive public letters and, in 

addition to the history in city of Ladies, a political 

history and panegyric--The Book of the Deeds and Good 

customs of the Wise King Charles V. 

Given this breadth of generic options, it would appear 

that Pizan had extensive experience in a variety of 

rhetorical contexts. Yet, upon closer examination, we can 

see that most of her genres embody the experience of the 

court and of women. But much of her work also assimilates 

the western canon, which she may have acquired as the 

result of her work as a copyist. She was schooled with the 

children of Charles V when her father was the king's 

astrologer, but her associations with the court following 

her widowhood were primarily professional. By 1404, she 

appears to have had her own manuscript studio and 

assistants, and her early erudition probably resulted from 

the copyists' privilege of making second copies of 

commissioned works for themselves (Willard 45). She is 

fluent, therefore, in those genres that embody learned and 

aristocratic life. Her authority to write at all rests on 

her acquisition of the masculine learned tradition, though 

in this she is limited because she has no institutional 

affiliation with either Church or university. without that 
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experience, she could not have acquired the language to be 

heard or discovered the masculine bias in the dominant 

tradition. 

One of her principal genres, and one that relies on 

her masculine learning, is history. According to Nancy 

Zemon Davis, pizan's histories are not histories in the 

strict sense. For women to write history, Davis says they 

must have three things: access to written, printed or oral 

materials and to the travel that this access might require; 

access to the genres of historical writing and to the rules 

for ordering and expressing historical material; and "a 

sense of connection, through some activity or deep concern 

of her own, with the areas of public life then considered 

suitable for historical writing--namely, the political and 

the religious" (Davis 1980, 154-55). Pizan carne close to 

having all these requirements. But she was the first 

western woman we know of to attempt history, and Davis 

claims women did not really begin to write the kind of 

history recognized by the dominant discourse until the 

eighteenth century (Davis 1980, 156). Because Pizan lacked 

the proper institutional context for direct access to the 

domains about which histories were written, she 

uncritically mixed factual history and mythology and wrote 

Charles V's reign more as a moral biography than a record 

of actual events. Yet such features could also be found in 

some male-authored histories of the period as well. The 
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fact that she even attempted the genre is significant 

because masculine histories were also in their infancy. 

And her Charles V biography was solicited and patronized. 

Pizan began her career by inserting her poetic voice 

into the dominant courtly love tradition, which attracted 

aristocratic patrons to her. But in less than ten years, 

she launched a critique of that tradition and eventually 

succeeded in revising it. In the process of challenging 

the ethos of courtly romance, as presented particularly by 

Jean de Meun, she produced her Letter to the God of Love 

and Tale of the Rose, which were her poetic opening volleys 

to challenge it. And her prose letters to the royal 

secretaries who supported it show that she guaged her 

dialogic adversaries accurately. Her two most famous prose 

works, City of Ladies and Treasury, defend the honor and 

virtue of women against prevailing misogyny. Her multi

media Duke of True Lovers and her narrative ballade cycle 

Hundred Ballades of Lover and Lady completely rewrite the 

tradition from a female perspective. 

In every genre at her disposal, she attacked the 

underlying misogyny of courtly love, systematically 

refuting each of its major premises. Whereas the tradition 

had emphasized the education of the male lover/hero, her 

Duke of True Lovers is more concerned with the moral 

education of his Lady. Courtly love claims that the male 

lover is ennobled by his devotion to his mistress. In the 
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Duke and Hundred Ballades, Pizan counters this view by 

showing that the Lady risks perpetual regret and permanent 

social ruin. Courtly love usually has an old female 

character who encourages moral laxity in her mistress and 

conspires with the lover. Pizan's Dame de la Tour is a 

model moral tutor who writes an eloquent letter dissuading 

her protegee from a romantic involvement that will entail 

her lasting shame. containing a summary of all pizan's 

major anti-courtly arguments, the letter appears in both 

the Duke of True Lovers and in the Treasury. Whereas 

courtly love maintains that the lover is honor bound not to 

reveal the adulterous passion, Pizan claims in fact that 

knights brag about their conquests, particularly if their 

ladies are of high station. Though knightly gallants are 

supposed to be faithful for life, Pizan says they rarely 

are. By infusing female experience into the genre, Pizan 

introduces a pragmatic element not characteristic in its 

masculine use. 

Pizan is able to manipulate her auditors' responses, 

however, because she is so fluent in the forms familiar to 

them. Her translator Nadia Margolis attempts to recreate 

both the sound and the sense of pizan's poetry by 

emphasizing whichever one appears to be most important to 

the particular poem. In order to show her facility in the 

complex metrical systems and rhyming patterns of the fixed

form poetry, Margolis renders a faithful sound image, but 



when the sense seems more critical, she sticks closer to 

the thought. Here is a ballade showing pizan's use of 

diagonal word play: 

Please have pity on me, my Lady dear! 
Dearer to me, most beloved of all. 
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All free of pride, by me let your good cheer 
Cherished be--priceless--fair blond, when I call. 
Calm my flood of tears that o'er my eyes weighs 
Ways to gain solace, which will my course stay. 
(Duke 91) 

Because Pizan left virtually no contemporary genre 

untouched, except scholarly treatises on theology and 

science, she reveals her broad range of personal 

experience. She can thus embody it in numerous contextual 

forms. She was necessarily excluded from these two 

discourses because of their university context and their 

reliance on Aristotelian scholasticism and rhetoric. 

According to James Murphy, the high point of interest in 

Aristotle at the University of Paris was the middle of the 

fourteenth century, just before pizan's time (Murphy 93). 

Having disposed of her courtly love themes and undertaken 

an intensive program of study to make up for what she 

considered the inadequacies of her education, Pizan wrote 

philosophical explorations of history, politics, and life. 

Her unifying themes throughout her corpus are personal 

honor, virtue, and renown. But even in treating these 

seemingly universal themes, she always relates her topics 

to personal experience and applies these socially 
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privileged virtues to women as well as to men. Though none 

of her genres is original with her, she does considerable 

revamping of them to accommodate her feminist arguments. 

For her mixtures of prose and verse, and her reliance on 

wise female allegorical figures, she is indebted to 

Boethius' Consolation of Philosophy (Fenster 23; Margolis 

39). Such borrowings show that she appropriated the 

dominant discourse tradition to construct her own authorial 

subjectivity, and she used it to treat uniquely personal 

theses drawn from the female experience. 

Pizan's literary versatility is phenomenal considering 

that her field choices in register were extremely limited. 

After her husband's, king's, and father's deaths, she was 

no longer even indirectly connected with the court. What 

property she had was lost to her through fraud and 

lawsuits. So she was not a member of the privileged 

class. She was not affiliated with the Church or with a 

university. She had no regular patron. The only skills 

she had were her literacy, probably resulting from her 

husband's and father's influence, and a nice hand that 

could reproduce the royal secretarial script. Perhaps her 

writing her own books grew gradually out of her book 

copying trade. Deep despondency from her personal losses 

probably drove her in the direction of the sentimental 

poetry popular among the young aristocrats of the court 

circle. In any case, the courtly love tradition became her 
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first field. She apparently showed a flair for such 

poetry, though she claims to have lost interest in it after 

a few years of scholarly studies. But she was still 

writing on love themes for royal patrons in her Duke of 

True Lovers (1403-05) and Hundred Ballades of Lover and 

Lady (1409-10). 

The formal patronage relationship, however, probably 

constituted her principal field. In addition to the 

history of Charles V, written upon request by his brother 

the Duke of Burgundy, she prepared a collection of her 

works for Queen Isabeau, and several of her manuscripts 

contemporary with her life have been found in the family 

libraries of the Duke of Berry and the Duke of Orleans, as 

well as in those of the Duke of Burgundy. Naturally, when 

the institutional context is that of patronage, the author 

is obliged to write what will please the patron. pizan's 

subsidized works certainly illustrate her sensitivity to 

this necessity. As I noted before, she omitted her 

Treasury from the collected works she presented Isabeau so 

as not to offend the queen by its criticism of her court. 

And her history of Charles V presents his reign 

flatteringly as the exemplary model for those to follow. 

Pizan also wrote in the register field of moral tutor, 

in which historic and mythographic material also supplied 

her. Her history of Charles V was commissioned by his 

brother to instruct the young dauphin on good government, 
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and her Letter of Othea to Hector teaches the dauphin the 

virtue of prudence. For the dauphin and for his morally 

lax mother, Pizan wrote her Book of the Body Politic. 

pizan's role as moral tutor grew naturally out of her role 

as mother, for her son was the same age as the dauphin, and 

she began writing in this role when she produced her book 

of moral proverbs for her son. pizan's advice to women 

uses historic women as moral exemplars for her 

contemporaries. As do her classical models, Pizan appears 

to feel those in high stations have a responsibility to set 

the moral standards for those in lesser walks of life. It 

is this tradition that probably authorized her to choose 

the field of moral tutor because it allowed her to address 

audiences who were her social superiors. She may actually 

have inaugerated the genre that was later used for other

than-moral advice to courtiers by castiglione and 

Machiavelli. In advising her prince, she could justify her 

voice if it were motivated by the prince's good. 

Related to her field choice of moral tutor is her 

assuming the role of wise woman, the two together enabling 

her to enter public discourse from a rhetorical context 

other than the traditional ones. In these capacities she 

can appropriate some of the functions of political adviser 

and spiritual adviser--dominant discourse roles reserved 

for men. Modeled on the figure of Philosophy invoked by 

Boethius, her female allegorical figures--Reason, 
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Rectitude, Justice, Wisdom, Prudence, Temperance, and the 

Cumaean sybil--give most of her tutorial advice. And she 

herself acquired the reputation for wisdom. It was perhaps 

the sagacity of her writing, in fact, that allowed it to be 

read and that minimized the disadvantage of its being 

written by a woman, a woman with no official institutional 

warrant to write. We cannot take the humility topos we 

hear so frequently in her work at face value: 

For so much is the matter herein new, 
Though it be of rude signification 
For meditation (for I lack perceptivity 
Of profound meaning), in this case I do not 

resemble 
My good father, except as one who steals 
Grains of wheat while gleaning during the 

harvest, 
. . .. (Othea 34) 

While disclaiming profound wisdom on her part, she alludes 

to her father, whose reputation for wisdom extended beyond 

the boundaries of France, and in doing so, borrows his 

ethos. Her offering the work in question, Letter of Othea 

to Hector, to Isabeau for her son the dauphin shows that, 

even at the early date of its writing (1399-1400), Pizan 

had acquired a certain credibility and confidence in 

herself as dispenser of wisdom. We have already noted that 

her opponents in the Debate of the Rose called her wise, 

and her receiving the commission to write Charles V's 

biographical history shows that she was considered 

knowledgeable in public matters. 
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But it is perhaps her choosing the register field of 

wise woman that first enables her to speak publicly. For 

though a woman, she can call upon a tradition in the 

dominant discourse to warrant her public voice. She 

chooses this role more frequently as her career 

progresses. Therefore, in choosing the rhetorical stance 

of wise woman and moral tutor, she negotiates the power 

structure that would normally have forbidden one of her sex 

to enter into public discourse. Her genre choices reflect 

the relationships with her audience into which she casts 

herself. Whether in prose or poetry, her treatises are 

highly didactic when written for those who are her social 

superiors. 

The register variable of tenor depends on, as well as 

determines, pizan's field choices. Each field establishes 

a fairly fixed relationship between speaker and audience. 

In the field of patron and artist, we know that the power 

distribution is unequal in favor of the patron, and that 

power rests on authority, force, and status--three of 

Poynton's four possibilities (Poynton 77). When we examine 

her metadiscourse, we will see that pizan's awareness of 

her social inferiority is present in her writing. The 

frequency and extent of contact between patron and artist, 

we can imagine. She was probably not included to any great 

extent in the social gatherings of the people for whom she 

wrote, though she knew them for a long time. Their roles 
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toward each other probably varied little, and were usually 

task oriented. The affect existing between the two was 

carefully orchestrated by the artist to make it positively 

marked on the part of the patron. As artist, Pizan always 

has to show herself humble, ethical, and obliging, which 

she does: 

You, my redoubted lord, for whom I undertake 
[this] 

And humbly I beg, if I err, 
The generosity of your great nobility, 
That you pardon me for this excessive audacity 
In writing to you, a person so very worthy, 
The undertaking of myself, in wisdom unworthy. 
(Othea 34) 

It is when the field changes to that between moral 

tutor/wise woman and protege that Pizan is able to redress 

the power distribution. For even from an inferior social 

position, her casting herself as wise tutor allows her to 

speak to her superiors from the power position of 

authority. She no longer has to be so obliging when what 

she has to say is for the moral benefit of her audience. 

Yet even in this role, pizan's narrative persona shows 

marked deference to her readers; witness the humility topos 

above. In this case, the tutor must convey an ethos that 

convinces the protege of her sincere love for him or her. 

Expressions of love and respect characterize the language 

of the tutor: 

And to you most noble and excellent prince, 
Duke of Orleans, Louis of great renown, 
Son of Charles, fifth king of that name, 
Who, apart from the king, knows no one greater, 



From humble desire, I, poor creature, 
Unschooled woman, of small stature, 
Daughter of the former philosopher and doctor, 

Desiring, if I know enough, to fashion 
A pleasing thing that might give you 
Some pleasure, . . .. (Othea 33) 
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This language is even stronger in the imaginary letter from 

the Dame de la Tour, which may have been veiled advice to 

Queen Isabeau: 

It seems to me that I would err in remaining 
silent about what I know might bring you grief if 
I didn't point it out to you. For that reason, 
dear Lady, I write you what follows in this 
letter, about which I implore you most humbly not 
to bear me ill will in any way, for you may be 
sure that very great love, and the desire ever to 
increase your noble renown and honor, move me to 
do this. (Duke 112). 

Unlike Sappho, Pizan speaks rather formally to her 

audiences because of her register fields and the genres 

that embody them. But the contact one assumes from the 

tutor/protege field is that the tutor knows the protege 

well enough to know what is good for him or her. 

Therefore, we assume frequent contact, or at least regular 

contact over a reasonably long time. Probably, given their 

respective social classes, Pizan was not on terms of 

intimacy with the addressees of her advice, except in the 

case of her son. But a certain aloofness is necessary to 

increase the tutor's ethos. The respective roles of tutor 

and protege were also probably uniplex and task oriented, 

though a marked positive affect has to be conveyed by the 

tutor. 
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pizan's mode is always writing, and as we have seen, 

in the traditional genres. One interesting strategy she 

uses to counter the effect of her seemingly personal 

intrusions into her texts is to conduct much of the 

narrative through written dialogic exchanges, generally 

poems, but sometimes letters as well. Such exchanges may 

signal the development of her own dialogic consciousness. 

In some instances, the city of Ladies and The Debate of Two 

Lovers for example, her narrative persona becomes one of 

the speaking characters. In the Duke of True Lovers, the 

only voice that might be construed as her own is the Dame 

de la Tour's, and in the Hundred Ballades of Lover and 

Lady, the dialogue is carried out entirely by the lovers 

through their respective poems, as it is at the end of 

Duke. By thus putting her ideas in the direct words of her 

characters, she can achieve an impression of objectivity 

and give her ideas more authority. Pizan employs the 

written mode consciously as the one most available to her. 

She does, however, enhance her authorial persona by 

judicious use of visual imagery. Pizan apparently oversaw 

her own illustrators, and some of her manuscripts include 

pictures of her--writing, listening to her wise teachers, 

or presenting her writing to her readers. Pizan exploits 

every means of conveying her message at her disposal, and 

these are many and varied, indicating an author confident 
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perform in it. 
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Her confidence, however, is not unearned. She works 

very hard at her rhetorical appeals in order to justify her 

public voice. We see evidence of this conscious effort in 

the self-authorizing metadiscourse she employs. Like 

Sappho, pizan's epistemological authority is personal 

experience combined with knowledge in worldly matters, 

probably derived from formal study and her professional 

role. This is the position Belenky et al. call procedural 

knowing. She knows the rules for acquiring knowledge, and 

she privileges outside knowledge over personal knowledge, 

but uses the latter as a test of the former's validity. As 

we have seen, she compliments her readers and adopts a 

deferential pose in order to show proper respect for the 

superior knowledge of her interlocutors. She presents 

herself in relation to them as humble and unworthy, but 

inspired to write out of sincere desire to benefit them by 

citing exemplars of honor and virtue for their moral 

instruction. 

Her most obvious metadiscourse strategies are her 

attitude markers, validity markers, and narrators, all of 

which could reveal a certain insecurity or anxiety about 

her right to authorial subjectivity. She relies on first 

person narration and attitude markers to draw the reader 

toward her point of view. Her rather lengthy opening to 
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the city of Ladies, for example, delves into her narrator's 

personal state of mind, and not only does this strategy 

help the reader identify with her narrator, but it also 

traces the process of awareness probably followed by pizan: 

One day as I was sitting alone in my study 
surrounded by books on all kinds of subjects, 
devoting myself to literary studies, my usual 
habit, my mind dwelt at length on the weighty 
opinions of various authors whom I had studied 
for a long time. I looked up from my book, 
having decided to leave such subtle questions in 
peace and to relax by reading some light poetry. 
with this in mind, I searched for some small 
book. By chance a strange volume came into my 
hands .... When I held it open and saw from its 
title page that it was by Matheolus, I smiled, 
for though I had never seen it before, I had 
often heard that like other books it discussed 
respect for women. (city 3) 

Significantly putting her narrator into a masculine domain, 

she deftly describes her psychological metamorphosis from 

received to subjective knower. As the narrative continues, 

we hear the speaker's anger and melancholy grow as she 

reads one misogynistic proposition after another until at 

last she comes to hate her sex and herself. She even 

pretends to question her faith: "Oh, God, how can this 

be? For unless I stray from my faith, I must never doubt 

that Your infinite wisdom and most perfect goodness ever 

created anything which was not good" (city 5). By thus 

insinuating blasphemy on the part of women's detractors, 

she can attack her attackers. Her vulnerability and 

humility also work effectively to persuade the reader, 

particularly if female, to be incensed and outraged through 
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identification. We know that the attitude Pizan has 

successfully conveyed to her audience is her own because of 

the sheer volume of work she devotes to the same topic. 

It is also in this scene that we hear the narrator 

question the authority of her own experience of women 

because of the weight of authorities on the side claiming 

women's inferior nature. So she fights the misogynists on 

their own ground in the rest of the book by using equally 

powerful authorities to show that women are, in fact, 

irtuous, noble, and wise: "God formed the body of woman 

from one of [Adam's] ribs, signifying that she should stand 

at his side as a companion and never lie at his feet like a 

slave," "Concerning [Sappho], Boccaccio offered these fair 

words •.. ," "0 blessed Ambrose who did not think that 

women's tears were frivolous!" "Horace recounts, concerning 

her poems, that when Plato, the great philosopher who was 

Aristotle's teacher, died, a book of Sappho's poems was 

found under his pillow" (City 23, 67, 28, 68). 

Pizan justifies her attitudes by a careful logical 

appeal based on cited authorities and by a public deference 

to those who can command her. The following passage from 

her introduction to The Duke of True Lovers shows how she 

shrewdly uses obedience to the wishes of her patron to 

insert her own personality and conerns: 

Although my desire and inclination may not have 
been to compose tales of love right away, since I 
was pursuing another interest which gave me more 
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pleasure, I want to begin a new poem now, in 
consideration of others' concerns. For someone 
who can easily command a far more important 
person than myself has asked me to do so. He is 
a lord I am bound to obey, who has graciously 
confessed to me the pain he has had for a long 
time. . . because of Love, to whose service his 
heart remains pledged. (Duke 47) 

It is significant, however, that in the entire letter from 

the Dame de la Tour, whose audience was a woman in the 

story, and women when it was presented in the Treasury, 

cites no authorities outside women's practical experience. 

Though Pizan uses the validity marker lilt seems to me" in 

the Dame de la Tour's letter, she does so to indicate the 

deferential attitude of the wise woman to her social 

superior. The Dame becomes quite prescriptive toward the 

end of the letter: " ... do not place yourself 

irretrievably in such peril. If you have given it some 

thought, for Heaven's sake, withdraw before a greater evil 

befalls you . .. " (Duke 120). Perhaps when the readers are 

women and Pizan can hide behind a literary persona, she 

does not feel the necessity to buttress her arguments with 

so many of the usual validity markers. But the Treasury 

does cite historical and contemporary examples and 

theological authorities for logical and ethical appeal, for 

example: 

In France the discontent of an insignificant 
baron (named Bouchart) against the King of 
France, the great prince, has recently resulted 
in great trouble and damage to the kingdom. The 
Chronicles of France recount the tale of many 
such misadventures. Again, not long ago, in the 
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with the king harmed the French realm and gave 
comfort to the English. 
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Mindful of such terrible possibilities, the 
good lady will strive to avoid destruction of her 
people ..•. (Treasury 85) 

* * * * The good princess will do even more than 
tread the pathway of charity. She will personify 
Saint Basil's words to the rich: "Your temporal 
possessions come from God." (Treasury 87) 

Pizan makes certain we note her authorities by highlighting 

them. We are forced to see that if Pizan errs, it is on 

the side of too many validating authorities, rather than 

too few. 

One of the things, however, that makes Pizan a supreme 

narrator and allows her to step away from her didactic 

message is her facility for creating authentic sounding 

dialogue, which she can do even without the usual "he 

said," "she replied" tags. In the poems concluding The 

Duke of True Lovers, for example, we know who is speaking 

simply through the gendered experiences expressed: 

For some time, I've been dismayed 
As no letters come my way, 

And I shudder 
For fear you did convey 
Your feelings without delay 

To love another. 

And while my journeys extend 
So far, only grief's a friend, 
As duty summons, I go 

Though some folk would--
Be they women, be they men-
Prevent me: so with care I'll wend 
My way to your charming glow, 

All well and good. (Duke 137, 138) 
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For this reason, it would seem that Pizan doesn't rely 

on metadiscourse to hold her texts together or move the 

reader mechanically through them. She is artist enough to 

make her themes grow naturally out of her narrative, much 

of which is told by the characters themselves. Yet her 

textual strategies show her command of the devices for 

achieving coherence and cohesion, features important to the 

educated members of her aristocratic audience. 

Her education in the literate tradition is not only 

functional, but artistically studied, and thus also 

redresses the power differential between her and her social 

superiors. When she deliberately reminds her reader of a 

point she has made earlier, she uses explicit connectives, 

but they are part of the dialogue between her fictional 

characters. Lady Reason, for example, reminds Christine of 

an earlier statement: liMy daughter, since I told you 

before, you know quite well that the opposite of their 

opinion is true, ... II (City 63). Her use of cohesive 

and coherence metadiscourse makes some of her dialogue 

sound like a piece of persuasive prose: "I will give you 

plenty of examples./First I will tell you of the noble 

Nicostrata ... II (City 71). Her overlong sentences often 

cause her to rely more on relative pronouns and 

conjunctions, particularly and, than we usually think 

pleasing: 
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And as these ancients had the custom of 
embellishing all things which out of common 
course of things current took precedence over any 
grace, several wise women who existed at their 
time were called goddesses. And it is true, 
according to history, that in the time when great 
Troy flourished amid such high renown, a very 
wise woman, named Othea, considering the 
beautiful youth of Hector of Troy, who already 
flourished in virtues which could be 
demonstration of the graces to exist in him in 
the time to come, sent to him several beautiful 
and notable gifts, and particularly the handsome 
steed called Galathea, who had no equal in the 
world. (othea 37) 

But such sentences are also conventions to be found in the 

writing of her educated male peers. 

Generally Pizan prefers that her characters supply the 

commentary for her, as in the letter of the Dame de la Tour 

and the speeches by her allegorical figures. She thus can 

avoid a direct confrontation with her betters by removing 

herself as the authority. But in the case of the Letter of 

Othea to Hector, lest its morals escape the two fifteen-

year-old boys for whom it was written, she supplies both a 

prose gloss for each poetic story and an allegory as well. 

And she ensures the emotional response she wants by 

suggesting it beforehand: "Desiring, if I know enough, to 

fashion/A pleasing thing that might give you/Some pleasure . 

. . " (Othea 33). pizan's textual strategies are nothing if 

not extraordinarily well planned. They show her command of 

formal discourse rules, probably derived more from reading 

than from training, that carefully marshall, emphasize, and 

reiterate her arguments. 
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In sum, pizan's genres, register choices, and 

metadiscourse reveal an author confident in her command of 

the knowledge necessary to speak in the republic of 

letters. She negates her lack of personal authority by 

choosing to speak as wise woman and moral teacher. While 

she is subordinate to her audience, she expresses her 

deference to her superiors through assurance of her sincere 

regard for their good. She employs metadiscourse, not so 

much out of fear of censure by the authorities of the 

dominant discourse, but to make explicit her role as 

teacher/writer and make her rhetorical appeals effective 

for an audience of social superiors. Like Sappho's, the 

efficacy of her discourse rests on a secure sense of her 

own knowledge and a relationship with her audience marked 

by positive affect, one she carefully cUltivates on both 

sides. 

Elizabeth Cary: Translation, Drama, and History? 

Two hundred years later, Elizabeth Cary conveys less 

confidence. Whereas Pizan's genre choices were almost 

unlimited, Cary's are very limited. According to Patricia 

Crawford, only twelve first editions and twenty-one works 

all together were published by women in England during the 

first third of the seventeenth century. Of the twelve, 

three were advice books for mothers, three were literature, 

four miscellaneous, and only one each of prophecy and 
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translation (Crawford 269). This gives an idea of what 

genres were available to women at that time. It also 

shows, however, that some women were writing and some were 

even being published. Yet as patriarchal institutions 

responded to the growing capitalistic economy by enclosing 

women more tightly within the domestic sphere and silencing 

their public voices, women had fewer and fewer options for 

participating in the necessary knowledge and identity 

forming discourse. 

They had to be extremely creative, and one of the ways 

they were able to subvert the cultural program to erase 

their personal experience was to employ marginal genres. 

As the century progressed, women elected to write prayers, 

translations of foreign prose works, practical advice 

books, confessions, diaries, petitions, prefaces, 

advertisements, and eventually some plays and essays. In 

the prime literary genre of poetry, men held sway, and only 

a very few women of educated circumstances, good 

connections, and supportive male relatives wrote in the 

poetic genres. 

Because Christian doctrine had provided ideological 

justification for keeping women in their place, women had 

been allowed to write in such genres as religious 

translations and saints' lives. with only these options 

available, Cary chose them. Yet, since recusancy was 

illegal and her husband's class and her conservatism 
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militated against it, she could not publish. She thus must 

have found her intellectual life too confining and sought 

other discursive outlets. Her closet drama The Tragedie of 

Mariam, the Faire Oueene of Jewry is thought to be the 

first English play by a woman. It's hardly "playable," 

however. There is little physical action. The characters' 

parts are extremely long, running between four and twelve 

lines on the average, and a fifty-line speech for a 

principal character is not unusual. Sentences are full of 

embedded clauses. In Act I, scene ii, for example, 

Alexandra delivers this amazing period in defining 

felicity: 

Oh keepe her whilest thou hast her, if she goe 
She will not easily returne againe: 
Full many a yeere haue I indur'd in woe, 
Yet still haue sude her presence to obtaine: 
And did not I to her as presents send 
A Table, that best Art did beautifie 
Of two, to whom Heauen did best feature lend, 
To woe her loue by winning Anthony: 
For when a Princes fauour we doe craue, 
We first their Mynions loues do seeke to winne: 
So I, that sought Felicitie to haue, 
Did with her Mynion Anthony beginne, 
with double flight I sought to captiuate 
The warlike louer, but I did not right: 
For if my gift had borne but halfe the rate, 
The Roman had beene ouer-taken quite. (I.ii.164-
179) 

This play was intended to be read and pondered, not 

performed. In it, however, we have seen how Cary worked on 

her personal identity dilemma and covertly resisted the 

male authorities restricting, not only her own life, but 

the lives of most women in her society. She uses her 
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biblical subject to question the arbitrary exercise of 

authority and to posit the rights of women to be treated 

humanely, to express personal feelings, to be loved, and to 

bestow and retract love. She did not advocate women's 

equality in all things. Out of deference to social 

convention, the play was purportedly not published with her 

consent, though it was published. Cary took one of the 

most public of public genres, wrote it so that it could not 

be performed, and claimed not to have condoned its 

publication. Yet, in it she was able to treat the public 

issues that so absorbed her thought. 

In addition to marginalizing a dominant genre, her 

social subversions required her to operate in a marginal 

genre and to attempt a masculine one. In translating the 

Cardinal du Perron's letter, she is able to voice her 

heretical religious beliefs, and in writing the history of 

Edward II, she is able to criticize her sovereign's reign. 

She was punished for the former and could never take credit 

for the latter. According to Nancy Zemon Davis, the only 

kinds of history women in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries wrote were religious histories or personal 

histories, such as family histories or family biographies 

like that written by Margaret Cavendish of her husband 

(Davis 1980, 160-61). Even though Cary commanded the 

learned languages of the republic of letters, as a woman 

she had no socially condoned register position from which 
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to write history, something Pizan was able to negotiate as 

wise woman and moral tutor. The public domain was 

completely cut off for her. Both she and Pizan, whose 

Latin and Greek we are unsure of, used the vernacular 

language that would have been the one familiar to female 

readers they addressed, just as Sappho used her Aeolian 

dialect. 

Cary chose to write the history of a remote political 

figure because she had access to enough knowledge and she 

could use the material to couch political dissent, showing 

she had two of the three requirements listed by Davis as 

necessary for women to write history--access to materials 

and political involvement. She probably deliberately 

ignored the third requirement, the conventions of the 

genre, mainly through her metadiscourse strategies 

(discussed below). She was more concerned to use this 

forum for her didactic purposes than to be concerned about 

conventions of a genre she was not authorized to use 

anyway. Not only was the work treasonous, history was a 

male monopoly in the dominant western discourse tradition, 

the principal component of which is political history, as 

we have seen from the paucity of women's histories. By 

violating the conventions of history, she marginalized her 

discourse, but by being a woman, she couldn't have claimed 

it publicly anyway. It was found among her husband's 

papers and thought to be his almost two hundred years 
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later. Rather than presume the work to have been a 

preliminary sketch for another closet drama, as some of her 

critics have suggested, I feel she was actually writing a 

politically motivated history, just as male historians 

would have done. Classical histories particularly employed 

historic material as arguments about contemporary events. 

Cary's self-education in the classical languages would have 

given her access to this tradition. 

Like her predecessor Pizan, Cary attempts the genre of 

history but fails to meet its conventional requirements. 

In the case of both women, this failure may have been 

deliberate because they both try to adapt masculine genres 

to suit their feminine purposes--in pizan's Charles V, 

instruction of a male ruler, and in Cary's Edward II, 

criticism of one. Speaking as women, they have to justify 

their right to lecture their superiors through elaborate 

metadiscourse strategies. pizan's history of women also 

has a didactic motive that makes literary appeal more 

important than strict historical accuracy. She 

reinterprets events to support her thesis or ignores the 

details to focus on larger meanings that present themselves 

to her. Cary, too, refocuses her material to illuminate 

women's posi~ion in her own society and to foretell the 

social catastrophes ensuing from a king who has become 

emotionally isolated from his wife and subjects. In order 

for these women to voice their individual perspectives on 
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social truth, they have to violate the rules of the genre. 

Had their works been able to participate fully in the 

cultural conversation, they might have been able to 

influence the social constructions of the sensus communis. 

Cary had almost no field options on the register 

plane, there being no socially sanctioned institutional 

context for a female author. Women who wrote translations 

could be discounted as mere translators, not authors with 

authority as subjects. Sonnet was a masculine genre, which 

only female writers inheriting family traditions of 

literary women seemed brave enough to attempt. She 

couldn't publish saints' lives because the country was 

officially Protestant. She couldn't have had her drama 

performed, because that was a highly public genre and women 

who so much as attended the public theater were frowned 

on. She couldn't write history because it belonged to the 

masculine republic of letters. Thus she aborted whatever 

written progeny she conceived because there was no socially 

sanctioned relationship between her and her desired 

audience, the male authorities in her life and in her 

society. 

Her field options were non-existent because of the 

tenor relationship with her audience. Power was entirely 

on the side of social authority, who controlled all four of 

Poynton's power variables--force, authority, status, and 

expertise--the last thanks to their reducing women's 
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educational opportunities to virtually nothing. And these 

authorities used their power to close literary fields to 

women. The frequency and extent of contact between Cary 

and these authorities was regular and of long duration 

because masculine authorities operated at all levels of 

society and controlled all the socially sanctioned modes of 

communication--the pulpit, the press, royal proclamation, 

and family socializations (Beilin xviii). Women were never 

allowed to talk back. Cary herself faced a barrage of 

propaganda from her own family, from the public sources, 

and from her husband and his family (Beilin 162; Travitsky 

184-86; Fischer 225-27). 

The role relationship between social authority and her 

was intentionally never allowed to diversify. We can see 

how all aspects of that relationship are played out in 

Mariam. Women were always subservient to men and expected 

to obey them unquestionably. Affect was marked on both 

sides. Women feared and resented; men feared and sought 

dominance. Isabel succeeds in defeating Edward, but 

Isabel's story is never read because Cary knew little 

effective dialogue could take place in contexts of 

dominance and subjection. Resistance such as Cary's had to 

go underground, as it did, but for that reason accomplished 

little in influencing social constructions. Cary's written 

modes were covert and abortive. 
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Cary's metadiscourse reveals the powerlessness of 

women who attempt to assume the role of speaker in the 

public discourse of her time. In her first speech, Mariam 

claims to have spoken her mind frequently on a public 

topic: "How oft haue I with publike voyce runne on?/To 

censure Romes last Hero for deceit:" (I.i.3-4). But then, 

when she comments on her a'ct, she says that, in doing so, 

she usually spoke too rashly and had to recant. She then 

generalizes this fault to all women: "My Sexe pleads 

pardon, pardon then afford,IMistaking is with vs, but too 

too common" (I.i.7-10). Though not necessarily suggesting 

the actual response of the audience, these lines seem to 

anticipate that response from the communal sense that women 

should not speak because they are often wrong. 

Mariam's political schizophrenia suggests Cary's 

imperfectly developed sense of self as epistemological 

authority. Caught between a socially constructed identity 

as silent and obedient wife and the personal drive for 

verbal self expression, she cannot conceive female 

characters who are confident of their peculiar knowledge 

and thus have the authority to speak. Salome, who of all 

the characters flouts social convention the most, voices 

the sensus communis when she answers Alexandra's 

vituperative speech against Herod with, "You durst not thus 

haue giuen your tongue the raine,/If noble Herod still 

remaind in life" (I.iii.227-28). But because she is a 
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social outlaw herself, Salome can actually perform overt 

speech acts defying cultural mores, as her illocution 

markers show. For instance, she tells her husband 

Constabarus, "Thy loue and admonitions I defie/Thou shalt 

no hower [hour] longer call me wife" (I.vi.430-31). When 

Mariam's speech act is to "foreswear" Herod's bed, she dies 

for it, the defiant act being socially defined as evidence 

of adultery. 

Mariam glosses her earlier verbal anguish over Herod's 

supposed death as the words of a hypocrite when she 

attempts to explain her sudden sorrow at the news that he 

actually lives (III.iii.1155-59). Her change of heart, of 

course, results from recalling his tyrannical power over 

her and his order for her death. In her explanation, she 

employs appropriate textual connectives to refer the reader 

to the passage in question, "Oh, now I see I was an 

hypocrite:/I did this morning for his death complaine" 

(III.iii.1155-56). So it is not lack of the conventions of 

logical discourse that causes Cary to be so ambivalent 

about her discoursive authority and her characters' 

authority over their own knowledge. 

Surprisingly, Mariam shows confidence in her emotional 

power over Herod--"I know I could inchaine him with a 

smile" (III.iii.1166)--but we see that this confidence is 

mistaken. For even though Herod says, "Yet smile my 

dearest Mariam, doe but smile,/And I will all vnkind 
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conceits exile," he also plainly tells her, "By heau'n you 

vexe me, build not on my loue," and he sentences her to 

death (IV.iii.1405-6, 1409). Mariam, herself, realizes too 

late, "Am I the Mariam that presum'd so much,/And deem'd my 

face must needs preserue my breath? . . . . And on the 

wager euen my life did pawne;/Because I thought, and yet 

but truly thought,/That Herods loue could not from me be 

drawne" (Iv.viii. 1709-1800, 1828-30). 

The saddest thing revealed by Mariam's metadiscourse 

is that antagonistic social authority has the power to 

invalidate her own sense of reality. Her only consolation 

is that her personal experience tells her she is innocent: 

"My Soule is free from aduersaries power" (Iv.viii.1844). 

But that has no effect on her fate because her discourse 

fails to convince Herod of that reality, and even when he 

belatedly acknowledges it, he has invoked social 

justifications for punishing her. The only reliable 

knowledge Mariam seems to have is that, within three days 

of her death, Herod will realize his mistake, which we 

witness even as the nuncio reports this final prophecy. Of 

course, she is no longer alive to appreciate this 

confirmation. In this life anyway, her reality is never 

his. 

The ineffectuality of women's discourse is plainly 

revealed by Herod's former wife Doris, who has pleaded for 

nine years for revenge against Mariam. She "besought" 
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Mariam's deposing on "bowed knees" and cursed Mariam, but 

none of these illocutionary speech acts availed her 

(IV.viii.1872-76); Mariam's fate has nothing to do with 

Doris' pleas. Mariam damns herself by violating the sensus 

communis. And from a woman's perspective, Doris' cause is 

just, though the object of her anger is wrong, again 

revealing women's knowledge to be faulty. 

In general, the discourse strategies of Cary's female 

characters show them to be ineffectual speakers, the 

knowledge they claim to be erroneous, and the male 

authorities in their lives to be the final determiners of 

social reality. Cary, like Pizan, successfully garners 

sympathy for her characters, but in dooming them, she seems 

to acquiesce in the opinion that women don't voice 

rebellion and succeed in living, with their good character 

intact. Obviously she questions that ideology, but she 

doesn't counter it persuasively. 

Cary's own texts show many of the same features as her 

characters' speech. Despite employing the logical 

discourse strategies of the masculine tradition, she 

undermines the texts' authority with her other textual 

strategies. Her history of Edward II is a narrative, and 

she competently uses appropriate connectives for a 

sequentially logical presentation. She avoids overuse of 

cohesive strategies by employing subordination and the 

narrative present tense: "The Spencers thus recalled, and 
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reinvested in their former favour, they express themselves 

in another kind; and now, by a strong hand, strive to 

crush, by degrees, all those of the adverse faction" (1808, 

77). In other words, she uses the sophisticated cohesion 

and coherence devices of her canonical models, but she 

often cvoids complex relationships of time and causality. 

Cary also frequently interrupts her narrative to comment 

upon it, explicitly announcing these interruptions: 

"Though it awhile delay the concluding part of the history, 

yet my pen must not leave them untouched" (1808, 91). And 

she resumes with the same explicit announcements of 

authorial intent: "But to proceed in this historical 

relation . . ." (1808, 77). 

Most noticeable are Cary's attitude markers, which 

appear to be an attempt to establish an authoritative 

stance. For instance, she reverses the traditional 

sympathy for Edward II, calling him tyrannical, rather than 

pitiable: "His story eclipseth this glorious morning, 

making the noon-tide of his sovereignty full of tyrannical 

oppressions, and the evening more memorable by his death 

and ruin" (1808, 69). She labels court sycophants 

arrogant, rather than pusillanimous: "These imperious 

servants thus removed, the father, in obedience to his 

doom, betakes himself to a foreign quietness." And she 

calls the king a traitor whose ouster is justified: "Such 

a domestick piracy begets a general terror and exclamation, 
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which fills the King's ears, and presseth (as it required) 

a speedy prevention or remedy" (1808, 77); "Certainly this 

man was infinitely tyrannical and vicious, deserving more 

than could be laid upon him ... " (1808, 89). Embedded 

within these propositions containing attitude markers, we 

also see much of the author's commentary, to which she 

devotes more and more space toward the end of the 

narrative. When we understand that this commentary was 

probably directed at Charles I, Cary's historical material 

would not be enough to protect her from a charge of 

treason. She invokes communal wisdom as a means of 

establishing the ethos of her commentary: 

It is not discretion, neither hath it any 
society, with the well-grounded rules of wisdom, 
for the subject to exalt or amplify the height of 
his own glory; it is, in the eye of all, too 
great a presuming insolence; and kings themselves 
will rather alter their affections, than to be 
outshined or dazzled in their own sphere or 
element. (1808, 91) 

Cary uses validity markers when she cannot verify her 

information, or when she stops to comment upon her 

narrative: "If we may credit the historians of those 

times, this prince was of an aspect fair and lovely, 

carrying in his outward appearance many promising 

predictions of a singular expectation" (1808, 69); "I could 

never yet read a fair and just cause, why this Earl lost 

his life, unless it may be counted treason not to forsake 

his lord and master ... " (1808, 89). Unfortunately, 
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sometimes Cary's attitude markers undo the credibility of 

her validity markers. For example, under the Protestant 

regime, using the Pope as her authority and reverently 

calling him wise would hurt her ethos: "The Pope, wisely 

foreseeing into the misery of this dissension, out of his 

Christian and pious care, sends over two Cardinals, to 

mediate a peace and agreement" (1808, 74). 

Even though Cary appeals to an ethics of law and 

justice--"Is it possible, but there must be perpetual error 

and injustice, where all things are carried more by favour 

and affection, than law and reason?"--she glosses her terms 

and assertions with an appeal to communal experience: 

"Alas! common and familiar experience tells, that the 

actions and principal use of a favourite, is to make good, 

by his strength and favour, those designs that are in 

themselves unjust, perverse, and insupportable" (1808, 

95). And she opts for a situational ethics for Isabel. 

Like Pizan, Cary shifts rhetorical authority to her 

characters through simulated dialogue, but it generally 

only serves as pathetic appeal and reinforces the 

perception that women's speech is uninformed and lacks 

authority: 

"stay, gentle Mortimer, (quoth she) forgive my 
error; I am a woman fitter to take advice than 
give it. Think not I prize thy love so little as 
to lose thee. If Edward must die, I will not 
seek to divert it; only I thus much beg, I may 
not be partaker, or privy to the time, means, or 
manner. " ( 1808, 94). 
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In this speech by Isabel, we hear a woman speaker deferring 

to masculine knowledge, and her unnecessary modal and 

illocution marker show her subservience, even though Isabel 

is Mortimer's social superior. since Cary cites no 

authoritative sources for her history, the reader has to 

suspect that this dialogue is imaginative fiction. Like 

Pizan's, her history could not stand rigorous scholarly 

scrutiny, but then, neither could masculine histories of 

the time. As Davis has said, the genre was still in its 

formative stages and was often used to forward contemporary 

arguments. Cary manipulates its conventions to increase 

her pathetic appeal, but not her logical appeal. 

Whether it is in the imaginative speech of female 

characters or in her own authorial voice, cary's genre and 

register choices and her metadiscourse reveal a writer 

unsure of her audience, a lack of confidence in female 

knowledge, and a deference to male authority. Even using 

covert methods of resistance, her work implies little 

confidence that it will make a significant impression on 

social reality. Her fictional and historic characters 

suffer censure and punishment for speaking their desires. 

If they do succeed in changing social reality, it is by 

attracting the help of men, not through the use of 

language. Her work was either physically destroyed or 

buried. Her authorial voice is muffled by doubt and 
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subterfuge, and she seems unable to inscribe herself within 

the dominant discourse traditions. Her attempts are 

abortive and self defeating. 

Mary Wortley Montagu: Social satire and Feminine Language 

Montagu, on the other hand, usually appears confident 

in the public genres she uses and only reveals a disturbing 

sense of sUbservience in her correspondence with count 

Algarotti. The prevailing public genres were verse, 

periodical essays, verse translations, and letters, those 

intended to be circulated--all generally devoted to satire 

or comment upon social taste and custom. These were the 

principal masculine genres, and she tried her hand at all 

of them. Serious or metaphysical poetry was passe, and 

drama had reached a nadir after Restoration comedy. 

English opera was just coming into its own. Squibs and 

epigrams enjoyed a lively circulation. Because most of 

these genres, except letters, were circulated anonymously, 

a woman's authorship could be hidden if she were in command 

of a masculine erudition and style. Montagu was. But 

because her personal correspondence was so voluminous, a 

wide circle of acquaintances were familiar with her style 

and opinions, making it possible to identify many of her 

anonymous works. 
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Piratical publishers frequently printed unauthorized 

work, as we have noted from Montagu's experience. And the 

power of the unofficial press was significant because Prime 

Minister Walpole himself resorted to hiring hack writers to 

counter the attacks of the opposition papers. Montagu was 

inspired to begin her own weekly periodical in his defense 

(Halsband 1956, 164-65). There is little evidence, 

however, that The Nonsence of Common-Sense had much 

impact. In engaging Pope in literary battle, even though 

not by choice, Montagu confronted the most powerful 

literary authority of her day. Because he succeeded in 

hurting her public image and credibility, he may have been 

responsible for driving her from England and out of the 

spotlight. In any case, as Virginia Woolf imagined, he 

effectively ran Montagu through with his pen (Woolf 214). 

Montagu's poetry often arose within the context of a 

correspondence with a friend or acquaintance, and it 

sometimes flows directly from her prose. It thus appears 

spontaneous, rather than calculated. But this is probably 

the only way she could respectably have had it read. Like 

her prose, much of her verse is put to the service of 

social satire, and she even indulges in the coarse language 

a man would have used. She writes the following in an 
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attempt to cheer up her sister, who suffers severe 

melancholia: 

Madame de Broglio makes a great Noise, but tis 
only from the frequency and Quantity of her 
pissing, which she does not fail to do at least 
ten times a day amongst a cloud of Wittnesses. 

One would think her daughter of a River, 
As I heard Mr. Mirmont tell, 
And the best Commendation that he could give 

her 
Was that she made Water excellent well. 
with a fa la la etc. (Montagu 1966, 43) 

Obviously Montagu never suspected that some of her private 

correspondence would ever become public property. Her 

letters to Algarotti were withheld until this century, and 

they contain most of her romantic poetry, not only in 

English, but in French and Latin as well. 

Montagu took a scholarly and artistic interest in 

translation and writing verse in other languages, much as 

her male peers would have. Some of her own early verse was 

in French, and she translated from the Latin authors she 

read. She also rendered Turkish verse into English as an 

exercise in the language and for the entertainment of her 

correspondents. Addison asked her to read his Cato 

translation, and Voltaire sought her opinion on his 

English. 

The activity of translation served not just to convey 

proficiency in languages, which of course it did, but also 

to give one access to the ideas of another culture. 

Something about which Montagu showed endless fascination, 
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her access to the languages of learning and worldly 

experience may have initiated her dialogic consciousness. 

It was, however, a masculine prerogative and a masculine 

consciousness. Montagu was castigated for her interest by 

an irritated Horace Walpole, who had this to say about her 

erudition: "only figure the coalition of prudery, 

debauchery, sentiment, history, Greek, Latin, French, 

Italian, and metaphysics; all, except the second, 

understood by halves, by quarters, or not at all" (Halsband 

1956, 200). Though it bestowed no institutional 

authorization to write, translation did confer the 

unofficial implication of a formal education. Had she 

wanted to write for publication, Montagu could have chosen 

translation since it was one of the marginal genres that 

could be published by women. 

Montagu is a credible imitator and parodist of her 

formally educated male peers. Her masculine style can 

achieve the same tone of haughty arrogance of the men in 

her intellectual circle. with her gender obscured, her 

essays also ring with a funny irony that we might 

appreciate even more than did her contemporaries, as we can 

see in the opening of Nonsense number seven: 

I am very much entertained with the Variety of 
Censures that are passed on my harmless Paper, 
which I hear almost every Day with an indifferent 
Face, and to say Truth, without much Violence to 
myself, not feeling the paternal Affection that 
most Authors do for their Productions; neither my 
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Fame nor Fortune being any way affected by their 
Success. --My Acquaintance think me no more 
qualified for a Writer, than for a General; and 
even in this Nation of Parties, I have preserved 
my self so unspotted by any of them, that I am 
not suspected of being engaged wither in Court or 
Country Interest. (Montagu 1947, 29) 

In one passage, Montagu has listed nearly all of the public 

offices for which she as a woman was unqualified. That she 

was allowed absolutely no political "Interest" was a 

function of gender. This piece becomes broad satire if one 

knows its author, a risk Montagu apparently was brave 

enough to take. Her attitude markers show an authorial 

self confidence that could result from her anonymity, but I 

feel result from her command of a masculine education and 

its accompanying language. Her personal familiarity and 

conversation with the male taste arbiters of her rhetorical 

environment contributed to that education. 

Montagu's register fields, of course, were still 

limited by her sex. She could not, for instance, speak on 

political or military issues from an authoritative 

position, being barred from both fields. This was a 

disadvantage her male peers did not suffer, most of whom 

held some sort of office. She was able to ameliorate this 

disadvantage somewhat through her active participation in 

her husband's political career, which included his 

diplomatic peace mission to Turkey. She was not affiliated 

with Oxbridge and had never attended university, as had the 

men of her literary circle. She was a member of the landed 



314 

gentry, which accounts for her almost exclusive attention 

to issues of concern to that class, and her class is, 

therefore, almost the only position from which she can 

speak. She does, however, evince concern for English 

manufacturing and trade interests. Her husband was a 

staunch Whig, but she had more sympathy for Tory politics 

as her conservative, loyalist sentiments reveal. More than 

Pizan and Cary, her class affiliation seems to temper her 

gendered stances. She could not speak as a literary 

authority, a political authority, a scholar, or a cleric. 

And she spoke only ironically as a woman, that not being a 

socially sanctioned position. Her voice was for the most 

part anonymous. 

The one advantage she had that Cary did not share was 

a clear sense of audience. Her audience was the same as 

that for her male peers. She knew that she would be read, 

and she knew as much as the male writers who her readers 

might be. Even male writers could not be perfectly sure 

into whose hands their satires might fall. But because of 

the modes of circulation--hand-to-hand manuscripts, 

coffeehouse pamphlets--one knew very well the circle of 

readers who would be the likely recipients. Montagu's work 

might as easily have been traced back to her as the male 

satirists'. Therefore, her voice was as public as theirs, 

which is probably why it received so much virulent 

criticism. 
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Because her only available institutional context was 

her class, which was also her audience, it was fortunate 

that the genres she chose were conventionally anonymous and 

monopolized by that class. Since men had appropriated the 

roles of moral instructors for society, she could no longer 

use the role that had served Pizan so well and had given a 

pretext for Cary. Society was just recovering from a 

period of severe religious controversy, and it would have 

been unwise for anyone, not just a woman, to unsettle the 

tenuous truce by speaking from a specifically sectarian 

position. swift could poke fun at Irish Catholics, but he 

was a loyal Irishman and equally critical of his own 

church. Morality and ethics had been subsumed under the 

broader and more elitist male interest in taste. Montagu's 

reputation for wit did not convey the same status as 

pizan's renown for wisdom, an altogether more serious 

thing. Under a cloak of anonymity, Montagu assumed the 

position of class spokesperson and addressed the same 

audience as the male writers of her class, and her tenor 

choices become a function of that position. 

She generally writes from a power position of 

equality. In her public work, her essays and published 

letters, her anonymity may be responsible for her assuming 

that position. But she also writes primarily for her 

social peers. Her personal correspondence is only 

conventionally deferential, except her Algarotti letters. 
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In the case of Algarotti, we know that she has conferred 

the power he exerts over her through love. From the 

standpoint of class, she is his superior, though she is a 

woman, which negates that superiority when she writes as a 

woman. Stepping completely out of character, she says in 

one letter to him, "How timid one is when one loves! I am 

afraid of offending you by sending you this note though I 

mean to please you. In short I am so foolish about 

everything that concerns you that I am not sure of my own 

thoughts" (Montagu 1966, 103-04, 501). Such timidity was 

hardly a regular feature of Montagu's writing. 

Because her work reveals a clear understanding of the 

values and attitudes of her class, we can assume that her 

contact with its members was frequent and of long 

duration. Her name dropping and social gossip in her 

letters confirm that assumption. social gossip, political 

machinations, money--all are favorite topics of the class 

from which and for whom Montagu writes. Marriage among 

members of her class is highly politicized, and Montagu's 

letters make frequent reference to such political 

alliances. 

Montagu as writer assumes diverse roles in 

relationship to her audience, but she generally performs as 

social gadfly, from a position of equality or even 

superiority when she writes for a public audience. In her 

periodical essays, she takes on a purportedly male persona 
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similar to that of Swift, Pope, or Congreve. She appeals 

to class prejudices, while at the same time satirizing both 

them and those of the rival class, the Whiggish 

bourgeoisie. In her courtship letters to Wortley, she 

assumes the personality of a completely frank equal in a 

primarily political negotiation: 

I own I have endeavourd to express as little 
concern as I coud, but you see an air of 
sincerity in all I tell you. Does any thing of 
that appear in yours? However, my present 
intention is not to take the leave you give me of 
breaking off, but when you absolutely forbid me 
to write or leave off answering, then I will 
consider what to do. It is possible I may wait 
till you send a letter of mine back unopen'd: 
the most proper ceremony of parting for good and 
all. I do not yet desire to see this, and 
therefore must let you know thus much of my 
temper, that whoever treats me roughly is less 
belov'd by me for it. I dont say the first day 
or week, but when I have leisure to reflect and 
see it is best not to run a hazard of suffering 
more. (Montagu 1965, 31-32) 

She is appropriately formal and deferential to those she 

perceives to be her social superiors. For instance, she 

writes to Lady Oxford: "Dearest Madam, I receiv'd your 

Ladyship's obliging Letter of Ap. 14th this morning. It 

brought me the most sensible Joy I am capable of receiving, 

delivering me from the long uneasiness I have suffer'd in 

my fear of your Health" (Montagu 1967, 30). And she is 

flippant when she writes from the fictional position of 

widow for the spectator: " , you seem to ground your 

satire on our receiving consolation so soon after the death 

of our dears, and the number we are pleased to admit for 
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our companions; but you never reflect what husbands we have 

buried . . . '" (Halsband 1956, 37). 

Like Sappho, Pizan, and Cary before her, her tenor 

relationships are almost exclusively people oriented, but 

as with Pizan and Cary, her public works also reveal a 

strong didactic motive, for instance in this passage from 

the supposed Turkey merchant in The Flying-Post: "'Out of 

compassion to the numbers abused and deluded by the knavery 

and ignorance of physicians I am determined to give a true 

account of the manner of inoculating the smallpox as it is 

practised at Constantinople with constant success '" 

(Halsband 1956, 111). 

Like the men in the literary tradition she is 

imitating, Montagu deliberately suppresses affect in her 

public pieces when she wants to sound rational. And in her 

satires, it is almost impossible to take her attitude 

markers at face value because, like men's, they are usually 

ironic. Of course, she uses polite forms like "dearest" 

with her correspondents, and she is extravagant with 

positively marked affect in her letters to Algarotti--and 

just as extravagant in negative affect when she gives up on 

their relationship: "Yes, I would spend the morning 

writing to you even if you should be furious. I have begun 

to scorn your scorn, and in that vein I no longer wish to 

restrain myself" (Montagu 1966, 237, 513). But even her 

courtship letters to Wortley attempt to give the impression 
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that she is without passion and bases their relationship on 

intellectual compatibility: "You think if you marry'd me I 

should be passionately fond of you one month and of some 

body else the next. Neither would happen. I can esteem, I 

can be a freind, but I don't know whether I can Love" 

(Montagu 1965, 30). She does verge on angry passion, 

however, when their negotiations reach an impasse. We see 

from her Algarotti letters and her personal correspondence 

with women that she is, in fact, capable of a great many 

passions, such as scorn, ridicule, anger, frustration, 

enthusiasm, admiration, affection, and love. 

Her mode is naturally writing, but her writing grows 

organically out of the social conversations in which she is 

untraditionally able to participate. She uses the genres 

of the dominant traditions in the register fields they 

embody, even though she has no title to them as a woman. 

The rhetorical privileges of her class don't extend to her, 

and she is doubly disadvantaged because that class has 

strong prejudices against publishing, especially for 

money. She manipulates a public rhetorical space by taking 

advantage of conventional anonymity, her educated language, 

her class values, and her familiarity with masculine 

spheres. This allows her to speak directly and effectively 

to a peer audience she knows well. Yet, during her life, 

the only respect accorded to her was based on her witty 

conversation, for she was often quoted, but her literary 
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fame is posthumous and rests on her personal 

correspondence, collected and published after her death. 

She apparently intended her Turkish embassy letters to be 

published after she died, but having already endured 

scandal for becoming a public figure with literary 

pretentions, she must not have wanted to invite a second 

opportunity to be publicly reviled for writing. 

Her metadiscourse bears out my conclusion that she 

expressed confidence in her authorial role because she 

could address her readers as peers and she had the 

necessary knowledge to be credible. We have already seen 

that she expressed contempt for those of her class who 

wrote for money and eschewed writing for publication 

herself. That attitude is apparent, for example, in this 

conclusion to Nonsense number seven: "Leave them [stale 

attempts at humor] to the miserable Writers for Daily 

Bread, with the Two-pences that they collect by such little 

Arts from Greensickness Misses, and Boys, before they have 

learned Latin" (Montagu 1947 33). Like Swift and others, 

she explicitly claims she desires to gain nothing by her 

writing except the edification of those who need it: "'Tis 

no way my interest (according to the common acceptation of 

that word) to convince the world of their errors; that is, 

I shall get nothing by it but the private satisfaction of 

having done good to mankind, and I know no body that 

reckons that satisfaction any part of their interest'" 
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(Halsband 1956, 111). Even though both writers are being 

facetious, we probably have to assume that there was some 

aristocratic stigma attached to writing for mercenary 

motives. The gloss she provides here implies mercenary 

intent. 

Almost all of her attitude and validity markers are 

ironic in her public satire: "I am willing to believe 

there yet remains so much Politeness in the Kingdom of 

Great Britain, that a great Number of both Sexes are still 

capable of being delighted with what is rational . .. " 

(Montagu 1947, 30). The criticism implied by such passages 

bespeaks an author confident enough in her social position 

to warrant disdain for the foibles of her less enlightened 

contemporaries. 

She cites authorities, not in support of her position, 

but in order to discredit them or to flaunt her erudition, 

other signs of confidence. For example, she says, "I am 

more than ever determined to write in Defence of moral 

virtue, tho I should be opposed by all the Printers, 

Ministers, and Patriots that flourish in this Age, and 

think with Seneca, Avida est Periculi virtus" (Montagu 

1947, 31). By using language with a masculine confidence 

she obscures her gender and can use her class affiliation 

to bolster her ethos. 
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Like her male peers' prose, Montagu's flows by virtue 

of subordinators, summative and resumptive modifiers, and 

the colon and semi-colon. Her lengthy and complex periods 

mimic well the masculine tradition. witness swift: 

I do therefore humbly offer it to public 
consideration, that of the hundred and twenty 
thousand children already computed, twenty 
thousand may be reserved for breed, whereof only 
one fourth part to be males; which is more than 
we allow to sheep, black cattle, or swine; and my 
reason is that these children are seldom the 
fruits of marriage, a circumstance not much 
regarded by our savages, therefore one male will 
be sufficient to serve four females. (Bate et 
al. 739) 

In Nonsense number three, Montagu facetiously proposes the 

use of singing statues to avoid the exhorbitant fees of 

foreign opera singers, and she composes this Swiftian 

sentence: 

Beside this Advantage, with respect to the 
Action, I must take Notice, that this Project 
will be a great Ease to the ingenious 
superintendant of the English Diversions, as his 
witty and facetious countrymen are pleased to 
call him, and to the Directors of the Academy of 
Musick, who have often been obliged to use all 
their Art, and all their Politicks, to pacify the 
domestick Feuds of the Opera stage, and to 
reconcile the several Actors and Actresses to one 
another--and to the Parts allotted them 
respectively; for which Purpose those worthy 
Patriots, to the high Emolument of their Country, 
and to their own immortal Renown, have often 
watch'd whilst others slept. (Montagu 1947, lO
ll) 

Obviously the Englightenment's interest in simple language 

has had little effect so far. To achieve coherence in such 

a text, the author has to be a master, or mistress, of the 
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subtleties of punctuation and subordination. Thus we have 

another argument for Montagu's rhetorical equality with her 

male peers. 

The only evidence of a lack of verbal power on her 

part is in her Algarotti letters. One letter of about 340 

words contains the following strategies often considered 

feminine, and probably resulting from a sense of 

powerlessness: ten conditional or qualifying modals, two 

validity markers, thirty-four percent intransitive verbs, 

one citation of authority, five evaluative or "empty" 

adjectives, two intensifiers, and nineteen expressions of 

emotion (Montagu 1966, 106). For none of her other 

audiences does she use so many of these expressions. 

Montagu rarely comments on her own writing and 

frequently satirizes that of others, a privilege of those 

who presume themselves to be authorities on the subject. 

consistent with her other metadiscourse, this too shows her 

to be confident of rhetorical authority, despite her 

restricted social authority. Unlike some of her female 

predecessors, she does not resort to marginal genres or 

marginalize the ones she appropriates as Cary does. She 

rarely publishes, and when she does, she does so 

anonymously, but that is consistent with her class 

prejudices. She is only prolific in her letters, which 

were not intended for wide circulation, except for the 

Turkish embassy letters. But her letters differ little in 
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style or subject matter from her published pieces. Montagu 

knows her audiences and addresses them as social equals or 

even inferiors. She insults them with wit and 

intelligence. Had she been socially authorized to publish, 

she would probably come down to us as the female Pope or 

Swift. Her breadth of knowledge and acquisition of the 

language of masculine discourse enabled her to write just 

like men. But we can appreciate her today as she could not 

have been appreciated in her day because of the wonderful 

irony of her feminist barbs, probably completely lost on 

her contemporary readers. Thanks to Pope, most men simply 

perceived her as a slovenly, pretentious female scribbler. 

And who could take such a creature seriously? 

Conclusion 

From Sappho to the Sappho of Pope's derision, the four 

women writers described here display varying degrees of 

authorial confidence within the power relationships of 

their rhetorical milieux. Of the four, Sappho appears to 

have the most. She has a limited range of genres, but that 

might also be true of the male writers of her day. Like 

writers in most eras, each poet may have "specialized" in 

particular genres. She also originated her own lyric 

stanza. Her audiences may have been as public as men's 

because they shared a common institutional field in the 

symposium, though the men also enjoyed the forum, which 
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women did not. There is no evidence at the metadiscourse 

level that she felt powerless in the face of male 

authority. 

Pizan employs a wide range of genres and is only 

barred from those in fields monopolized by men with 

university educations--theology and science. She 

appropriates the masculine genre of history but manipulates 

its conventions to suit her feminist agenda. She rewrites 

history and the dominant literary tradition of courtly love 

to educate and elevate women. The relationship she enjoys 

with her audience and the metadiscourse in her works shows 

her, too, to have been a confident writer. She does, 

however, have to propitiate her patrons and let her 

fictional characters deliver her most pointed social 

criticism. 

Cary sabotages her work because she knows she can 

never reach her real audience, and her social criticism 

seems doomed to go unheard. As written, her play could 

only have had a very limited audience and could not have 

been performed. Her history is too transparently critical 

of Charles I ever to be read by anyone. She, too, takes 

liberty with the conventions of genre. But she writes for 

herself, in order to understand her position as a woman in 

a society governed exclusively by men. Her metadiscourse 

has all the features characteristic of speakers speaking 



326 

from positions of subservience to power and authority, both 

of which were masculine. 

Montagu appears to have felt entirely comfortable in 

her role as author, based on her genre and register choices 

and on her metadiscourse. But when she is, in fact, 

subject to male power, she reverts to the language of 

subservience, and she never publishes again. She is able 

to pursue topics of interest to her and to polish her style 

in her voluminous correspondence, and it is on this 

correspondence that her literary reputation was made--but 

only after her death. Her feminist propositions go 

unheard, and her reputation as a writer is fouled for her 

contemporaries by a powerful and vindictive Pope. 



CONCLUSION: SPEAKING FROM THE WINGS 

THROUGH CULTURAL MULTILINGUALISM 

IIA tale, once heard differently, can be retold." 
Jeffner Allen, 1992 

" .. texts are the results of a thinking and a 
writing or speaking that are effects of our interactions 
with others (other texts, other people, other women)." 
Elizabeth Grosz, 1990 

Historic women who have succeeded in writing have 

"heard" women's experience differently through acquiring 
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the language of the dominant discourse. Once heard, that 

experience could be retold or rewritten. But in order to 

understand their reality and reconstruct social perceptions 

of it, women first had to be able to speak. Only through 

participating in cultural conversation could they develop 

the linguistically-tied reflexivity to understand 

themselves and address the dominant discourse that defined 

them, situated them, and usually oppressed them. What they 

had to respond to were misogynous characterizations of 

women legitimating patriarchal institutions, which were 

fully established in the West by the sixth century B. C. E. 

(Lerner 5). Acquiring the necessary rhetorical 

subjectivity required appropriating masculine language and 

manipulating it so that women could find themselves in it. 

Since women's discourse was rarely recorded and perhaps 

nonexistent for many eras, we have little sense of the 
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affect social reality. 
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Feminist philosopher Marilyn Frye has provided an apt 

metaphor for the traditional position of western women, 

indicating the reason why women's history has been omitted 

from the histories of Western societies. Frye compares 

women's roles to the scenery, properties, and stagehands of 

a play. The actors are the men, and the focus of the 

dramatic production is the dramatic reality being created 

by the actors. Just as the illusory reality of the drama 

can only be sustained if the properties remain static, the 

stagehands work behind the scenes, and neither of them call 

attention to themselves, women are "absolutely necessary to 

and irresolvably problematic" for the dominant reality 

created by men. They must remain quietly and unobtrusively 

in the background, so men's action is continually 

foregrounded. Should a prop interfere with the actors or a 

stagehand attempt to join in the dialogue, the tenuous 

reality of the play would crumble. But there is nothing in 

the nature of the props and stagehands that disposes them 

to be "appropriately tame." Just as actors may wish that 

there could be no such thing as stagehands to threaten 

their characters' action, phallocrats facing the ever

present threat to their cosmology have wished there were no 

such thing as female "stagehands" to jeopardize the reality 

they have been so committed to creating (Frye 87-90). 
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How can this threat from women's reality be contained 

then? Extending her metaphor, Frye gives the choices 

available to actors for treating the necessary human 

complements to their work. The actors must avoid the fear 

that their intense concentration will be broken if 

something inadvertently draws attention away from their 

action. So they can ignore the properties and stagehands 

and behave as though they didn't exist. Or they can simply 

assume that the props and stagehands will cooperate because 

they are as committed to the playas the actors. Or they 

can create robots to do the work. The actors' most benign 

solution to the dilemma has been to train, persuade, and 

seduce the stagehands into loving them so that the 

stagehands accept the actors' interests as their own. Thus 

the actors avoid the guilt of "annihilating, replacing, or 

falsely forgetting" the stagehands (Frye 88-89). Frye 

doesn't point out that the actors also equate the 

stagehands with the properties, which I feel they have also 

done. 

Their urgent need to maintain their constructed 

realities in the face of a constant threat from the 

background has been the source of men's anxiety to keep 

women silenced, passive, and out of the limelight. In 

order to pursue the action to which they are committed, men 

have needed women's support and cooperation, but they also 

needed them to stay out of the way. The easiest way to 
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assure that women stayed out of the way was for them to be 

made inarticulate, uncomprehending, stationary pieces of 

furniture, silenced and reified. I argue throughout this 

work that women were treated as instruments to accomplish 

masculine goals, and they were kept conveniently quiet by 

being denied participation in cultural conversation. 

Without that dialectic exchange, they could not 

perform the reflective thinking necessary to construct 

themselves and become agents in social reality making. 

Their social programming was accomplished by ideological 

justifications for subordinating them and denying them 

access to Western critical literacy, the tradition that 

fostered the dialogic "how-to-think" literacy Cheryl Glenn 

discusses. Had they received that education, they would 

have been able to understand the constructed nature of 

womanhood perpetuated by that tradition and articulate 

their own identities in response to it. But in order for 

the patriarchal social structures to reproduce themselves, 

women had to be socialized into believing that they wanted 

the same things that men did, that men were their masters, 

and that this was the natural order of things. They were 

not allowed to be for themselves; they were conditioned to 

be for men. 

Women have had to remain dumb, motionless, and off the 

stage if the dominant male reality were to be sustained-

which is generally what has happened. Obviously, there 
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have been exceptions. The women I have treated were none 

of those things, for simply by writing, they got in the 

way. Men have tried to ignore or erase them, have 

deliberately silenced them, have hidden them in their 

libraries, but they still wrote. Because they wrote, we 

also sense very real personalities in that writing. 

Finally, they knew themselves. And what they knew differed 

from what men knew about them because of the different 

values the two sexes placed on female experience. 

As I have argued, it is the symbolic representation of 

women in discourse that created women's actual reality 

until they acquired that language and used it to contest 

that constructed reality. Social constructionists John 

Peters and Eric Rothenbuhler have claimed that reality is a 

function of the perceivers' commitments and that experience 

is not grounded in things but in symbols (Peters and 

Rothenbuhler 19). And feminist epistemologists are showing 

us how emotions determine what we can know because they 

color all our perceptions (Lloyd, 1990; Jaggar, 1990). 

Therefore, the knowledge about reality women generate is 

not always identical to that of the dominant tradition--a 

tradition putting high value on self assertion, 

dispassionate rationality, independence and competition, 

frontier expansion, and domination. These are masculine 

values derived from masculine experience and cannot be 

assumed to be universal. The kinds of knowledge men seek 
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and create result from these privileged values. Even 

dominant men's choice to depict themselves as dispassionate 

is a passionate choice; it is a choice based on high value 

assignment. Women have often tried to succeed in a 

masculine world by adopting these male values, like Lady 

Mary Wortley Montagu, but we are also relearning to 

valorize other views of reality, as Sappho did. 

In other words, the realities we inhabit are the ones 

we construct through our emotional predispositions to the 

knowledge we seek and privilege. Foucault has proven 

useful to feminists because his thinking ultimately brought 

him to conclude that power is not only repressive, but 

generative, and produces knowledge (Grosz 83-84). For 

instance, Frye uses the etymology of the word real and its 

relationship with regal to show why masculine reality has 

prevailed. She defines masculine reality as "that which 

pertains to the one in power, is that over which he has 

power, is his domain, his estate, is proper to him" (Frye 

79). Women's experience was, therefore, not real; it could 

not be "owned" by the men in power. It was erased or made 

invisible unless it could be encompassed by men's reality 

because the knowledge men used their power to create was 

knowledge relevant to their goals. Since everyone must 

have social interaction to construct knowledge, which takes 

place largely through linguistic exchanges, men have used 

their superior power to monopolize speech and thus the 
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creation of knowledge. until recently, women have had 

little more than the scraps of men's knowledge, lacked 

understanding of themselves, and were unable to comprehend 

their condition. All result from the lack of critical 

literacy Glenn claims men have withheld from women. 

Women have felt the exigency to write specifically to 

make a space in social reality for their experiences--in 

order to confirm their very existence. If they were to be 

anything but insentient furniture in a masculine world, 

they had to seize the power of speech. Briefly here I will 

review the conditions under which the four women I have 

discussed negotiated their rhetorical contexts to write 

from the wings of masculine reality: the ideological, the 

subjective, and the textual. All aspects of the process 

were socially constructed, thus situating each woman writer 

uniquely in her own social milieu. Yet all four came to 

their authorial voice by articulating a reality different 

from the dominant male reality. Thus, they spoke of 

women's experience in voices that reveal both their social 

marginality and their ability to acquire a second 

language. In order to create their authorial identities, 

they had to appropriate masculine discourse and make it 

their own, which is what I mean by cultural 

multilingualism. They had to speak using the only 

available language, with all its Bakhtinian heteroglossia, 

and to add new meanings so that women, too, could find 
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themselves in their works. They had to make the familiar 

language strange in order to make their strange experience 

familiar. 

Writing In Response to Socially Constructed Misogyny 

Ideology is the means by which societies create the 

types of character needed for societal reproduction 

(Sampson 5). Psychologists are now saying that the concept 

of a "self," an individual identity, didn't really exist in 

Western consciousness until the sixteenth century. They 

attribute its development to a need for the kind of 

competitive individual necessitated by capitalism and a 

Cartesian/Newtonian cosmology (Slugoski and Ginsburg 47-

48). Yet I have discussed feminist research characterizing 

classical Greek political economy as bearing important 

similarities to conditions obtaining during the transition 

from medieval feudalism to capitalism. Thus, the idea of 

an individual identity may not be unique to modern 

capitalism, but may be characteristic of any society 

focusing on accumulating private property. In fact, 

Bakhtin has said that feudal aristocrats also put high 

value on individualism. But as cultures moved from a 

feudal agrarian economy to a trade economy, relatively 

landless men could accumulate private wealth and increase 

their social status if they kept that wealth in the 

family. Thus private wealth became possible for both 
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landed and landless families. Therefore, women at all 

levels had to stay home in order to protect the family 

property and produce only legitimate heirs. This 

privatization and domestication resulted in their loss of 

voice, and consequently, of a sense of personal identity 

different from the ideologically constructed one. 

Sappho's earlier society has been characterized as 

feudal, and the height of the Athenian polis as both 

bourgeois and firmly patriarchal. Therefore, I suggested 

that what may have inspired Sappho to write was an 

awareness of the impending marginalization of women and 

their experience as it became necessary to domesticate them 

for the developing capitalistic economy. To do that 

required a socially constructed view of women, or ideology, 

to support the highly patriarchal social structures being 

created, an ideology that made it "natural" for women to be 

essentially household prisoners and servants. Therefore, a 

misogynous view of women developed that constructed them as 

a subspecies of humans who were biologically, 

intellectually, and spiritually inferior to men, and whose 

emotional and irrational nature needed to be controlled by 

men. This view didn1t, however, reach its position of 

social dominance until the polis began to weaken and the 

rhetoric of Aristotle was actively used to legitimate the 

subjugation of women. 
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The dominant discourse of Sappho's period probably 

privileged the aristocratic class and may have been less 

concerned with legitimating men's dominance over women than 

perhaps landowners' dominance over peasants. Feminist 

historians such as Marylin Arthur have suggested that 

Sappho's work reflects her social status as a feudal 

aristocrat, a class that would soon lose power to the 

bourgeoisie. Her poetry reveals a poetic subject 

conversant with the kind of lite~ary education given to 

men, and yet one concerned with experience that is almost 

exclusively female. She indicates an awareness of male 

reality and no particular oppression by men, except the 

loss to them of beloved women. Her poetic persona speaks 

freely of love and yearning for female companions, and this 

female eroticism could reflect two possible social 

attitudes: that female homoeroticism was acceptable and/or 

that the expression of peculiarly female experience was 

acceptable. In either case, ideology does not appear to 

have been invoked to suppress Sappho's poetry during her 

time. We hear a poetic personality that is self aware and 

an active agent in social reality making. 

The shift away from an education for aristocratic 

women and the institutionalizing of misogyny in patriarchal 

structures resulted in the suppression of Sappho's poetry. 

Following Sappho, women's reality found few female voices 

to articulate it. The poetry of Korinna suggests that 
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later women were denied the power to construct individual 

identities and articulate a peculiarly female experience. 

They could only mimic masculine forms of discourse. 

Aristotelian justifications for the dominant male reality 

were reinforced by Christian ideologies of female silence 

and obedience to men, based on women's supposed evil nature 

("evil" presumably from Eve). Church authorities invoked 

Arabic translations of Aristotle to give scientific support 

to religious depictions of women's deleterious effect on 

the virtue of men, as seen in the popular manual of female 

physiology, Women's Secrets, which according to Christine 

de Pizan, the Church forbade women to read. In other 

words, women weren't even to have access to the discourse 

that specifically defined them. 

Once Pizan had become conversant with the dominant 

cultural tradition, through her self-imposed regimen of 

reading and study, she realized the power of masculine 

language to create women's reality for them. She then 

implemented a program to take that language for herself and 

use it to redefine women's nature. In a dialectic process 

that began when she instigated the epistolary debate over 

the misogyny in Jean de Meun's Romance of the Rose, she 

responded to the entire Western tradition. Her city of 

Ladies rewrote the history of women to show that many were, 

in fact, both virtuous and intelligent enough for social 

leadership. However, her work doesn't confront patriarchy 
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directly, but aims to reconstruct the misogynous ideology 

that buttresses it. She supports monarchy, the Church, and 

women's subordinate social position. But she argues for 

women's education and for respect for women in their 

ordained roles. Using Aristotelian logic, she seems to say 

that women's goodness resides in their exemplary 

performance of their separate functions, which she appears 

not to recognize as socially constructed. But she doesn't 

see those separate functions as excluding them from a life 

of the mind or from the power to govern their households. 

Pizan so successfully argues for the elevation of women's 

character and experience that she flies in the face of 

masculine reality and presumes to instruct royalty in 

pursuing her goal of social peace, a goal she claims is 

valorized by women. 

Though her work didn't circulate as long after her 

life as Sappho's, it still found its way into many royal 

households, was translated into several languages, and 

influenced prominent people for at least a hundred years. 

In the work of Elizabeth Cary, however, we see what 

Margaret Ferguson called an anxious effort to justify her 

speech. Women's silence has become indissolubly linked in 

the public mind with chastity and obedience, so to speak at 

all entails putting a woman's virtue in question. The 

rising capitalistic class and the growth of absolute 

monarchy are jeopardizing traditional social hierarchies 
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and threatening men's traditional roles and identities. 

Both aristocratic and bourgeois men thus have reason to 

domesticate women and keep them silent and obedient. Both 

want to assure or improve their social position by 

retaining wealth and property within the family. That 

necessitates, as it did in classical Greece, keeping women 

essentially under lock and key to insure legitimate heirs. 

Patriarchy has tightened around the concept of women's 

inherent inferiority to all men. And women's ability to 

understand their condition is severely limited by their 

lack of education and their consequent lack of voice. The 

range of social roles for women shrinks to those 

exclusively of the household, and women are programmed to 

accept their fate through a barrage of prescriptive 

discourse from every patriarchal institution. The law of 

the father is the law of the land, and women are thus 

subjected by male authorities at all levels--God, king, and 

husband. 

Though Cary's Mariam criticizes the abuse of power by 

those authorities, she seems to feel that women have no 

recourse. Her heroine dies at the hands of an arbitrary 

Herod. She is apotheosized, and with that, Cary gives 

eloquence to martyrdom. But it doesn't change the fate of 

Mariam; her assumption of a recalcitrant voice dooms her. 

Yet Mariam's antithesis, Salome, voices extremely heretical 

ideas and appears to succeed. This apparent schism in 
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Cary's sense of women's identities is never resolved. Cary 

gave evidence of this conflict and the unnatural 

suppression of her own voice in a melancholia that seemed 

to affect many women writers of her time and later. 

Eventually she had to speak out. She crystallized her 

personal identity as a recusant and wrote her history of 

Edward II and translation of Cardinal du Perron's letter to 

James I, which are thinly disguised condemnations of 

Charles I. Like Pizan she uses her theoretical support of 

monarchy to achieve the ethos to criticize her monarch, but 

her heroine loses her claim to virtue even though she is 

portrayed sympathetically. Cary had to resort to a 

situational, rather than universal, ethics to justify 

Isabel's behavior, and such an ethics was not part of the 

dominant tradition. The first work was probably never read 

and remained lost in her husband's library. The latter was 

confiscated and burned. 

Women like Cary and Lady Mary Wortley Montagu were 

able to acquire educations roughly equivalent to men's by 

dint of Herculean effort and strict self discipline because 

of their privileged social positions. Between Cary and 

Montagu, more women began to write for public audiences. 

We also witness an attendant escalation in the virulence of 

verbal misogyny, as seen in the Swetnam diatribe and the 

subsequent ineffectual feminist rebuttals. Now women's 

writing has become the specific focus of attack. By 
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Montagu's time, several women have publicly asserted 

women's right to a better education and to equal treatment 

by the law, but many of these women published anonymously. 

And no woman could acknowledge her written works without 

incurring the reputation of a prostitute, as did Aphra 

Behn. On the eve of the Glorious Revolution, patriarchal 

justifications were reinvoked to keep women in their place 

because patriarchy itself was under fire. Robert Filmer's 

Patriarcha was finally published but not, of course, under 

his auspices because of the aristocratic prejudice against 

writing for money. 

For this reason, too, Montagu never intended her work 

to be published, though she prepared her Turkish embassy 

letters for posthumous publication. Not only did she have 

a class prejudice against publication, as a woman she was 

by definition a private person. Having acquired an 

education in the Western cultural tradition and conversed 

with the intellectual lights of her day, Montagu's literary 

persona is almost indistinguishable from that of her male 

peers, such as Alexander Pope, Joseph Addison, and Jonathan 

Swift. Yet she could not assume any authority for her 

ideas as a woman because she was aware of her gender 

disabilities in public discourse. In her society, female 

author was an oxymoron. She relied on anonymity and being 

taken for a man in order to write at all. Her few 

periodical essays, political satires, and humorous poetic 
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barbs sound just like those of the male writers. Even in 

Montagu's letters, we hear a voice not too unlike theirs. 

We definitely hear both an aristocratic class prejudice and 

a perspective on women in her work that are influenced by 

masculine stereotypes, as when she compares women to 

servants and seems to equate nobility of character with 

nobility of title. In adopting masculine discourse for 

herself, Montagu was unable to separate her identity 

entirely from that purveyed by the language she 

appropriated. Thus she inadvertently conspired with the 

misogyny and class prejudices she attempted to critique. 

Whenever women have dared to write, they have faced an 

argumentum "ad mulierum," rather than the reasoned and 

logical discourse that men have historically privileged. 

They have been accused of innate stupidity, vulgarity, and 

immorality, for doing the same thing that men have claimed 

the right to do. In addition, it has been a circular 

argument, such as Aristotle's, that they have had to 

address: women can't write because they haven't the 

authority to write. They haven't the authority to write 

because they can't. They can't because they are stupid. 

They are stupid because they can't write. The vicious 

circles proliferate, and women can never penetrate the 

misogynous defamation of their character in order to 

construct a character from which to write. If they do, in 

some cases, acquire enough masculine discourse to use in 
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their defense, we still often see the internal conflicts it 

causes them. 

What is supremely ironic is that men have made 

reputations and fortunes on these unfortunate women 

writers. ovid's vulgarizations of Sappho caused him to be 

celebrated in the general Renaissance enthusiasm for 

antique authors. Pizan's extremely popular Letter of Othea 

was attributed to the doctors of the University of Paris, 

and her Feats of Arms was attributed to another man. Two 

hundred years after Cary lived, the editor of the Harleian 

library attributed Edward II to her husband. The 

undistinguished clergyman to whom Montagu confided her 

embassy letters was inadvertently responsible for their 

being published anonymously by a couple of male 

adventurers. Her grandson capitalized on the curiosity 

aroused by the few of her letters in circulation to publish 

the collection, leaving out, however, the ones that might 

have embarrassed her family. Lord Byron sought to publish 

the missing Algarotti letters, but was denied it by her 

jealous family. And in this century, her biographer, 

Robert Halsband, has built a distinguished academic career 

on her work. Though only Sappho admitted to wanting fame, 

I suspect all of these women would have liked to bask in 

the warmth of public acclaim for their intellectual 

children, especially since "intelligence" had been so 

routinely denied them. But most tragically, they were lost 
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rhetorical tradition and a history. As Lerner laments, 

"Women who did not know that others like them had made 

intellectual contributions to knowledge and to creative 

thought were overwhelmed by the sense of their own 

inferiority, or conversely, the sense of the dangers of 

their daring to be different" (Lerner 12). 

Writing to Acquire socially constructed Subjectivity 
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In order to write, women have had to develop what 

Kinneavy has called "Being-for-others" and "Being-in-the

World." These are aspects of identity that individualize 

it and distinguish it from other individual identities. We 

do that by interacting with our social environment through 

language. Thus women writers seem to situate themselves 

within the relationships of the social and cosmological 

orders. But they do so knowing that those orders are man

made, what Kathy Ferguson calls praxis, cosmic, and 

linguistic feminist stances. 

constructionist psychologists Slugoski and Ginsburg 

have shown that what we have presumed to be a universal and 

generalizable identity formation is actually only a 

Western, masculine, and bourgeois phenomenon. They claim 

their observations suggest that "the prerogative of 

achieving an identity--of 'self realization and mutual 

recognition'--during adolescence may be a privilege 
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extended only to Western males living in a surplus 

economy." Women, if they express highly individualized 

identities, do it later in life, usually after child 

rearing. These researchers cite studies showing that a 

strong sense of individual identity shown on identity 

status reviews correlates with high masculinity 

identification on sex role inventories. In other words, 

women whose identity tests reveal highly developed 

individual personalities also show high masculinity 

scores. These researchers also conclude, unfortunately, 

that given the present-day power distribution between the 

sexes, it isn't in women's self interest to "articulate 

their biographies in high-identity terms" (Slugoski and 

Ginsburg 38, 41, 50). 

Thus the identity development women do show has been 

entirely commensurate with the social roles that they have 

actually performed. They show poorly developed personal 

identities perhaps as the result of their limited and 

unimportant social roles. I argue that those roles 

determine how much identity achievement is possible for a 

woman because they limit the amount of verbal interaction 

in which she can participate. Further, according to 

Slogosky and Ginsburg, history shows that women, as 

"supporters of men and reproducers of labour power," haved 

explained themselves in different patterns of identity

relevant speech from that of men (Slugoski and Ginsburg 
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49). Feminine language specialists like cate Poynton and 

Jennifer coates have, in fact, described how women's 

language does reveal their social inferiority. As I have 

maintained throughout, women's emergent identities 

accompany their acquisition of the dominant discourse and 

inspire them to write, not only to articulate their 

peculiar experiences, but to challenge masculinist 

discourse as a means of crystallizing identities that are 

consistent with those experiences and different from the 

female identities purveyed by men. 

They have had to acquire "Being-for-others," and 

"Being-in-the-World" in order to crystallize "Being-for

Itself" and "articulate their biographies." In order to 

acquire an individual identity, therefore, they must 

participate in external dialogues, which they can then 

internalize to construct themselves. All the women I have 

discussed developed distinguishable voices in some respect, 

even though two of them lived before the sixteenth 

century. Sappho's is the most strikingly personal, and the 

most distinct from masculine stereotypes. Yet it also 

conveys the surest sense of self, or interiority. The 

reason appears to be that she was the least affected by the 

misogynous ideology used for economic purposes to relegate 

women to the domestic sphere. But she may have sensed that 

marginalization. For she wholeheartedly celebrates female 

experience--experience of love, experience of nature, and 
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experience of language. The act of using language creates 

for her an identity with which to celebrate her world as 

she lives it. 

Ferguson notes that feminists have had to negotiate 

between the opposing epistemological positions that do and 

do not recognize an underlying order in existence. This 

stance may not be as ambivalent as it sounds. It may 

simply indicate that women have been more aware of the 

socially constructed nature of that order. Men may have 

lost their sense of having constructed social and cosmic 

order because masculine discourse has "naturalized" it, and 

it has become part of the overarching symbolic universe of 

which men were no longer consciously aware. Women, 

however, have been marginalized by that discourse, and as 

with other marginalized groups, are more keenly aware of 

what differentiates them from the dominant group. sappho 

acts directly on her social environment to construct a 

feminine reality in addition to masculine ordered reality. 

Pizan challenges masculine reality and offers an 

alternative view of women. Cary attempts to act on 

society's perception of women, but is ineffectual because 

she cannot clearly distinguish the degree to which women's 

reality is a social construct. And Montagu generally 

reproduces masculine reality, sometimes with an ironic 

feminist twist. 
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Liberated by the social freedom of her class, Sappho 

can sing in public symposia of homoerotic desire, valorize 

women's closenesss to nature, and project a female persona 

as the active pursuer in love. She problematizes the whole 

concept of women as passive objects in the world of men. 

Though familiar with that world, she gives it only passing 

attention while focusing almost entirely on women as actors 

in their own realities. Her literary education gives her 

access to the poetic modes used by men, and she adapts them 

to speak of and to women. In situating her subjectivity 

within a network of human relations, within the existing 

cosmic order, and within language itself, she exemplifies 

all three of Ferguson's feminisms. Her praxis feminism is 

abundantly evident in the numerous interpersonal 

relationships she describes. Her cosmic feminism can be 

seen in her imagery of nature and its valued presence in 

women's daily lives. And her linguistic feminism can be 

seen in her facility to engage masculine language on its 

own terms, and yet submerge the masculine viewpoint to the 

feminine. 

Even in her Homeric phraseology, she manages to create 

a feminine perspective, as when she describes the triumphal 

wedding procession bringing Andromache to Hector. She 

focuses on the jewelry, garments, drinking vessels, and 

rich materials that comprise Andromache's dowry, rather 

than, for example, on the strong horses, ornate carriages, 
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or many foot soldiers that a man may have described. She 

talks about the throng of women and the song of the maidens 

while also mentioning what the men are doing. She doesn't 

dwell on Andromache's beauty as a male poet might have; she 

calls her "quick-glancing" and tender (Snyder 30). Like 

her female successors, she externalizes her class values, 

but in objectifying her realities through cultural 

dialogue, she seems to internalize a distinctly feminine 

perspective. She may perhaps idealize the subject of her 

discourse, but she projects an identity that is not 

coextensive with the negative, or simply absent, one later 

constructed by masculine discourse. We sense the poet's 

presence to herself, her Being-for-Itself as subject, 

rather than object, of discourse. Such a presence is only 

possible if that sUbjectivity is situated within a network 

of human and cosmic relations that give it Being-in-the

World. 

Sappho does not promote the values of the rising 

bourgeois class because she belongs to the feudal elite and 

would not have had the freedom to speak if she had. As a 

member of the bourgeoisie, she could not have developed her 

identifiable individual persona. Even though such an 

individual persona was a convention of the intimate lyric 

genre, she employs the genre for decidedly feminine 

purposes for an apparently female audience. Having a 

distinctly identifiable female persona may have been a 
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privilege granted only to a fortunate few who had access to 

an aristocratic education like men's. 

Pizan, like Sappho, seems not to have suffered direct 

suppression of her voice, and she presumes to advise her 

social superiors on the full range of public matters: 

history, war and peace, pragmatic diplomacy, virtue and its 

rewards, and education. She does, however, claim to have 

become a man in order to write, and she assumes the 

literary persona of wise woman and moral tutor. She 

externalizes the personal losses that forced her into 

becoming financially self-sufficient and, in so doing, 

comments upon the social vulnerability of women. Also, 

like Sappho, Pizan speaks in the first person, which may 

signal the beginnings of her self awareness through social 

interaction. 

She acquires Being-for-others and Being-in-the-World 

by engaging in the dialectal process of refuting the 

traditional misogynous stereotypes of women. She clearly 

articulates her individual dialectic when she describes her 

initial revulsion upon understanding the character of women 

constructed by male writers. Having once acquired the 

canon, she uses its language and its authority to 

renegotiate the definition of woman and rewrite women's 

history. She valorizes women's traditional roles, 

grounding her own work in her personal relations. The 

significant others in her life appear throughout her corpus 
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and serve to enhance her ethos, not just as authority, but 

as woman, wife, daughter, and mother, because she writes 

for her sister women as well as for men. And her identity 

is constructed through these relationships. She advises 

other women also to act through their own personal 

relationships. In situating herself in this network of 

human ties and advising her female audience to do the same, 

she shows praxis feminism. 

Like her predecesssor Sappho, she also situates 

herself as female writer within the existing social orders, 

both spiritual and temporal. She does not, for example, 

seem to question social and religious hierarchies. She 

supports monarchical authority and traces her own 

authoritative subject in a lineage from Christ through st. 

Christine. But more apparent than her praxis and cosmic 

feminism is her linguistic one. Her entire argument rests 

on proving that the prevailing image of woman is a 

linguistically constructed stereotype that has become part 

of western communal sense. She maintains that the 

denigrative perceptions of women in masculine discourse 

result not from any trait of women's, but from 

psychological and moral weaknesses of men. Therefore, she 

set about to use masculine language to remake the reality 

made by men. 
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She recognized the educational bias that allowed men 

to construct themselves as superior to women, and once she 

herself acquired that education, she demolished the male 

claim by her own virtuousic use of the intellectual 

language reserved for men. That language created her as 

authoritative subject, and she then uses her authority to 

recreate the social image of women. As Maureen Quilligan 

points out, Pizan created canon in order to situate herself 

within it. By choosing as her authorities such recent male 

writers as Dante, Boccaccio, and Chaucer, she cleared a 

space for herself by drawing upon them to justify her voice 

in the rehabilitation of women. She also, however, created 

a female tradition by including literary foremothers, such 

as Sappho, whom she cited to justify female learning. 

But women's education not only did not improve in the 

centuries following Pizan, it became more restricted. 

Elizabeth Cary was forced to bribe her servants to buy the 

candles she needed for studying, and her mother-in-law took 

away her books. She was harried from the pulpit and the 

throne to be obedient to all the male authorities in her 

society. She was forced to hide her religious 

convictions. It was this constant exercise of arbitrary 

power over a woman that she externalizes as the theme of 

her work. When she engages in the social dialectic through 

her writing, she questions the authority of men, but in 

Mariam, her response remains conflicted and her authorial 
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subjectivity schizophrenic. She appears not to have a 

clear sense of her subjective self. She worked under the 

ever-present threat from authority, not just as a woman or 

a recusant, but specifically as a woman who wrote. Few 

male authors felt threatened by pizan's writing, but enough 

women wrote in Cary's day that some men were highly vocal 

against their doing so. Cary's resistance to authority had 

to be covert. Because she could not identify herself with 

her work, in both senses, she forsakes the first person 

that Sappho and Pizan used so effectively to situate their 

rhetorical subjects. 

But once Cary had constructed a personal identity that 

clearly differed from the norm established by masculine 

discourse, she had to speak from that position. The 

outstanding feature of her personality was her recusancy, 

so she finally found a covert means of expressing it by 

translating Cardinal du Perron's letter against James I. 

Naturally, the work didn't survive long before being 

silenced by monarchical power. But Cary had spoken; she 

had given voice to her subjectivity. She went on to write 

a purported "history" that hardly disguises its covert 

allegorical critique of Charles I as a tyrannical moral 

weakling who is politically manipulated by his homosexual 

favorites. Fortunately, for her personal safety, that work 

didn't see the light of day, which was probably 

deliberate. For Cary was astute enough to know that she 
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sensus communis of that society. 
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Throughout her work, we see Cary's praxis feminism in 

her focus on relationships of dominance, specifically those 

between monarch and subject and husband and wife, which she 

conflates in both Mariam and Edward II. She creates her 

subjectivity where patriarchy in the family converges with 

political patriarchy, exactly on the boundary between Being

in-Itself and Being-for-others and for-the-World. Mariam's 

alter ego, Salome, assumes the right to speak and power 

over men, but she is an outlaw and has no sanctioned place 

in the social hierarchy. Cary's identity crisis is 

effectively enacted in the conflict between the characters 

of Mariam and Salome. Her genre choice of closet drama is 

ambiguous because, though it is drama, it cannot be 

performed in public as drama. It is neither public nor 

private and is thus self defeating. 

Like Pizan, Cary situates herself in the cosmic order 

by choosing a stance of extreme religious conservatism, 

using her piety and chastity to enhance her ethos. But, 

unfortunately for her authority as writer, the form of 

piety she has chosen cannot be publicly acknowledged, 

another self-defeating strategy. And the dialectic between 

her Mariam and Salome characters reveals a moral 

ambivalence she cannot seem to resolve. Neither provides a 

satisfactory position for women with which to identify. 



355 

Her linguistic feminism forces her to problematize the 

socially constructed link between chastity and silence 

through her own desire to speak. And Edward II 

problematizes the relationship of obedience and even 

chastity to goodness in women. Against an arbitrary and 

universal standard, she seems to oppose a situational 

goodness as the only one to which women can conform. 

Throughout her work, we see Cary's identity as conflicted 

and not fully distinguishable from the masculine norm. 

Even less distinguishable is Lady Mary Wortley 

Montagu's authorial subject. To a greater degree than any 

of the other women's, Montagu's subjectivity is masculine. 

Rather than use covert strategies to confront masculine 

ideology and constructions of women, she almost conspires 

with them. Her style is very masculine, her genres are 

those of dominant discourse, her interlocutors are, for the 

most part, men. Her witty Town Eclogues, periodical 

essays, and most of her letters reflect as much classism as 

sexism. She's a bit of an intellectual snob and certainly 

projects confidence in her identity achievement, but it's a 

masculine persona she projects. When she undertakes a 

feminine theme, her narrative point of view is masculine, 

as when she compares the advantages of treating women well 

to those of treating servants well. 
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Even so, she suffered terribly, both socially and 

psychologically at the mercy of Pope's pen, having failed 

to keep her authorship anonymous. For her, the rules were 

changed. It was all right for Pope to be vicious in his 

attacks upon others, including her, and to have everyone 

guess that it was he behind the malevolent words (nice 

pun!), but Montagu was not allowed to do the same thing and 

get away with it. The pen was a surrogate penis, and she 

could not have one. Even if she could, she would not know 

how to use it correctly. Because all women were 

subordinate to men in general, to appropriate a masculine 

prerogative was grounds for persecution. She obviously was 

not staying in her place, something even she valued. 

Only in her Algarotti letters can we see the kind of 

multi-culturalism apparent in the other women's works. The 

powerless female voice comes out. suddenly we hear less 

self confidence and more emotion. We see a woman socially 

forbidden to be a desiring lover. We see Montagu assume a 

feminine subservience that does not serve her well. Had 

she retained more of her masculine assertiveness, perhaps 

she could have retained the love of Algarotti, who 

eventually wound up in the arms of Frederick II. She has a 

very difficult time encompassing both realities. In her 

attempt to succeed in a man's world, she loses her feminine 

one. 
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She does, however, seek common experience with other 

women, as her embassy letters illustrate. But the 

similarities she finds are more class based than gender 

based. She, like Pizan and Cary before her, is a social 

conservative, perhaps hoping that such conformity will 

authorize her speech by situating her within the existing 

cosmology. Linguistically, like her predecessors, she 

challenges masculine definitions of womanhood. She 

questions women's legal status, their penuriousness, their 

so-called freedom, and the bourgeois notions of female 

virtue. Yet she reinforces some stereotypes--the vulgarity 

of lower class women and women's love of luxury goods and 

opera, for example. So intent had she been on emulating 

the authors she studied so diligently, she not only began 

to talk like them, it appears she began to think like 

them. The conversations she engaged in only confirm her 

masculinist persona. She no longer had to translate from 

the feminine culture to the masculine culture. She became 

a native speaker. 

As with all the women discussed here, Montagu grasped 

the key that would unlock the masculine world for her-

educ~tion in the dominant tradition. Once the door was 

opened, there was a mirror facing her, one that showed her 

herself in masculine terms. Each woman responded somewhat 

diff~~ently to this realization. Sappho laughed, broke the 

mirror, and stepped through it into her own real world. 



358 

Pizan felt sick, assumed a pious air, and turned the mirror 

around, making it face her male companions. For Cary, the 

image was so distorted, she could not see how she looked, 

so she criticized the mirror makers who, of course, were 

not there to hear her. And Montagu changed clothes and 

went about looking like everyone else, until someone 

reminded her she was not supposed to wear pants. 

For all the women except Sappho, the key was made of 

Latin. Walter Ong has shown us how Latin separated the 

worlds of men and women because it coincided with the 

division between family life and a certain type of extra

familial world. Ong very provocatively compared the study 

of Latin to a male puberty rite in which young men had to 

demonstrate the courage of an epic hero through the 

toughening and ascetic discipline of Latin study to earn 

their manhood. When Latin became increasingly separated 

from extracurricular life, its study was enforced by 

flogging, a common pedagogical tool. Therefore, boys did, 

in fact, have to show great courage (Ong 1971, 119-26). 

Having earned the key to their exclusive masculine club by 

dint of trial and effort, members jealously guarded their 

domain by locking it from their social inferiors. 

Mere literacy in a vulgar language could be accorded a 

woman, and it would not necessarily help her to understand 

her position in the world. Latin literacy was the kind 

that provided the reflective conversation necessary for 
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internalizing a sense of Being-in-the-World, for it was the 

language of metaphysical and philosophical disputation. 

And it was still being used for that purpose well into the 

eighteenth century as we know from the career of 

Giambattista vico. vico knew exactly how human 

consciousness evolved in conjunction with language. with 

language carne the ability to think. Ong also shows us the 

link between orality and lack of ability in the speaker to 

think in linear, analytic ways. He maintains that 

systematic logic has only been possible since Aristotle 

because of literacy (Ong 1971, 2-4). The only words for 

women's place in the cosmology were in Latin, or in 

masculine "translations" from Latin. Women have always had 

to "translate" both these dominant languages in order to 

describe themselves with it. But translation is better 

than silence because it, at least, bestows identity. 

Pizan, Cary, and Montagu all seemed to sense that reading 

the Latin authors would help them get to the source of 

masculine reality construction, that extra-familial world 

that men monopolized, where things happened and women were 

defined as non-actors. They became multilingual. 

Finding a Rhetorical Space for a Female Text 

Once a woman, like anyone, has responded to social 

constructions of herself and the world to internalize a 

somewhat coherent identity, she still has to think about 
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thinking and writing before she can write. The way a woman 

thinks about writing shows her relationship to language to 

be different from a man's. We have seen how Sappho and 

Pizan wrote naturally in the first person, reflecting a 

more comfortable assumption of authorial subjectivity. 

Cary and Montagu, on the other hand, elected to write in 

formal third person, showing perhaps a reticence to assume 

authority in themselves. Therefore, I thought it necessary 

to examine these writers' use of metadiscourse as a measure 

of their confidence in their authorial voice. As with 

other aspects of women's language, I find that women's 

rhetorical choices, in such things as code glosses and 

validity markers, are more indicative of confidence, or the 

lack of it, in the face of masculine authority than 

anything inherently feminine in those choices. Women 

simply have to find a rhetorical space in which to situate 

their texts that won't incur retribution from the men in 

power, who would deny them the right to speak. Then they 

have to apologize for the presumption and justify their 

voices. 

Male authors have staked out a large territory for 

themselves, leaving only marginal register areas available 

to women who want to speak--only those literary backstage 

areas that won't affect male reality making. But women 

must use socially familiar genres because, according to 

Bakhtinian reasoning, communication cannot take place 
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unless it is framed within a recognizable rhetorical 

situation. That frame is genre, since genre is the 

particular form discourse assumes in a given rhetorical 

situation. In order, therefore, for a woman to be heard, 

her audience must recognize the genre. Kenneth Burke has 

also shown us that genre or form is the way the writer 

plays upon the ideological and emotional expectations of 

the reader. The genre often, in fact, determines 

beforehand the reader's response. So what women writers 

have had to do is choose available genres carefully so that 

they could produce the responses they desired in their 

readers when the rhetorical situation involved partially or 

wholly non-traditional register variables. The register 

variables of field (institutional context) and tenor 

(speaker-audience relationship) may differ between male and 

female speakers. Since field and tenor determine the 

writer's choices of genre, women's writing often shows a 

hybridization or modification of a familiar genre to 

accommodate their unfamiliar rhetorical position. 

Sappho's genre, for example, was the lyric, which was 

well suited to the intimate rhetorical venue in which her 

poetry was probably performed. Choral ode or epic would 

most likely not have been options for Sappho because they 

were performed in large public gatherings and used for 

patriotic purposes. The lyric, on the other hand, was used 

to convey the personality of the poet to a small and 
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familiar audience. We see evidence of this rhetorical 

field, or institutional context, in Sappho's apparently 

egalitarian and positively affective relationship with her 

audience. If women, indeed, had their own symposia, then 

lyric was the logical choice for Sappho. with it came the 

expectations that the author would present an individual 

persona, which worked well for expressing women's limited 

social experiences. In it she could sing of love and 

personal relationships, and deliver homilies about life on 

the personal, familial, and domestic levels. This genre 

choice also allowed, if not required, her to treat topics 

like romantic and homoerotic love. 

Since Sappho's rhetorical situation made it possible 

for her to employ a popular genre, ready made for subjects 

about which she had authority to speak, her metadiscourse 

strategies show little of the deferential attitude that 

often characterizes women's discourse. She uses narrators, 

but doesn't appear to cite them as validity markers. She 

uses them to create dialogue instead, giving more immediacy 

to her poetry because we hear it dramatized. When she does 

use validity markers, they are nonspecific and generally 

draw on doxa, or cultural common sense, for their 

authority. In other words, the identification she makes 

with her audience is through the standard knowledge of the 

dominant social experience, which indicates that that 

experience is accessible to her and to her audience. Her 
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poetry also reveals many attitude markers, a strategy that 

indicates a self-confident narrative persona, a convention 

of the genre used similarly by male poets. 

Therefore, the only indications that Sappho's 

rhetorical space was more limited than men's were that this 

was the only genre she used and that she introduced a new 

stanzaic pattern into it. But her innovative stanza may 

mean that she so thoroughly exploited the possibilities of 

the genre that she was able to expand it to new dimensions 

to encompass the subtleties of the personal experience she 

expressed in it. It may also mean, as Burke might 

interpret it, that her Aeolic dialect could create 

different rhythmic patterns from those possible in the 

Doric dialect and she was merely adapting the subject 

matter to the possibilities of the form. The outstanding 

innovation in Sappho's poetry was the. detailed point of 

view of a female desiring subject. But this experience so 

closely paralleled the equivalent male experience that she 

could employ most of the conventions of the genre she 

shared with her male peers. So, even though Sappho's genre 

choice was determined by her more limited register options, 

this genre entailed expectations that she could fulfill 

because they didn't preclude peculiarly female 

experiences. 
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Because she wrote epithalamia, we cannot even be sure 

that her audience was different from that of a male poet 

writing in the same genre, but the intimacy expressed 

toward a female addressee indicates that she may have had 

an all-female audience in perhaps a feminine version of the 

symposium. The intimacy of the field, the terms of 

equality apparent between the subject and object of her 

poems, the positive affect toward the supposed audience, 

and the lack of inferior-status metadiscourse indicates the 

Sappho's voice was not appreciably marginalized when she 

wrote, perhaps because she enjoyed more social freedom than 

women of lower class or more oppressive eras. She didn't 

have to be culturally "multilingual" in order to be 

understood, for the experience she voiced may have been 

known in the dominant tradition. 

Pizan, however, employed nearly all the genres 

available during her time and, in using them, critiqued the 

ones she found offensive to feminine sensibilities--the 

courtly love tradition and history, for instance. But she 

also claimed to have become a man in order to write. So 

her use of these genres involved using them like a man, 

while revising the traditional subject matter to be more 

representative of women's experience, which was her 

principal motive. Since her main field option was the 

patronage relationship, one might expect her work to reveal 

a pusillanimous sycophancy, and it does, in fact, show much 
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conventional humility topos because the contact variable of 

tenor was uniplex and always that of inferior to superior. 

But she notes pointedly in the introduction that her 

commissioned work The Book of the Duke of True Lovers was 

not something she would have chosen to write on her own. 

And she dares to instruct her social superiors throughout 

her corpus, being able to do so because she also adopts the 

ethos of moral tutor and wise woman. She creates 

additional ethical appeal through reference to her father's 

wisdom and citations to male authorities. After having 

established a reputation for wisdom herself as early as the 

Debate of the Rose, this reputation warranted her later 

writing. 

As moral tutor, she evinces positive affect toward her 

audience, showing the kind of devotion and respect a loyal 

servant might have. Thus, unlike Sappho's high-affect 

relationship with her audience, which appeared to be one of 

equal power, pizan's was definitely one of unequal power. 

Yet she managed to redress this inequality through 

constructing the aloof persona of moral tutor, making her 

morally superior to her audience. Though she often 

intruded on her works with first person glosses, she 

equally often let her allegorical and fictitious characters 

do the moralizing. She was directly prescriptive only when 

she imagined her audience to be exclusively women, as in 
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appeared in the Duke of True Lovers. 
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Her attitude markers, validity markers, and narrators 

show her to be working hard at acquiring the credibility 

she needs to speak confidently. Rather than directly 

attacking her male opponents, she uses attitude markers 

that show her referring to her own personal experience as 

the measure of misogynous perceptions of women. But she 

implies that, were men's reality counterbalanced with the 

weight of feminine experience, which she generalizes from 

individual experience, men could be proven wrong. She 

frequently cited male authorities, and her narrators were 

almost always working as validity markers. But she often 

significantly reframed her authorities' arguments to 

support her rewritings of the dominant tradition. 

Consummate storyteller that she was, she rarely relied on 

narrators to forward her stories themselves. She generally 

used dialogue. Like Sappho's, her dialogues gave immediacy 

and dramatic presence to her work, and this effective 

technique showed both to be competent and confident 

writers. 

The surest way she revealed her confidence, though, 

was through the marshalling of the classical forms of 

argument. She used the cohesive and coherence devices 

traditionally employed by the masculine rhetorical 

tradition. And she insured that her texts were understood 
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by providing code glosses and by suggesting the response 

she illicited beforehand, revealing an author well versed 

in the cultural tradition. So, though she took pains to 

establish her authority, she used that authority with 

confidence, despite an inferior power position in relation 

to her primary audiences. She took less pain when she 

imagined that audience to be women, which shows that she 

wrote for both men and women, many of whom were her social 

superiors. Her metadiscourse does, however, reveal the 

extra lengths to which she had to go as a non-aristocratic 

woman. But her range of genres reveals a woman who could 

create the institutional contexts of wise woman and moral 

tutor to counter her disabilities in having to rely on 

patronage and in not having access to the rhetorical fields 

of university and Church. 

Cary's work, by contrast, reveals the most severely 

marginalized writer of the four. She was only able to 

articulate her realities by modifying two masculine genres 

and using a marginalized one because she had no authorized 

register field from which to speak. Her institution-al 

context was patriarchy itself, in which her position was 

the one of subject--subjugated to the power of husband and 

king. In that position, she had no social power, access to 

dominant cultural conversation, or authority to speak. The 

tenor relationship she bore to her audience was ambiguous 

because she had no real audience she could address. She 
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could not directly address the male authorities she wanted 

to critique. She "privatized" her work by violating the 

conventions of the public genres she used, probably because 

she had no way to reach a public audience, yet it was the 

only way she could say what she had to say. Her drama is 

unplayable and her history unconventional. Even in 

choosing a marginalized genre used by other women, 

religious translation, she condemned her own work by 

choosing a heretical topic. However, it was by violating 

the rules of genre that Cary was able to create pathetic 

appeal and to articulate her individual perspective on 

social truth--that women have the right to be treated like 

humans and to have the human privileges of speaking their 

minds, directing their fates, and being loved and loving. 

Textually we can tell by her metadiscourse that Cary 

felt a woman's voice was necessarily covert, abortive, and 

subservient. The illocution markers of her women 

characters, except for Salome, show them "beseeching," 

"begging," and "pleading." Only Salome can "defy" and 

"foreswear" an unwanted husband. But Salome is an outlaw, 

and none of society's prescriptions apply to her. The 

female characters' code glosses show them to be unsure of 

the reliability of their knowledge, and Isabel's silent 

tears are more eloquent than her verbal pleas. cary's 

attitude markers are generally value judgments of people 

and events with which she attempts to effect specific 
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responses to her topic. She characterizes Edward II's 

rule, and consequently Charles I's rule, as full of 

"tyrannical oppressions," and his favorites to be 

"imperious servants." She says his "vicious" "domestick 

piracy" generates "terror and exclamation," and calls upon 

the sensus communis to justify her treasonous assessments. 

In her history, she uses code glosses to explain herself 

and expound her moral position. And she uses validity 

markers to establish material she cannot personally verify, 

but they often undermine the credibility she is attempting 

to establish because they are not authorities recognized by 

those in power. 

Like Pizan and Sappho, Cary didn't use narrators to 

create indirect speech, but dramatized her themes with 

direct dialogue. It appears that these women found the 

total effacement of a narrative persona preferable, which 

makes Cary's moralistic intrusions on her history 

problematic, and another possible evidence of its 

marginalization. Assuming the role of moral tutor as Pizan 

did doesn't work for Cary. She shows in her textual 

cohesion and coherence strategies and in her long, complex 

sentences, however, that she too was well versed in the 

masculine tradition. So Cary was multilingual, but like 

many non-native speakers, she preferred to practice in a 

closet and avoid situations in which she would have had to 

use her acquired language. 
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On the other hand, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu so 

effectively imitated the native speakers that her voice 

became almost indistinguishable from theirs. Like her male 

peers, she used all the popular, satirical genres--squibs, 

epigrams, periodical essays, poetry, and published letters-

probably because the convention of most of them was to keep 

the writer anonymous. Anonymity was hardly possible, 

though, because the society in which most texts circulated 

was small and highly visible. The line between public and 

private writing was also a fine one, most public discourse 

being anonymous or unpublished, and most personal letters 

written with a careful attention to style and a self

consciousness belying their supposedly informal nature. 

Montagu got into trouble for her use of the former, and she 

really shone in the latter. Her prose/poetry letters are 

breezy, irreverent, witty, full of social detail, 

political, argumentative, and literary. In them, she uses 

a voice not unlike that in her unsigned pieces, except for 

her Algarotti letters. Her work can be even funnier than 

the male wits' because she often uses her supposedly hidden 

gender for ironic effects. 

For Montagu, translation was not a marginalized 

genre. For her, as for her male peers, it was a means of 

showing off her erudition and knowledge of the larger 

world. But unfortunately for Montagu, her gender limited 

her field options. Like pizan, she was intensely 
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interested in contemporary political issues, but her views 

could be discounted because, as a woman, she had no 

official political role and her satirical barbs could be 

thought to have no serious intent. Likewise, her Latin, 

French, Italian, and Turkish translations had little 

credibility because she had no university credentials or 

official diplomatic function. She was limited to her class 

as the institution from which she could speak, but unlike 

Sappho, she didn't speak from it as a aristocratic woman. 

Unlike Cary, though, she had a clear sense of her audience, 

and it was primarily men--the very men Cary dared not 

address. Because of the anonymity of her genres, she could 

address these men with a confidence Cary did not show. She 

did not invent an authoritative female persona for herself 

as Pizan had, nor did she assume a peculiarly feminine 

point of view as Sappho had. She spoke confidently, as a 

man would have. 

Speaking as a man, she established a tenor 

relationship of equality and long duration with her 

audience. The only time when she evinced an inferior power 

status was in her Algarotti letters. Her contacts with her 

audience were multiplex, but since she was an aristocrat 

and politics and the professions were out of the question 

for her, her usual rhetorical situation was social gossip 

and criticism. She was, however, less prescriptively 

didactic than Pizan or Cary, usually relying on trenchant 



wit to achieve her effects. Like her male peers, she 

suppressed affect in her work, and even in her more 

personal correspondence she could sound cold, as in her 

courtship letters to Wortley. But like the women before 

her, she used attitude markers and text glosses to 

externalize her realities overtly. One of the attitudes 

she expressed is the denigration of those who wrote for 

money, both a masculine and a class prejudice. 
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Her metadiscourse strategies reveal her confidence as 

a writer as do her mastery of the complexities of 

subordination, coordination, and punctuation. Only in her 

Algarotti letters did she make extensive use of 

intensifiers, validity markers, modals, intransitive verbs, 

citation of authorities, and emotional expressions, all 

characteristic of powerless discourse. Montagu loses 

considerable ethos when she assumes a feminine, or 

subordinate, relationship to her audience. Like sappho and 

Pizan, her long conversation with her usual audience has 

given her considerable confidence, but her interlocutor in 

the Algarotti letters never responds, and she appears to 

internalize a sense of inferiority in this case. 

Of the four writers, Cary produced the smallest 

corpus, probably because she was the least able to 

participate in the cultural conversation. Disadvantaged on 

all fronts, she evinced the weakest sense of self and the 

most conflicted subjectivity. All of the women, except 
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perhaps Sappho, suffered from melancholy, which I feel 

resulted from the suppression of their identity

constructing discourse. Sappho "articulates her biography" 

(Slugoski and Ginsburg 50) as a woman, who takes 

considerable pleasure in being a woman; Montagu projects 

herself as a man; pizan's texts construct her as a moral 

authority disadvantaged by being a woman; and Cary 

apparently cannot decide who she is, but has a glimmering 

of the person she wants to be. The prolixity of each 

writer seems to be directly proportional to the depth of 

her education in the dominant tradition and the extent of 

her participation in the cultural conversation. 

Afterword 

In response to cartesian logic, Montagu's contemporary 

Giambattista Vico asserted that we can understand best that 

which we have made. And human social institutions are what 

we have made. It is these social constructions, rather 

than what God or nature has created, that we should know 

best because we constructed them through our use of 

language. Between Aristotle and Descartes somehow this 

understanding had become lost. The rational empiricists 

claimed that only through objective observation of 

naturally-occurring phenomena and through describing these 

phenomena in language that corresponded directly with them 

could we gain "real" knowledge. But feminists from all 
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different fields have called into question every aspect of 

that proposition. 

First, they question what we call "natural" because 

sometimes it seems to mean physical phenomena, but often 

men have used it to mean whatever existing social or human 

condition they wished to perpetuate. Second, feminists 

question what we mean by "real." Again, men have defined 

the term to suit their purposes. Sometimes what is real is 

whatever is observable. So if we observe that women are 

weak, unenlightened, or inarticulate, then that must be 

what is real. Third, they question our ability to be 

"objective" by drawing on work by modern theorists, such as 

Marxian sociologists, phenomenologists, Freudian 

psychologists, and deconstructionists. Fourth, borrowing 

from work by de Saussure, Bahktin, Foucault and other 

theorists of language and its powers of representation, 

they question the traditional foundations of knowledge. 

And they find language itself and our emotional 

predispositions to be the active agents in creating and 

privileging what can be known. They mold our thought, and 

our thought molds them, and it is impossible to conceive 

knowledge outside of language and emotion. 

We now understand how knowledge, especially our 

knowledge of ourselves and our relations to the world are 

constructed. contemporary rhetoricians of science John 

Peters and Eric Rothenbuhler have argued that the 
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distinction between fact and fiction is never clear since 

both are rhetorical constructions: 

We want to suggest that human society is best 
characterized by its being made. In it facts and 
fictions coexist as siblings, separated only by 
the relative density of interconnections to other 
human productions, and not by any essential 
underlying (ontological) difference. (Peters and 
Rothenbuhler 17) 

In a Foucaultian logic, they are saying that what we call 

facts are only those things that have many correspondences 

with other constructed realities. 

One of the "facts" that women throughout Western 

history have tried to dispute is their necessary 

inferiority and subjugation. In discussing how the Marxism 

of Louis Althusser can be of benefit to feminists for this 

purpose, Elizabeth Grosz makes the following assertion 

about the mechanism for women's oppression: 

Women's oppression need not be seen as a 
conscious process of oppression perpetrated by a 
few (or many) misogynists because of their 
irrational hatred of women. It is the result of 
various social structures unconsciously 
reproduced by both men and women, independent of 
their personalities or choice. To blame social 
structures for supporting and requiring 
oppression does not absolve capitalists (or men) 
who benefit from it, even if they did not 
conspire to create it. (Grosz 70) 

To hold social structures exclusively responsible does not 

absolve anyone because these arrangements, too, are 

socially constructed by some group of conversants. They 

merely reflect the power relationships among social 

groups. 
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Thus, we should turn to someone like Foucault because 

he describes the relationships between power and language 

in the creation of social institutions. Foucault also 

implies that in some cases it may be wiser to remain silent 

than to create truth because knowledge in areas such as 

sexuality and desire, for example, may be utilized against 

the interests of those who speak (Gosz 91-2). This has 

been the experience of women. If they speak in a male

dominated society, then their truths may provide data for 

further control. Sappho's eventually were, for example, 

because a desiring woman posed a serious threat to male 

hegemony. Cary also discovered that a woman's situational 

ethics would condemn her in a rule-based masculine 

philosophy. Pizan tries hard to excuse women's physical 

weakness by claiming that it was compensated for by 

intellectual strength. And Montagu attempts to ignore 

experience that is peculiar to women. The one time when 

her experience as a mother should have given her 

credibility in promoting smallpox inoculation, since she 

offered her own children as evidence of its efficacy, her 

male detractors used her gender to discredit her. 

According to epistemologist Lorraine Code, what is 

known is knower-relative because knowledge and 

understanding are modes of interpreting experience. 

Therefore, knowledge cannot be equated with any truth "out 

there" that has an existence independent of the knower. 
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She says it is a matter of "achieving a sense of coherence 

and rightness that is crucially dependent upon context" and 

upon consensus (Code 135, 153, 114-5). Code maintains that 

when knowledge claims are exposed to the public eye, they 

are most likely to be challenged, forcing us to seek 

evidence for such claims in anticipation of response from 

others. Therefore, without that opportunity to expose our 

ideas to such response, we really cannot know. As Bahktin 

has maintained, meaning occurs in that social territory 

between speakers. In anticipation of others' response, we 

also attempt to avoid contradictions in our search for 

knowledge. Therefore, when women gain access to the social 

dialogue, they are empowered to know, to test their 

knowledge, and to challenge the knowledge claims of those 

with whom they speak. without that access, they cannot 

create even the most fundamental knowledge--the knowledge 

of themselves. But access is governed by social power, and 

power lies with those who control language. Thus, the 

closed circle that has shut women out of participation in 

knowledge building. 

Women have been the stagehands working silently in the 

wings while the male actors have monopolized the stage and 

created the only reality available. Whenever the illusion 

of reality threatened to dissolve--because someone intruded 

from the wings, the actors stepped out of character, they 

muffed their lines, or the stage properties became 
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obstructions--the stagehands have somehow been held 

accountable and admonished to stay off the stage and out of 

the way. They have been seduced, bribed, brainwashed, or 

imprisoned to insure their cooperation because they have 

had no intrinsic reason for doing so. It has, in fact, 

been counter to their interests and inclinations to 

contribute to masculine reality making, primarily because, 

when they did, they learned their virtue lay in being non

actors and thus non-participants in "reality." Women like 

Sappho, pizan, Cary, and Montagu, however, got hold of the 

script, learned the lines, and insisted on taking part in 

the action. Sappho joined the male actors and started a 

parallel play of her own, largely indifferent to what the 

men were doing. Pizan stood in the wings prompting the 

actors and pushing a few women onto the stage. Cary hissed 

and booed audibly from backstage, but no one could see who 

it was. And Montagu appeared in a man's costume, but 

everyone knew it was she in a trouser role. 
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