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VI. Feminiam and My Work on Sixteenth Century Defenses of Women.
Pamela J. Benaon, Engliash Dept., Rhode Ialand College,
Providence, RI

I would like to begin with a brief deacription of my work.
I am writing a book tentatively titled The Dilemma of the
Independent Woman in Renaissance Italian and English Literature.
It ia a atudy of Italian and Engliah defensea of womankind
written by male authora from Boccaccio through the Elizabethansa
and of literary worka, also by malea, in which an independent
female character, a lady knight, for example, engineers her own
return to the conventional role of wife and mother. The absaensae
of female authora from theae categoriea was unintentional on my
part. That ia, I decided to look at the genre of defense and
diacovered that it waas not a genre in which women in Italy and
England participated in the period I was studying. One Italian
woman wrote a defenae of women’a learning; one Engliah woman
defended her right and her capacity to translate a work on the
“manly"” topic of chivalry. No woman wrote a large scale
rhetorical defenae of her asex. Similarly the literary worka by
women of which I am aware before 1535 in Italy and 1603 in
England are non-narrative and alao do not deal with the dilemma
of return to a paaaive role. Therefore they do not f£it within
the boundariea of my atudy. (Perhapa membersa of the audience or
panel might be aware of worka of which I am unaware, I would be
grateful to have them called to my attention.)

Given all thia, I am eapecially senaitive to feminiat
theoriasta who argue that we cannot know women by meana of men;
that ia, thease worka are written by men and do not necesaaarily
(or even probably) expresa women‘’a own viewa. Liberal as they
are, they may be another patriarchal attempt to put woman in the
place where man wanta her.

Thia ias the way that many feminiat critica of the
Renaiasance read the tradition I am atudying. Ann Jones,
Margaret Hannay, Valerie Wayne, Suzanne Hull, all represent the
education of women in Renaiassance England as repreasaive rather
than progreasasive aas the former acholarly tradition took for
granted. Their evidence ia two fold: what educatoras told women
and those in charge of the education of girls and what women did.
Thoase in charge of the education of women directed them to devote
themaelveas to the apiritual as ''the particular province of
women, " and they excluded rhetoric from the program because
rhetoric waa of no practical uase to women. The large majority of




worka extant by aixteenth century Engliah women are either
prayera or tranalationa of worka on religioua topica. Looking at
this evidence, feminiat critica choose to emphaaize the male
directive role and to perceive the female role aa passaive.

Thia diatresaea me. Why should "feminisast" critics devalue
women’s work? Why ia aspiritual writing now conceived of as a
secondary, inferior activity when in the sixteenth century
religioua quesationa were the moat hotly debated and booka on
religious topics were popular? Why ia translation now not
conaidered an eatimable activity when in the aixteenth century
moat of the major male authora aa well aa the minor onea engaged
in tranalating?

The anawer, it seema to me ia modern, political, perhapsa
Marxiat: moat feminiat critics assume that the only power ia
public and political and that, as long as women are excluded from
that power, they have no power at all. Thia devotion to
political power resulta in the atudy of women who held
conventional power--queens, and women who, because of class and
money and family, held power in the cultural world: patrona such
aa Mary Sidney. Thia aeema to me a direction that feminiat
criticiam ahareas with New Hiatoriciam, a theory that validatesa
the authority of the very power structure it criticizes by itsa
inaiatent focua on it. It leada acholara to search for women who
chafe at reatrictiona, who resemble what we in the twentieth
century recognize aa "liberated" women.

I would argue, instead, that English women’a power lay in
apiritual autonomy. Perhapas in recommending apirituality to
women, male writers were acknowledging an already exiating
aituation. Women worked away at translating, at learning, and
did not addreas either a female audience to encourage them to
follow their example or a male audience who needed to be
perasuaded of women’a capacity. The need to defend women and to
redefine their role seems to have been a male need. Men are
. bothered because women have no political role and try to find
excuaea why they do not. Women do not expresa concern about not
having a political role. Thia female ailence haa led me to
wonder whether women did not find their new activitiea to be
extentiona of their old and therefore comfortable and not in need
of defenae or of reatructuring whereas men, in addition to
expreaasing anxiety about infringement on their authority, were
exploring poaaible limitationa on their own social roleas by meana
of women. Male intereat in female crosa dressaing and return to
female rolea reveala a male intereat in the dilemma in which the
women were placed. Were men being forced into rolea that they
perceived aas feminine? At court, for example, where pasaivity
and adviasory rolea were the norm and obedience waa more obvious?l
If my auggeation is true then reexamination of texta from a
feminiat point of view that asaumeas that it cannot be taken for
granted that women wish to be men yielda greater underatanding of
male anxietiea and explaina to me something I had never before
undersatood: why this topic was so popular among men in the
period. I previously saw it as a result of anxiety about women,
that ia, once women began to be accomplished men felt their
authority to be threatened and defended certain aspecta of women
while diacouraging public activity for them. But anxiety about
their own femininity may have led men to ahow ao much intereat in
the topic.



Thia leada me to Carolyn Bynum’s Holy Feaat and Holy Fasat
which confirma my asenae that women were not paaaive victima of
male domination in their choice of apiritual genrea but that
rather they found the genre congenial because it expreasaed a
particularly female kind of power: their voices combined with
paat voices in the act of tranalation of psalma and meditative
worka, their voicea apeaking for many in the writing of prayersa.
Perhapa aixteenth century women would not neceasarily have
preferred to work in other genresa.

Notes

1 Dain Trafton, "Politica and the Praiae of Women'" in
Caatiglione: The Ideasl and the Real in Renaiassance Culture (New
Haven and London: Yale, 1983) arguesas that the atoriea of great
women teach about men by implication, that ia a young courtier
with hia eyea open could learn real politics from the example of
the women. “"Here is a tale to be pondered by courtiersa who would
inatruct princea. The Magnifico doea not call attention to the
fact that hia very firat extended example of a virtuous woman
introducea a new and more realiatic tone into the diacusaion"
(35).

OBTAINING SUPPORT FOR FEMINIST RESEARCH: A SURVEY

What followas ia a report on the informal survey on
“"Obtaining Support for Feminiat Research" diatributed to MFN
aubacriberas with the November Newsasletter. We received 26
reaponsesa which are summarized below. Thanka to all of you who
contributed!

Publication
1. Where have you succeeded in publishing research on women?
Eight reaspondants indicated collectiona of easayas as a viable
outlet for research on women and liasted the following publiahers
in particular:

Baail Blackwell, Women of the Medieval World, ed. Julius
Kirchner and Suzanne Wemple, 1985

Univ. of Georgia Pressa, A forthcoming aourcebook on
medieval Women’a hiatory (tentative)

The remaining responses varied widely citing the following
publisheras for:
Booksa
Harper and Row
Pontifical Inatitute of Medieval Studies
Articles
Speculum
PMLA
Chaucer Review (2 responasea for thias one)
Viator
The Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion
The Journal of Homoaexuality
Feminiat Studiea

Allegorica




