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To reflect upon the constraints, conditions and expectations imposed upon each and every one of us when we undertake to read a text as a woman/as a feminist is in itself a profoundly political act.’  Discuss the nature and origins of these ‘constraints, conditions and expectations’ in relation to the reading of at least two of the literary texts you have read for the module.

Feminists seek to shed light on the perceived differences between the sexes as it relates to power and inequality, and have approached this issue using various theories. Historically, women have been forced into a secondary role to men through societal structures across various cultures, and these roles have been reinforced by negative attitudes or punishment towards women who didn’t comply. This is particularly apparent in the Jacobean and Elizabethan era, and I will be using Hamlet and The Roaring Girl to examine the constraints, conditions, and expectations imposed on women and feminists when we read text as a woman. 
	
Feminists question the nature of gender, examining the influence of biology and culture. They argue that difference in gender is in part a social construct, created by language, such as the use of binary oppositions and the way it relates to the expectations of behaviour and role. This does not equate to intrinsic superiority of one sex over another, but that we have only created the meaning of these differences through the language we use and these definitions can and should be challenged, especially in light of one sex being given more privilege than another. 
	
Simone de Beauvoir, in her book The Second Sex, makes the following distinctions regarding the duality of the sexes, comparing power dynamics:
	
Men:  Subject, The positive and the neutral, The essential, defined with reference to itself.

Women:  The Other, The negative, The inessential, defined with reference to Man: ‘The drama of woman lies in this conflict between the fundamental aspiration of every subject (ego) – who always regards the self as the essential – and the compulsions of a situation in which she is the inessential.’[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Beauvoir, Simone de, The Second Sex (New York: Vintage Books, 1989, c1952), as cited in Mitchell, Peter, 
‘Sexual/Textual Politics – Feminist Theory and Psychoanalysis’ (University of Wales, Trinity St. David, 7 November 2019) [lecture to BA Hons English Studies Year 3 and 4], p. 1.] 


She explains that the concept of women as Other is an idea that has existed throughout history and women’s dependency and subordination is something that happened without particular incident.  Writing in 1949, she states that unlike Negros of Haiti or Proletarians, for example, who could assemble and fight for a change and independence as a well-defined separate group against the oppressor, women are intrinsically tied to men through the community, family unit, parenting, etc., and could never be effectively separate as a group. Further, that they were always considered incidental and granted only what power was allowed by men. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Beauvoir, Simone de, The Second Sex, Introduction:  Woman as Other 1949 (Marxists.org)
	https://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/ethics/de-beauvoir/2nd-sex/introduction.htm [Accessed 
November 16, 2019.] 


Psychoanalysis brought about language and theories around gender and sexuality.  The ideas put forth by Freud were very influential in the twentieth century, such as myth about the female vaginal orgasm, and stereotypical misogynistic ideas about men being logical and rational and women being emotional and irrational (in a negative way). Although many theories have been disputed, some ideas, such as those about female sexuality, have become embedded into culture. Lacan wrote about the phallus as the transcendental signifier and what it’s symbol means in terms of power. Also, the “lack”, in contrast, of females having neither the penis or the power of the phallus as a symbol of male power. In general, Freud’s theories point towards the idea of the male being privileged and the woman as being either a threat - in terms of the power they hold over the child never being able to be fully as one with the mother - or as less worthy of his attention and research than males. The underlying message is clear in his writings, which imply (partly due to being a man of his time where sexism was acceptable) that the female is less significant than the male.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Firestone, Shulamith, The Dialectics of Sex:  The Case for Feminist Revolution (New York: Morrow, 1970), p. 42.] 


Gender role expectations have been reinforced and perpetuated through what has been written about gender in literature, as well as the male-dominated critical writings about literature.

Simone de Beauvoir writes: 

A little-known feminist of the seventeenth century, Poulain de la Barre, put it this way: “All that has been written about women by men should be suspect, for the men are at once judge and party to the lawsuit.” Everywhere, at all times, the males have displayed their satisfaction in feeling that they are the lords of creation.’[footnoteRef:4]   [4:  de Beauvoir, 1949.] 


The ways in which male writers in history have portrayed women has reinforced gender stereotypes, perpetuated female inequality, and essentially made them voiceless.

Feminists became interested in Marxist theory and how it relates to women, especially in regards to the production of texts. For instance, women were not given opportunities to write, as they are in modern times, and if they did, it was under a male pseudonym. Therefore, women readers would have read these texts, incorrectly assuming it was from a male perspective, and women authors were not being given proper credit. 

Another point is that women faced a barrier to literacy, given that women were not permitted access to education, therefore, this put a constraint on how women would be able to advance their status in life and it kept them dependent. What education women did receive through texts such as historical textbooks, plays, poetry, novels, etc. would naturally influence how women learn about the world and how they see their place as fitting into a patriarchal society. It would serve to shape their identity and sense of value, as measured against men.  In other words, reading a text that comes entirely from a male reinforces the idea that the male perspective is the “right” perspective, and the women’s experience of the world is irrelevant.  

Historically, marriage was the expected path in life for women and it had everything to do with property and money transfer, and nothing to do with freedom of choice. The constraints of women are shown particularly in The Roaring Girl, where women were divided clearly into the role of either wife or whore in terms of how they were perceived in society.  In Hamlet, Gertrude, even though she is queen, still has to accept the limitations of her role as subordinate to the king and mother to Hamlet. 

Women didn’t own land, and if they didn’t marry, their father’s property would not be passed on to them. Women were considered owned by their fathers, then their husband, and if the husband died, their sons.  They experienced freedom in widowhood, but were still expected to re-marry. With the exception of medieval and Renaissance noblewomen, during that period they were expected to stay home and tend the house and children. 

This narrow constraint of role expectation would have been instilled from a young age in women during the Jacobean period and the time Shakespeare was writing, and this is reflected in his literature. For instance, in Hamlet, Ophelia demonstrates her obedience to her brother Laertes and acceptance of her role as a chaste woman in these lines of dialogue:

Fear it, my dear sister.  And keep you in the rear of your affection.  Out of the shot and danger of desire.  The chariest maid is prodigal enough if she unmasks her beauty to the moon.  Virtue itself ‘scapes not calumnious strokes.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Shakespeare, William, ‘Hamlet Translation’, (New York: SparkNotes.com)
 https://www.sparknotes.com/nofear/shakespeare/hamlet [Accessed November 16, 2019], I.iii, p. 1.] 


In other words, good girls sometimes get a bad reputation, so don’t even expose yourself to a man’s lust. The blame will be on you for invoking desire. Ophelia responds: ‘I shall the effect of this good lesson keep as watchman to my heart.’[footnoteRef:6] She is showing her obedience to the rules of patriarchy. This portrayal would have reinforced these ideas to the young females in the audience of the plays.  [6:  Shakespeare, I.iii, p. 2.] 


Shakespeare wrote Hamlet from a male perspective.  Gertrude and Ophelia receive relatively little air time and their psychology is not fleshed out in their own right, but only presented as in response to Hamlet’s needs. There is never any dialogue that expresses Gertrude’s inner psyche, and some lines express outright dismissal of Gertrude’s perspective: ‘Frailty, thy name is woman! A little month, or ere those shoes were old, with which she followed my poor father’s body, like Niobe, all tears’.[footnoteRef:7]   [7:  Shakespeare, I.ii, p. 6.] 


Although he is disgusted that Gertrude could be so fickle in her feelings for her father and needs to remarry quickly, the reason he is most disgusted is at her lust. 

He tells us that the world has been transformed into an unweeded garden, possessed by 
things rank and gross, because his mother has remarried and if the enclosed garden – the 
garden unpossessed – traditionally figures the Virgin Mother, this garden, full of seed, 
figures is mother’s newly contaminated body: Its rank weeds localize what Hamlet will 
later call the “rank corruption” of her sexuality (3.4.150-51), the “weeds” that will grow 
“ranker” if that sexuality is not curbed (3.4.153-54).[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Adelman, Janet, Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s Plays, Hamlet to The 
Tempest (New York:  Routledge, 1992), p. 17.] 


Gertrude’s sexual appetite is viewed, through Hamlet’s eyes, as in direct rebellion of his father’s dominance and after his death, reveals her insatiable sexuality was simmering underneath all along. A dangerous idea; her sexual appetite should be kept under control. In addition, Gertrude supposedly brings about her own downfall because she refuses to comply with authority.

Female sexuality was viewed throughout history as something that had to be repressed, unlike men’s, for whom it was considered acceptable.  Women who did express their sexuality openly were labelled as whores and considered vulgar and lower class. During the Jacobean era, male sexuality was considered more fluid, and even open expression of affection between women was acceptable, but there were strict rules about how women of particular classes were expected to conduct themselves as it related to their own sexual desires.

Hamlet gives an example of his male entitlement when he treats Ophelia as a sex object. During the scene where they are watching the play within the play, his dialogue with her is vulgar and reveals his disrespect for her and women: ‘That’s a fair thought to lie between a woman’s legs’, [footnoteRef:9] and ‘It would cost you a groaning to take off mine edge.’[footnoteRef:10]   [9:  Shakespeare, III.ii, p. 3.]  [10:  Shakespeare, III.ii, p. 2.] 


This and other instances show how women are viewed during this time, which is only in relation to meeting men’s sexual needs. Nothing more complex is explored of their psyche in these works. 

In terms of their “excessive” emotions, it is interesting that women, when shown as being strongly emotional are being dismissed as hysterical rather than as reacting to genuinely distressing events. There is no back story for Ophelia, examining the cause of her grief. Viewed through the likely explanation that she suffered from PTSD, she would, in modern times be treated accordingly.

The deaths of Hamlet’s only female characters, combined with the absence of a mother 
figure, have hereto indicated that women are all disposable. Whether innocent or guilty, 
crazy or conniving, women do not deserve to be rescued, even from preventable tragedy. 
Ophelia’s treatable diagnosis, however, demands attention and care more than hopeless 
delirium does, demonstrating that she as a woman has a right to aid and comfort. By identifying Ophelia’s madness as PTSD, women read as more than fragile, unnecessary pawns of men. Like Ophelia, they become fallible yet lovable humans: sometimes shaken by trauma, but always worth saving.[footnoteRef:11]   [11:  Goodson, Ellen, T., ‘And I of Ladies Most Deject and Wretched:  Diagnosing Shakespeare’s Ophelia with Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder’, Inquiries Journal Vol 2 No 07 PG 1/1 (2010)
http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/articles/274/and-i-of-ladies-most-deject-and-wretched-diagnosing-shakespeares-ophelia-with-post-traumatic-stress-disorder [Accessed November 16, 2019].] 

Ophelia is portrayed as being driven to suicide by unrequired love, which made her mad, but in a shameful way. In contrast, Hamlet’s madness is portrayed in a less shameful way. In fact, Ophelia even gets the blame for Hamlet’s disturbed psyche. But his reasons for madness are somehow more justified and accepted, due to his great intellect, so his grief is somehow more credible. 

Both women die in the end of Hamlet. This makes a statement about their disposability and an almost dismissal of them as characters.  They are, in a way, dealt with by killing them off, showing their irrelevance.  

In The Roaring Girl, the play’s topic is about female sexuality and how it was viewed at the time.  Sexuality is explored more in this play as it relates to class systems, and how expressing one’s sexuality was viewed as a threat to a man’s dominance. The play shows Moll Cutpurse flouting norms of sexual expression for women, and the reactions of society to her subversive behaviour.  Like in Hamlet, here we see also the idea that a normal sex drive in women is viewed as insatiable and it shouldn’t be expressed openly. 

Gallipot’s final words are: “wife, brag no more/Of holding out: who most brags is more 
whore’. (4.2.325-6).  In other words, a woman who opens her mouth is a prostitute, a commonplace of the period (Stally-brass 1986: 126), but one suggesting why these talkative women frighten their husbands with the spectre of a female sexual demand they cannot answer, an independent subjectivity they cannot master.  As this plot suggests, satisfactory sex for adult men seems to involve more than the sex, male or female, of the desired partner.  Equally important is that that person be properly subordinate, whether he/she is an ingle, a wife, or a whore.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Howard, Jean, E., ‘Sex and Social Conflict:  The Erotics of The Roaring Girl’, in Erotic Politics: Desire on the 
Renaissance Stage, ed. Susan Zimmerman (London:  Routledge, 1992), p. 10.] 


Unlike in Hamlet, female characters are featured more in this play, especially focusing on wives and what the role expectations were, particularly with the merchant class. But the reason for showing women’s stories is not for the purpose of paying tribute to women’s voices, as the play is still from the male perspective. It is because it is a comedy, and more specifically, that Moll Cutpurse, a woman, is the root of the joke, which makes it apparently funnier. The message is still that women aren’t being taken seriously.

Moll boldly flouts social norms in her behaviour and dress. We see the reactions of men and women who are shocked by her behaviour and struggle to accept her, given that she refuses to behave as she should. 

There is much more to Moll’s representation. First, the fact of her cross-dressing destabilizes the very essentialist binarisms that the ‘corrective’ cross-dresser overtly wishes to uphold. Moll not only dresses like a man, she behaves with all the ferocity and strength she seems eager to instill in men. She can fight and cant, and smoke and support herself.  The very fact that she can do these things suggests that women are not inherently weak, silent, and dependent, nor men the only ones gifted with the sword.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Howard, p. 10-11.] 

By leaving a mystique as to what real gender she is, Moll throws the surrounding community into an uproar, mostly because this means they can’t control her and this makes her a threat. She even taunts the men to see what’s between her legs, and boldly plays the viol which she has to provocatively play with legs akimbo. Behaviour that is considered lower class, but at the same time, she makes it about control and self-empowerment.  She can take it or leave it, or have both: ‘I love to lie o’both sides ‘o’th’bed myself, and again o’th’other side; a wife you know ought to be obedient, but I fear me I am too headstrong to obey, therefore I’ll ne’er go about it.’[footnoteRef:14] This play shows that it is not just gender, but sexuality that is a social construct. [14:  Dekker & Middleton, p. 43.] 


 	What makes Moll erotically alluring, I think, is exactly what keeps her from being an 
example of the construction of femininity suitable for wives. Rather than sewn up, locked up, and quiet (remember that Mary first came to Sebastian’s house dressed as a seamstress), Moll is open, excessive, mobile. Wives who exhibit the same characteristics are terrifically threatening because their openness seems to challenge husbands’ proprietary rights and wives’ bodies.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Howard, p. 12.] 


The reactions of the women characters in the play may be of curiosity and fascination, perhaps even envy, and definitely the subject of gossip, but they don’t risk that same behaviour themselves. In direct contrast to this, Moll Cutpurse, is fully in control of her life. She is sending a positive message to women that her rebelliousness means women can be independent.  They can dress as they wish, not marry, and earn a living, albeit in a criminal way. But to the audience members of that period, living that kind of life may have only been a fantasy. Even more so, given that Moll would have been played by a male, as on the stage, women’s roles were played by men, and young boys. Not even in performance could women escape the constraints of their role or given the chance to express themselves artistically. 

There is a double standard shown in the play in that it is perfectly fine for men to sleep with who they want, but women who are promiscuous were labelled as whores. In marriage, men had a right to their wives’ bodies, and rape within the marriage was not considered illegal. Women’s roles were to satisfy men sexually and reproduce. 

Male privilege extended to sex with men. During the Jacobean era, men would have had what would be considered homosexual relationships, but without considering themselves homosexual. It was just considered one of the many options open to them. 

Alan Bray argues that while there were certainly sodomitical acts committed in the Renaissance, they were not undertaken by “homosexuals”, that is, by people for whom same-sex sexual orientation constituted a primary category of identity or subjectivity. Rather than a distinct identity, homosexuality constituted a potential within everyone, a point on a continuum of possible sexual practices (Bray 1988: 25).[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Howard, p. 2.] 


Sex with boys would have, in theory been punishable by law, but was tolerated and had to do with class differences, i.e. the higher-class men having entitlement to these opportunities and taking advantage of them. 

Boys and women were “the same” in their hierarchical relationship to adult males, but they were also “different”, if only in the crucial matter of their respective roles in reproduction.  In addition, sexuality was certainly not “free” in some absolute sense, but was regulated by the state, by village custom, by changing ideological imperatives.’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Howard, p. 2.] 


Male privilege extended to the abuse of boys, which were in the same category as women, i.e.  inferior.

There were constraints put on men in expressing their feelings. Men who displayed too much feeling for women were considered effeminate, reinforcing the idea that to be feminine is weak. Although, behind doors these expressions may not have been repressed, if they were, it paints a picture of women being deprived of appreciation and love. Even more reason to feel less valuable than men. Conversely, it shows some restriction on the role of the male to adhere to strictly male forms of self-expression, namely to be logical and exerting self-control; a gender role expectation that hasn’t entirely disappeared in modern times.

Shulamith Firestone talks about the limitations put on women due to biology, due to the fact that women are the child bearers, which puts them in an unequal position, because of breast-feeding and being unable to work due to pregnancy. Biological sex difference creates an unequal distribution of power, which is unchangeable, but social organization has been structured around these differences creating limitations for women. Traditionally the man took on the role of working to provide for the family, and this put him in a position of control. Women could not be independent, partly because they weren’t permitted to do so. 

Firestone, writing in The Dialectics of Sex, says:

We can no longer justify the maintenance of a discriminatory sex class system on the grounds of its origins in nature.’ The issue becomes political one ‘when one realizes that though man is increasingly capable of freeing himself from the biological conditions that created his tyranny over women and children, he has little reason to want to give this tyranny up.[footnoteRef:18]    [18:  Firestone, cited in Mitchell, p. 2.] 


This means, according to Firestone, that men will not let go of this power willingly, so therefore it becomes a political act to fight for equal power. She proposes the idea that sex become irrelevant concerning reproduction and that women take control of this situation, ‘…as well as all the social institutions of child-bearing and child-rearing’.[footnoteRef:19] This would take away male privilege, and also ‘the sex distinction itself: Genital differences between human beings would no longer matter culturally’[footnoteRef:20]    [19:  Firestone, cited in Mitchell, p. 2.]  [20:  Firestone, cited in Mitchell, p. 2.] 


Texts in the form of older history books and literature presents, in many cases, primarily the male view.  Reflecting on the constraints, conditions, and expectations when reading texts as a woman and feminist becomes a political act because, in reading these texts, there are so many issues related to gender inequality that it is impossible not to be moved to try and create change. Reading, speaking about and writing about these misconceptions about women is a form of action-taking against marginalization.  Biology creates certain limitations, but only in how social structures have arranged this, which favours power for men and subordination for women according to prescribed gender roles. In order to correct these assumptions and restrictions about gender, women need to be vocal in their rebellion against unequal power. 

Women continue to fight against the limitations of motherhood in terms of how this relates to career advancement and how it creates a structure of imbalance of power with men. There needs to be more space for women’s perspectives to be heard, and women’s stories to create a more accurate record of history, i.e. including both perspectives. It is a challenge to fight against long-standing ideas held about women and their role of subordination, which has become embedded in society and in some cultures more than others.  So, in writing and critiquing texts and being vocal about women’s stories, it serves the purpose of correcting misconceptions, and taking action for gender equality, for not only women, but other marginalized groups.
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