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On Christine de Pizan's Tactics of Persuasion

In the beginning of 

the Book of the City of Ladies
In the first sentence, Christine states that literary studies are her "usual habit", and introduces "the weighty opinions of various authors" (I.1.1), later to be refuted.  Even while establishing her credibility, she sets a tone of humble study of those of greater merit, so as not to offend readers at the outset, and to make her eventual refutation of their ideas all the more striking.

Her decision to "leave such subtle questions in peace" (I.1.1) leads away from the crux of the debate, as if she is avoiding the subject that her story is about.  This tangent about the book by Matheolus, which leads into the main debate, also does three things: it furthers the notion of Christine's humility and good intentions toward the intellectual world; it teases the reader to wonder when she will get to those "subtle questions" (I.1.1) that are obviously the subject of the debate; and, most of all, it shows the universality and inevitability of her struggle.  It shows that even when trying to read light poetry she cannot escape her tormentors, and that this applies to everyone.  It is not just an isolated incident between her and a single author, because, she says, "Not only one or two and not even just this Matheolus... They all concur in one conclusion: that the behavior of women is inclined to and full of every vice" (I.1.1).  She extends her tormentors to include all men, and her fellow sufferers all women.

Having gotten to the point, in a cleverly roundabout way, she immediately becomes humble in tone again, and the cycle of establishing her wisdom (“Thinking deeply about these matters…” [I.1.1]), and humility (as she backs down in the face of “the testimony of so many notable men” [I.1.1]) begins again.  She allows herself to be seemingly convinced of their arguments, “that God formed a vile creature when He made woman” (I.1.1), so that it can be from the “three crowned ladies” (I.2.1), rather than her own narrative voice, that the refutation comes.  This is a powerful tactic in the beginning of an argument, as those attacking her intelligence or qualifications are attacking the opposing view, which she later rejects.

The vision of the three ladies, with symbolic names, is the most striking device used in the story.  They offer to bring her “out of the ignorance which so blinds” (I.2.2) her.  Rational or no, fictional characters named Reason, Rectitude, and Justice seem to lend a much stronger and more credible front against the “many strange opinions” (I.2.2) of the philosophers who oppose them than a single narrative voice would have.  By having three figures all in agreement, Christine shames the philosophers, who she says always “contradict and criticize one another” (I.2.2).

Then, having begun the attack on the opposition in earnest, Christine introduces the concept of “antiphrasis” (I.2.2), questioning whether some of those philosophers could have meant the opposite of what they seemed to say.  And with concrete examples, she shows that that must be the case, since some things they say are so obviously contrary to the truth, for example “the attack against the estate of marriage” (I.2.2).

But perhaps the most important device used in this work is the one that makes people want to read it.  For a reader who wants to continue reading eventually begins to want to believe as well.  It isn’t until nine pages into the text (I.4.3) that the first of the three ladies reveals her name.  Key details are withheld, and lavish, vivid descriptions given in their place.  This keeps the reader wondering and makes for mental images that will remain with the reader for a long time.  The following quote is the first time the three ladies are described:


So occupied with these painful thoughts, my head bowed in 

shame, my eyes filled with tears, leaning on the pommel of my 

chair’s armrest, I suddenly saw a ray of light fall on my lap, as 

though it were the sun.  I shuddered then, as if wakened from 

sleep, for I was sitting in a shadow where the sun could not have 

shone at that hour.  And as I lifted my head to see where this 

light was coming from, I saw three crowned ladies standing before 

me, and the splendor of their bright faces shone on me and 

throughout the entire room.  








(I.2.1)

Notice the emotional appeal, the vivid details of sight and touch, the physical actions, and the surprise and mystery in this passage.  This is the work of a novelist much more than a philosopher, which broadens the appeal of the work, and demonstrates Christine’s mastery of the language in which she writes.

(802 words, counting the really long quote…)

