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The Discovery of Woman in British Literature


Interestingly enough, there was a time when women could not roar. If they managed, by some chance, to get out a bite-less bark, no one heard it and no one cared to hear it, but times changed. Doors opened. Courts bowed. Social standards that females were taught to abide by disappeared, and women became a powerful race of their own. History still struggles to explain what happened, when it happened, and where it started, but context has proven itself the world’s best witness to the yet occurring phenomena. Thus, the king of context keepers, literature, is the best place from which these questions’ answers can be attained.  In this case, British literature—texts from the first economic world power—will reveal the intricacies of women’s emergence into mainstream society. 


To say that women had no place in Middle Ages’ literature would be false; their presence is in the texts. It was the quality of their presence, however, that nullified the extent to which their literary status mattered. Beowulf, the oldest surviving transcript of British literature, suggests that women “be peace weavers”  (line 1718) in a society where warfare was honored. They were not to “snatch away life for illusory sights” (line 1719), or spend their time fulfilling personal dreams, in a social atmosphere where men boasted their dreams’ fulfillment to establish circles of power. These suggestions for women’s behavior seem harmless when considered out of context; but interpreted properly, the writer of Beowulf said, “Do not exist as individuals. Make peace of our wars. Make our dreams come true. Make yourselves scarce otherwise.” 


Marie de France did little more to give womanhood a face. Her Lanval directly associated women’s authoritative and attractive characteristics with the manipulative elements of adulterous sex. The hero of the text, Lanval, was said to have “gone off to amuse himself” (line 42) when he “saw two girls approaching” (55), scantily clad, inviting him to the “pavilion of their mistress” (line 76). The mistress, in turn, became a heroine of picturesque pornography. She is “cloaked of white ermine, covered with purple alexandrine, [lying with] her whole side uncovered,” (lines 102-104) offering Lanval the “possession of her body” (line 150). By the end of the text, Lanval revealed his affair to others (who secretly longed for adulterous affairs of their own) and tore himself to pieces about losing his mistress as a result: “He complained and sighed… and fainted; he cried a hundred time for her to have mercy” (lines 341-343). The episode was rank; fuming from beginning to end with praises for jezebels and lustful men. 


Lanval’s mistress returned in the end to reclaim him, and he and his town rejoiced, but they truly had nothing to rejoice about. Lanval was a whoremonger, and his lover a whore. Ending the text on an upbeat after telling a story so filled with denigrating images of womanhood was the cruelest thing Madame France could ever do to herself. Though there was money in the sex trade, the writer essentially dismissed woman’s reflection in the mirror for the shadow of her curvature. Did not men have enough curvature in their grasps already?


The Wife of Bath seemed to have thought so, and rightly so. Chaucer’s outspoken and rambunctious feminine vice from Canterbury Tales took a bold and unashamed stand for the place of women in social circles. She spoke. She married young, “twelf yeer of age” (“The Wife of Bath’s Prologue,” line 4), as she “should” have, but she never married happily. Her men were sometimes successful and abusive, passive and idle-minded, or totally subservient, but she never found a balance. She worked for a living, making and selling cloth in the centers of Flemish clothmaking (“The General Prologue,” lines 449-450). She dressed as immodest as she chose (“The General Prologue,” lines 456-459).  Bath is the closest thing to an independent, holistically developed female character that the British world experienced before her. 


Chaucer, however, deserves no credit for her establishment of an assertive female identity. Bath was intended to be, as stated above, a vice character. She was everything that women of Chaucer’s time should not be, and her creative purpose was to deter independence in British women. She is identified by no real name; for even today, she is remembered as the wife of…, carrying on the British legacy of coverture. Her married name would be listed if it were more easily determinable. She preached the adultery of Lanval’s mistress throughout the text, trumpeting infidelity to be enjoyable for the woman and her unfaithful husband: “the wise king daun Salomon: I trowe he hadde wives many oon, as would God it leveful were to me to be refresshed half so ofte as he” (“The Wife of Bath’s Prologue,” lines 35-38). Bath appeared to be the first feminist in the history of British literature; but in reality, she was just a well-rounded, controversial, dressed up sex kitten. Chaucer would have never supported a will like Bath’s, holy or otherwise. 


The Early Modern Period did. According to Jordan and Carroll’s The Early Modern Period, “women poets [of the time] reworked the conventions of love lyrics to encompass a feminine perspective on passion” (402), and “some distinguished themselves in masculine occupations” (405). Women were reading and using Scripture to “rethink and resist their customary places as the inferiors of men” (396). Women ran the country. The forerunners of the “feminist movement” in this period met with strong resistance of course, and many obstacles, but the battle continued. A few men even joined the fight. 


Elizabeth I said in her speech To the English Troops at Tilbury…, “I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king” (629). Sir Thomas Elyot’s The Defence of Good Women proclaimed that women “have discretion, election and prudence, which make wisdom for [self and public] governance” (638). Sir Walter Raleigh’s text on the Amazons from The Discovery of the Large, Rich and Beautiful Empire of Guiana presented to the British world women who were so militantly selective that they returned their illegitimate sons to illegitimate fathers and nurtured their bastard daughters to “increase their sex” (608). What explosive examples these are of the changes that took place for the empowerment of women during early modernity. Vives’ Instruction of Christian Women was being laughed at behind certain closed doors in his community, as was usual for misogynist works, but it was also being mocked in public, by women. 


Milton’s Eve from Paradise Lost deserves a paper of her own, but in the interest of time and a more concise summary of women’s literary benchmarks, she will here be allotted a paragraph. Her characterization was written in the Early Modern Period by an Early Modern writer, but she does not support the women’s movement of her time. She is the equivalent of what the 20th Century called a dumb blonde, being enamored with her own reflection and consumed with her cosmetic superiority to “less fairer” beings (lines 449-483). She fought intelligently for her freedom and attained it only to do something eternally ignoble with it; to later eat of the forbidden tree: “she pluck’d, she eat: earth felt the wound and nature from her seat…gave signs of woe” (lines 781-783). Without her strong, wise, moral man, woman proved foolish and fallen. The story is a reproduction of something true, yes, but the end to which the text was used does not justify the means by which it was written. History or no history, Milton imparted a slant into his work. Eve, though the author of original sin, got the unfair slice of the pie in Milton’s paradise. After all, did Adam not eat of the forbidden tree later? Yes he did. 


So, Milton’s take on the feminine was biased, and he obviously intended to warn the British public that a “loosed woman” was a foolish, self-absorbed, dangerous thing. He took a traditional stand on a traditional issue. Not long after he had done so, fortunately enough for the women, Margaret Cavendish wrote and published a scientific paper on experimental philosophy. Frankly, a woman could not get any more loose in the world of British literature. She published the essay Observations upon Experimental Philosophy… during the Restoration, late 17th Century. The fight against women’s liberties was from then on all down hill. 


Here is the audacity of the post-Restoration woman. Romantic Mary Wollstonecraft attacked the misogynist text of her contemporary Edmund Burke in her essay A Vindication of the Rights of Men, which openly defined what men’s rights could not be. Victorian women Charlotte and Anne Brontë opposed their feminine vocations in personal letters and novels that were printed and widely read. Victorian Caroline Norton wrote A Letter to the Queen, which outlined for Queen Victoria everything a married woman could not and should have been able to do in an abusive marital situation. Even Queen Victoria—who was “against” the women’s rights movement—disapproved of what was commonly known as feminine. Her Letters and Journal Entries on the Position of Women shamelessly criticized the institution of marriage (578) and the process of childbirth (579). Women of the Romantic and Victorian periods did not think like Marie de France. They were free in their minds. The 17th Century fostered such a growth in the female consciousness that the average woman’s mind, Post-Restoration, was already free enough to fight her oppressors.


Last but not least, the 20th Century affected great change in the world’s view of women forever. Wars sent women to work in factories while their husbands fought to defend whole nations. Wolff wrote A Room of One’s Own, admonishing the British society to give women writers a just salary and a place to call theirs. Men like James Joyce penned female characters that embodied national identities and grievances. Blast! Magazine plead androgynous to any further movements against women: “We have made it quite clear that there is nothing Chauvinistic or picturesquely patriotic about our contentions” (1094). T. S. Eliot condemned the falsities of English female “society” (traditional women) in his Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock. The Married Women’s Property Law was revised for the third and fourth time thanks to writers like Wollstonecraft and Norton. Feminists began to rewrite more and more literature from the feminine perspective. Things fell apart. In the end, women—powerful, willful, intelligent, and respectable women—brought it all back together. The world was never the same again. 


The wheels are still turning. It is not surprising to hear today’s women sarcastically remark that “That Harlequin trash is written by men, not us.” Smooth is still beautiful. Smoother is better. The Brontë sisters made the British canon, insuring posthumously that no woman be duped into the beauties of “governessing” without considering her options. Women have options. Almost everyone knows that George Eliot was a woman. Vives is laughed at in the presence of white and minority men alike, in full public view of “men in authority.” Hilary Clinton. Caroline Norton receives honor in courts of law, in survey classes of collegiate literature and in feminist circles. Yes, there are feminist “circles”. Women go to the best schools, and wear the best perfumes and clothes by way of their own paychecks. Women run the companies. Women build the skyscrapers. Women write the law. 

Beowulf did not recognize woman’s existence beyond peace-weaving and clothes washing. Today, women in society thrive. Though history cannot pinpoint exactly when the wind began to change directions, literature says that by 1800 A.D., the hard part was finished. Hence, Woman has made her permanent mark in the wrinkles of time. Can literature predict woman’s next big move? A wise man would say “Probably”. But when asked is woman moving, a wise man would say “Moving? She’s gone… gone for centuries now.”   
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