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INTRODUCTION 

This book can most s imply be seen as the history of women in  Chris
t iani ty. Because in trad it ional Western Christian i ty women have been 
kept out of the male world of action and thought, i t cannot be a 
conven tional history which proceeds chronological ly ,  describing a 
sequence of events .  There have been no great Events in  th is  history of 
women and no great in tel lectual movements .  That kind of act iv i ty 
was the preserve of the male saints and the male theologians. How
ever, sometimes women did penetrate th is  male world of act ion and 
thought, and they did so in  ways that often seem very d ifferent on 
the surface but are real ly deeply s imi lar. This book wil l  examine the 
way that men regarded women in Western Christ iani ty and the ways 
that they coped with their view of women . It wil l also look at the 
solut ions that women found for the problems that were created for 
them by the part icular neuroses of Christ iani ty .  

The idea of neurosis is  important .  Christ ian dogma has official ly 
been qui te posi t ive about women, a l though the implications of some 
of the teachings of Christ iani ty have been si n ister and suspect .  How-
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ever, there is an underly ing emot ion i n  Christ iani ty which surfaces 
violent ly and repeatedly in its h istory that has no connection with 
the dogma, j ust as i n  our own personal l i ves our emotions often bear 
lit tle resemblance to the beliefs and opin ions we hold in tel lectual ly .  
Thus the Crusades, when Christians savagely butchered Moslems 
and Jews, completely con tradicted Christian i ty's doctrine of love. 
They were an emotional explosion that proceeded from some qui te 
separate part of the Christ ian mind that had nothing to do with 
doctrine .  Christian at t i tudes to sex and to women are s imi larly i rra
t ional and inconsistent and have from time to t ime exploded vio
lent ly .  They cont inue to explode. 

Neuroses are much more difficul t  to get rid of than beliefs. We can 
all change our opinions more easi ly  than we can el iminate destruc
t ive patterns in our l ives, however hard we try .  I t  is the same with a 
rel igion and, surely ,  the same with a cul ture .  Our religious beliefs 
may have changed, but our emotional compulsions have remained. 
Western society �as created and formed by Christiani ty .  When the 
culture of Late Ant iquity was lost during the Dark Ages, i t  was the 
Church which preserved learn ing and cu l tural values. The Church 
dominated the l i fe of Europe polit ical ly and emotional ly unt i l  th is  
cen tury.  For a long t ime there was no l i fe and no learn ing possible in 
Europe outside the Church . I t  i s  perhaps only in th is century that 
the Christian religion has ceased to influence the minds and hearts of 
many Western men and women . In some ways we could be said to be 
l iv ing in  a Post-Christ ian society. During the last hundred years or 
so s ince the scient ific revolut ions of the 19th century ,  which deeply 
shook the basis of Christian belief, a secular society has been slowly 
evolving which is independent of any Church .  Our polit ics, our edu
cation , our "charitable" social work are no longer undertaken as 
they were for nearly two thousand years by dedicated Christians 
in tent  on bringing about the Kingdom of God on earth, but by dedi
cated secular experts  who often have no rel igious belief at al l .  I t  is no 
longer necessary in England ,  as it was unt i l  the late 1 9 th cen tury,  to 
subscribe to the 39 Articles of the Church of England to be admit ted 
into Oxford or Cambridge Univers i ty or into the Civi l  Service, and 
no undergraduate would today be expel led from a university ,  as Shel
ley was in  the early 1 9th cen tury, for holding atheist ic bel iefs .  Rel i 
gion ,  i t  could be sa id ,  has become i rrelevant to the mainstream of li fe 
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in  the 20th centu ry ,  and the fact that many of the Christian 
Church�s are fast being emptied of commit ted bel ievers shows that 
Christian i ty has been pushed to the sidelines because i t  no longer has 
anything to say to our l iberated and secular world where, in  certain 
parts of society, a lack of Christ ian bel ief and a skepticism about  
conventional rel igion is often taken for gran ted and even encouraged . 

If  i t  is t rue that we are l iv ing in  a society which seems to have 
outgrown Christ ian i ty ,  then why is it important to th ink about the 
Christian history of women? Surely such archaeological delving in 
the rubble of a dead rel igion is i rrelevant  to the woman of today, who 
has often l iberated herself from the shackles of an outworn rel igious 
fai th? Yet whi le i t  is t rue that parts of our society could well be 
described as having moved into a Post -Christ ian era, Christ ian i ty  is  
far from being a dead let ter .  In  the fi rst place, a good deal of l ip  
service i s  st i l l  paid to t rad i t ional Christ ian beliefs in the public l i fe of 
Europe and America. State weddings and funerals often take a con
ven t ional Christ ian form, and pol i t icians, however skept ical they 
may privately be, st i l l  invoke God or at least are chary abou t  taking 
His name in vain .  In  England schools st i l l  have to have some k ind of 
"prayers" or rel igious service--however anemic-and have to give 
some sort of rel igious inst ruction . We sti l l stand to attent ion and sing 
"God Save the Queen" or "God Bless America" even if we no longer 
believe in the Dei ty .  And of course many people st i l l  do believe in 
Him.  

I n  the  1 960s i t  seemed impossible tha t  rel igion would ever p lay  an 
important role in the publ ic l ife of a nation aga in .  There was increas
ing in terest in the West in Eastern rel igions and in medi tat ion,  but  
such practices were very private and, i ndeed , often embraced by 
people who had d ropped out of the pol i t ical and social system. Con
ven t ional Christian ity seemed to belong to an order that was passing 
away. Yet today in  the 1 980s there seems to be a rel igious revival ,  
with people returning to strongly fundamental ist Christian bel ief. In 
the Uni ted States Jerry Falwel l 's  Moral Majori ty has seized the 
imaginat ions of many ci t izens, including, i t  is said ,  Reagan 's .  In  En
gland people are flocking in  large numbers to charismatic or pente
costal sects which hold�ften very aggressi vely-tradi tional Chris
t ian beliefs .  I t  may be too soon to say that we have moved once and 
for al l  into a Post-Ch rist ian era, but  we are perhaps in  a state of 
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transition,  and it is certain ly  t rue that Western society is deeply di
vided about the re levance of Ch rist ianity .  Programs in the media 
which cri t ic ize tradit ional doctrines cause an emotional explosion 
from all parts of society, wh ich in itself shows that people feel very 
st rongly indeed about the trad i t ional Christian fai th .  

Even those aspects of  Western Soc iety which may have entered a 
Post-Christian era are affected by Christ ian i ty ,  albei t unconsciously. 
We have not yet learned how to be ent i rely secular, and con t inue to 
reproduce Christ ian patterns of thought and behavior in secular 
ways. I t  has been said by Jewish scholars, for example, that although 
Nazi ant i -Semit ism had noth ing whatever to do with Christianity on 
one level , at a deeper level i t  was merely repeating in a secular mode 
the patterns of Christian ant i-Semit ism wh ich surfaced in Europe at 
the end of the 1 1 th century during the First Crusade and which has 
cont inued in sporadic explosions ever since, especia l ly in Germany .  
Ant i-Semi t ism, which k i l l s  and destroys thousands of our fel low 
men , is an excel l�nt example of the way a Christian neurosis can 
completely contradict the essence of the Christ ian fai th but which is 
so fundamental ly wri tten in to the hearts of men in  the Christ ian 
West that it had to find expression in  a secular mode when Christian
i ty had been left beh ind . I would argue similarly that the Christian 
view of women and the Christ ian emotion about women sti l l  affect us 
at a very deep level .  

A good deal of work has been done on the history of women , but 
unt i l  recent ly ,  when Marina Warner, Mary Daly and Rosemary Rad
ford Ruether pioneered the subject , there was l i t t le understanding of 
the Christian history of women. What I am attempt ing in  this book 
is to show how women sti l l  owe a great deal to our Christian past for 
good and for i l l .  Women st i l l  behave i n  ways that Christian women 
behaved for centuries, even if they hold no Christian beliefs and have 
l i t t le  technical knowledge about the Christian fai th .  They are t rans
lat ing, subconsciously ,  Christ ian myths about women into a secular 
idiom . Some of these myths are more heal thy and helpful than oth
ers . 

I t  seems important to be very clear about Christ ianity 's contribu
tion to-1 would say creation of-women's problems in the West ,  if 
on ly because of the dominant role Western women are taking as self
styled leaders of the oppressed women of the world. It often surprises 



INTRODUCTION XIII 

me tha� people who are usual ly  quite an tagonist ic toward Christ ian
i ty  are often extremely chauvin ist about i t  once they start comparing 
it to other rel igions, especia l ly in t h is matter of the treatment of 
women : Christ iani ty may be bad , they say , but J udaism or Is lam are 
definitely worse. Comparisons are often not only odious but the re
sul t  of ignorant prejudice. I make no great cla ims for any re l igion 's 
at t i tude to women . Most rel igions have been male affairs and have 
kept women in a subord inate pos i t ion .  The only poi nt that I would 
make is that they al l d id th is  in very different ways. Christ ian i ty  had 
a part icular d ifficul ty with women,  and its solu t ions to th is  problem 
and the neuroses arising from it are qui te pecul iar to Christ iani ty .  I t  
is important for us  to  be  clear about that d ifference and  that d is t inc
t ion .  The West is the society that has pioneered the l iberat ion of 
women .  This is no accident ,  for the pecul iar neurotic problems i t  
developed led Christ ianity from i ts  very earliest days to produce an 
ideal of l iberated and autonomous women who were independent of 
and equal to men . The West is very anxious to spread th is gospel of 
l iberat ion in other cu l tures . However, it is no good taking our part ic
ular views of oppression and our part icular sol ut ions to women of 
other cult ures because their views and sol ut ions wi l l  be d ifferent .  We 
have had very d ifferent cu l tural histories and wi l l  therefore have very 
d ifferent values and priorities .  I n Sex and Destiny Germaine Greer 
tel ls us how angry Thi rd World women tend to become when West 
ern women explain their own cu l tures and their  own problems to 
them , usual ly with great inaccuracy . Women need to be free of op
pression , and Western women are right to worry about abominable 
habi ts l i ke Islamic c l i toridectomy and problems of cont raception in 
the Third World .  However, we are now very sadly  aware in  th is  
country of our d isastrous pol icy of Colon ial ization when we chauvin
ist ical ly imposed our cu l ture on worlds that were quite al ien to i t .  
Women are fond of c i t ing the mistakes men have made in  h istory, 
but in  th is matter of spread ing the good news of l iberat ion they are in 
danger of repeat ing th is  part icular male mistake. Certain ly  pool ing 
of resources and ideas must go on,  and we can and must do a good 
deal to help women in other cu lt u res. However, it is not sufficient to 
sei ze upon a few superficial l ikenesses which reassure us and confirm 
our own view of the problems we have, and assume that their prob
lems are precisely the same as ours .  There are probably subtle d iffer-
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ences that are crucial . To appreciate these subtle dist inct ions we 
must fi rst learn about  our own cu l tural  heri tage and our own pecu
l iar Western problems. I have, therefore, confined myself to a study 
of Western Christ iani ty and have not i ncluded Eastern or Russian 
Orthodox Christiani ty which has dominated Greece, parts of Eastern 
Europe and the Near East and large areas of what is now the Soviet 
Union.  For the last thousand years, largely due to the aggressive 
behavior of Western Churches, there has been a div ision between 
Eastern and Western Christ ian i ty ,  and from the beginning of the 
Christian era in the East Christ ians developed their own problems 
and their own solu t ions which were very d ifferent from Western an
swers. Here in the West we must  confron t  our own heritage. 

Christ ianity does not emerge well from th is story of Western 
women. It is not, however, my in tent ion to offend anybody or to 
denigrate the whole Christ ian cont ribution to civilization . We are 
sti l l  expressing in purely secular ways excellent  Christ ian ideals l ike 
concern for the underprivi leged, equality and just ice for a l l  and 
world peace. Rel igious people must above a l l  be concerned about 
truth even if  th is  t ruth is sometimes uncomfortable. Some of the 
Churches are t ry ing to change their at t itudes and prejudices about 
women and are clearly aware that all was not wel l  i n  the past, even 
though sadly  some Churches are more aware of th is than others. Old 
prejudices and neuroses die hard ,  and having a good long look at 
them can be a step in the right d i rection of healing. As long as 
Christians cont inue to dance defensively around the problem of 
women , they wil l  s imply reproduce the system of double-th ink which 
has for so long bedeviled the mat ter. 

I have called th is book The Gospel According to Woman because i t  
is the story of the  way women l ived out the gospel of Jesus Christ . 
The word "Gospel," of course, means good news, and although at 
the very beginning of i ts  h istory Christ ianity did offer women a posi
t ive message i t  has to be said that since the 2nd century Christ iani ty  
has been anything but  "good news" for women. Today women are 
very conscious of the suffering and damage wrought upon them by 
Western values and myths about the role of the sexes. However, it is 
t rue that i n  this century women have managed to change th ings for 
the better, and they owe this achievement  in  large part to thei r  Chris
t ian heri tage, though they may be unaware of this .  Christ iani ty  has 
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been extremely damaging  to women , but there are elements i n  Chris-
' 

t ian modes of thought and fee l ing that could be used more creat ively .  
I t  is now surely t ime for women to beg in to capital i ze on the im
provements in  their posi t ion instead of merely bewai l i ng  thei r suffer
ings. This must be the next essent ial step to com plete l iberat ion .  I n  
th i s  sense Christ iani ty can offer a message o f  glad tid ings to  women , 
as long as women are clear which of the cu l tural habi ts  of mind that 
Christ ian i ty  has taught us in the West they want  to cu l t ivate and 
which they wan t to jet t ison . That is why we need to understand our 
Ch rist ian past ,  and in any case to re-create the past  can sometimes, 
somehow, redeem i t .  





THE GOSPEL 
according 

TO WOMAN 





1 

THE PROBLEM: 

SEX 

Women's main problem in the Western world has always been sex . It 
is no accident that the latest wave of fem inism coincided with the 
sexual revolut ion of the 1 960s and 1 970s. Once women started to feel 
sexuaJ iy freer, they began to reappra ise their posi t ion in  soc iety as a 
whole. The wonders of cont racept ion had gi ven them freedom to 
enjoy the ir  sexual i ty without fear of unwan ted pregnancy . The the
ory was that this gave them the same sexual freedom as men. They 
then started to campaign for greater freedom and equal i ty  in other 
spheres . If sexual freedom and a more sexuaJ iy  permissive atmo
sphere gave women in t imat ions of l iberat ion ,  i t  is  also true that in 
our cu lt ure sex ual guil t  and repression have put women in  an impos
sible posi tion . I n  aJI cu l tures women have been seen as inferior be
ings :  they are men 's chattels and have no independent rights; they 
are considered spi ri t ual ly and inte l lectual ly weaker than men ; thei r 
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whole duty i n  l ife is to pander to male comfort .  To be a wife and 
mother is a woman's whole fulfi l lment and she must not ask for 
anything more. Her place is in the home. Women have shared th is  
burden of inferiority in al l  cul tures. However, in the West women 
have had a special ly difficult  problem that has made the usual op
pression especially onerous. It is a problem that Jewish and Islamic 
women, for example, do not share. The Christ ian world of Europe 
and America has been permeated by a hatred and fear of sex. Be
cause men have been taught to think of sex as something evi l ,  they 
have feared and hated women who have tempted them into this 
dangerous sexual i ty .  Christiani ty  has formed Western society and 
Christ iani ty  has been the only major rel igion to hate and fear sex . 
Consequently i t  is i n  the West a lone that women have been hated 
because they are sexual beings instead of merely being dominated 
because they are inferior chattels . 

Other cu l tures and other rel igions have been very harsh and op
pressive to women,  but not because of sex .  The world of Islam is the 
misogyn ist culture that first springs to mind.  We see i t  as harsh and 
cruel-the epitome of male dominat ion.  However, Moslem women 
are not subj ugated because Islam hates sex but because in Islam 
women are the valued possessions of men . Islam has always appreci
ated sexual i ty .  Mohammed was a passionate and erotic man; in  his 
view women were the best gift God had given to man. Chauvinist 
that remark may be, but  t here is no hint  in Mohammed's thought 
that sex is evi l .  He had no t ime for celibacy and there was, he said ,  to 
be "no monkery in  Is lam ."  The ascet ics and mystics of Islam , the 
Sufis, have not been celibate, because sexual contact with women was 
not seen as a hindrance to union with God as it was in the West .  
Before having sex, the Koran tel ls the Moslem to thank Allah for the 
great gift of sexual i ty .  Men are al lowed to have up  to four wives, but 
each wife is to be cherished and valued . Mohammed was clear that if 
a man cannot be fai r, sexual l y  and emotional ly ,  to more than one 
wife, then he should be monogamous. Mohammed certain ly d id not 
think that women were sexual l y  disgust ing. When his  wife had her 
period he used to make a point  of recl in ing in her lap, of taking his 
prayer mat from her hand, saying for the benefit of his d isciples, 
"Your menstruation is not in  your hand. "  He would drink from the 
same cup, saying, "Your menstruation is not on your lips ."  The 
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Koran says noth ing about women having to be vei led or locked away 
, 

in  harems. In  fact , in the early period of Is lam, women had a good 
deal of freedom. Vei l i ng came in during the th ird and fourth genera
tion after Mohammed , and it has been suggested that I s lam acqui red 
the pract ice from its con tact wi th Christ ian Byzant ium,  which had 
always treated its women this way. Harsh sexual pun ishments are 
meted out to sexual offenders in some Is lamic countries because sex
ual i ty is valued and the ideal has been debased , not, as in the past in  
the West ,  because sexual i ty is abhorrent .  

However, s imply to ment ion Islam cal ls  to mind the barbaric prac
t ice of c l i toridectomy.  Yet we in Bri ta in cannot afford to be too 
chauvin ist about th is  because in the 1 9th century British doctors also 
performed c l i toridectomy on girls who used to enjoy their sexual i ty  
too much by masturbat ing.  In England the operation was j ust ified by 
the myth curren t  in Victorian society that  sex was evi l .  Islam would 
never subscribe to that .  Is lam performs the same operation on gi rls 
not because thei r sexual i ty is evil but because they are the property 
of men. They belong firs t  to their father and then to their- future 
husbands.  I n  the same way , the Crusaders used to lock their wives 
into appal l ing chasti ty  belts to ensure thei r fidel i ty  whi le they were 
away in the Holy Land .  Western women have also always been the 
chatte ls of thei r husbands. Yet Islamic girls and Victorian English 
girls would have experienced c l i toridectomy very different ly .  In both 
cases the effects would have been deeply t raumatic and the scars 
would physica l ly  have been much the same, but the psychological 
scars would have been d ifferent .  To be mut i lated because you are a 
chattel and to be mut i lated because you are sexual and therefore evi l  
are very d ifferent experiences. Neither is desi rable, and this k ind of 
suffering should not be weighed and compared, but, if heal ing were 
possible, each would have to be treated d ifferent ly .  Much of the 
Islamic world, for a l l  i ts new-found 20th-century weal th in oil, is s t i l l  
cu l tura l ly  in the 1 9th century. We should be quick to deplore the 
pract ice of c l i toridectomy as mut i lat ing to women, but we should be 
chary of apportioning a l l  the blame to Islam when we, in the last 
century , were performing the same operation with the fu l l  support of 
society .  

S imi larly ,  Judaism is seen as bei ng oppress ive ,  and certain ly  Israe l i  
men tend to be extremely chauvin is t .  Yet again ,  th is  is not because of 



4 TH E GOSPEL ACCOR DING To WOMAN 

sex .  J udaism has never hated sexual i ty in the way that Christ ianity 
has done, because i t  is  a racial  rel igion. The Chosen People have to 
propagate themselves, and so women , as mothers, have a part i cularly 
important ,  even crucial rel igious role. The puri ty laws of Levi t icus 
made women "impure" while they were menstruating as though they 
were dirty and sinfu l ,  but it is  not usual ly  real ized that exact ly the 
same prohibit ions and legis lat ion apply to a man who has had a 
nocturnal emission or has a venereal discharge. I t  is an issue of ri tual 
puri ty ,  and there are t imes when semen can be as impure as men
st rual blood. Again ,  although there have been Jewish celibates-like 
Jesus and St .  Pau l ,  for example--cel ibacy came very late to Judaism. 
People who practiced i t ,  l ike the Essenes at Qumran by the Dead 
Sea, were only a t iny minori ty .  Cel ibacy has never been considered 
valuable by the majori ty  of Jews, because cont inuing the Chosen 
Race has been too importan t .  It has never been a requ irement for the 
Jewish mystic, as i t  has t rad i t ional ly been in the Christian world .  
Indeed it used to �e the case that  a young man was not a l lowed to 
embark on the mystical s tudy of the Kaballah unt i l  he was married : 
the myst ical  path ,  i t  was believed , had many psychological peri ls ,  
and this could be very dangerous if there was an unheal thy sexual 
repression . 

J udaism values sex. This is  true also of other rel igions. The Bud
dha may have told his monks to shun women , but no Buddhist 
would force celibacy on another. It has to spring from a man's own 
free choice: any involuntary repression (such as exists in the Catholic 
priesthood, for example) can only induce what Buddhists call an 
"unski l l fu l  state, " a state of mind which will embed a man in his own 
ego and prevent Enlightenmen t .  Sexual gui l t ,  for example, i s  an "un
ski l l fu l  state" because i t  is unproduct ive and makes a man too con
scious of himself, so i t  must not be induced by forcing him to a 
cel ibacy that is unnatural or uncongenial to h im .  Certain sects in  
Buddh ism and Hinduism have used sex as  a myst ical activi ty .  Every
body has heard of the Kama Sutra, but not everybody is aware that 
this is not just a sex manual , but a method of achieving t ranscen
dence and spir i tual enl ightenment .  Christ ian i ty is un ique in having 
hated and outlawed sex and in  making people feel gui l ty because 
they are sexual beings. 

There are two things that can be said against this. First ly, i t  could 
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be ar�ued that although in  the past Christ ian i ty  certain ly  d id have an 
unfortunate and damaging effect on the sexual i ty of the West ,  we 
have now shed these unheal thy values. The majori ty  of people in our 
society are no longer Christians, and are therefore no longer subject 
to the sexual gui l t  of Christ iani ty .  Therefore, it must fol low that the 
sexual wisdom we have recent ly acquired wi l l  necessari ly free women 
from any oppression and prejud ice that may have i njured them in  the 
past .  Now that we have l iberated sexual i ty  from the oppressions of 
Christ ian i ty ,  l iberat ion for women wil l also occur and we do not 
need to worry about what happened in our past ,  when the Church 
enshrined values and bel iefs that most people no longer share .  The 
second more important objection i s  that the sexual neurosis of the 
West is not the faul t  of Christian i ty .  I t  may be t rue  that a few Chris
tian cranks in al l  ages have said some extremely unfortunate th ings 
about sex,  but  the Churches have always officia l ly  upheld sex ,  mar
riage and the fam i ly as things that are holy and good . To blame 
Christ ian i ty  for the sexual muddles of Europe and America is unfair .  
I t  is just as unfair  to blame Christ ian i ty  for the oppression of women . 
After al l ,  the Churches have declared since the t ime of St .  Paul that 
men and women are equal i n  the sight  of God ,  and indeed the cul t of 
the Virg in Mary in Cathol ic Europe did great th ings for the posit ion 
of women . Christ iani ty ,  both sets of objectors would say, is i rrelevant 
to the posi t ion of women today and is certain ly  not responsible for 
any sexual neuroses we might  have in our society-if i ndeed , in  these 
days of sexual permissiveness, we have any sexual problems left at 
a l l .  

The first object ion-that sexual i ty  has now been l iberated from 
Christ ian i ty and that people today no longer th ink about sex in 
Christ ian terms-is based on a romantic not ion about sexual i ty 
which has recent ly come in  for a good deal  of crit icism . Michel 
Foucaul t  in his book The History of Sexuality has shown that sexual
ity is  not an innate "natural" force i nherent in every one of us, which 
is yearn ing to break free of social  cons t rain t .  On the cont rary, sexual
ity is formed by society .  Just as every one of us has been affected 
sexual l y  by the way we were taught about  sex, the same applies in a 
larger way to society as a whole. Society creates sexual a t t i tudes 
which obviously affect the sexual i ty of the individuals in  that society .  
I ndeed , society actual ly creates sexual i t ies. Foucaul t  c i tes homosexu-
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al i ty  as an example of this .  A hundred years ago women had intense 
and passionate friendships with one another; they even l ived and 
slept together, and nobody thought  very much about it or paused to 
wonder what they did in  bed together. Today such women are cal led 
lesbians and the fact that they have now acquired a dist inct sexual 
ident i ty  affects their whole lives : it must have a profound effect also 
on their sexual l i ves . The same applies to male homosexuals. A man 
who is "gay" today has a very different at titude to h imsel f  and his 
sexual i ty from the furt ive homosexual of a hundred years ago. Cer
ta in pressures and influences in society have produced a new form of 
sexual i ty. There is  noth ing new about homosexual i ty  as such, but the 
way it expresses itself, sexual ly as wel l as social ly ,  is now qui te d iffer
ent from the way i t  expressed itse lf in  the Victorian period or in 
ancient Greece . Homosexual i ty is  not a great natural force that has 
suddenly  sprung forth in  a l iberated way in i t s  essent ial  form. 

One can say the same th ing about the sexual i ty of women also. In  
the  Victorian period a woman was told tha t  she  had no sexual feel
ings ;  i f  she d id h�ve sexual pleasure there was something wrong wi th 
her .  She was an "Angel" and angels didn' t  have bodies; she was too 
pure and sacred to share in the d isgust ing lusts that afflicted men. 
Men and women were told th is  by sex "experts," by rel igious teach
ers and priests and by the popular l i terat ure and poetry of the day. It 
was an ent irely new phenomenon in Western society, because hith
erto women were thought to be sexual ly insatiable. Certain needs 
and pressures in Victorian society created th is  new "angelic" woman 
who was sexual ly frigid . Because women were told that they would 
and should not experience sexual pleasure, they didn ' t ,  or if  they d id ,  
suffered such agony of guil t that  i t  destroyed their sex l ives alto
gether. Women became weak and a i l ing creatures in the 1 9th cen tury 
because they were told that they were del icate, especial ly  when they 
menstruated. Consequent ly  they fel t  terrible during their periods, 
and perhaps many of the Victorian lad ies who took to their sofas 
were suffering from the repressions involved in  thei r sex l ives. Today 
women are told that i t  is all right for them to have orgasms, indeed it 
is vital for them, and so they are e i ther having them or are locked in 
a desperate pursuit of the elusive prize. This view has ent i rely 
changed the way women behave and feel sexual ly .  The new sexual 
identity of women, however, is not something that has sudden ly 
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sprung forth in  the 20th century after being  distorted by the Victori
ans. It i� not that women have sudden ly  got i n  touch with thei r  
"true" sexual i ty today, but  that forces and  needs in  society have 
made us construct a late-20th-century sexual i ty for women which 
responds to  the un ique pressures and drives of Western society in  the 
1 980s and which, as these forces change, wil l  change with i t  to be 
rep laced by yet another form of sexual i ty .  

I t  is a mistake to see sex apart from cul ture and society as a whole. 
S ince the time of D.  H. Lawrence we have tended to have a romant ic 
v iew of sex as a great natural force, throbbing  in  some pure way in 
each one of us .  I f  on ly we could let i t  burst  free i n  i ts essent ial form! 
On that glorious day we should see Sex as I t  Is i n  I tsel f !  This is an 
ideal ist ic dream. There is no such th ing as Essent ial Sexual i ty ,  any 
more than there is an Essent ial  Just ice, Essen t ial Freedom or Essen 
t i a l  Love. These ideals are constructed different ly  in different societ
ies. Democracy in  ancient Athens was not the same as democracy in 
the West today, for all our tendency to view Greece as the "Crad le of 
Democracy . "  We are quite aware that i t  would be impossible and 
undesi rable to recreate Athenian democracy in  the 20th century .  
Sexual i ty i s  no  different i n  th is  respect from any  other aspect of 
human behavior. It is a social construct ion manufactured by our 
cul ture and society.  

Unt i l  t his cen tury, our society was essentia l ly Christ ian .  I t  was the 
Church which preserved Western cul ture during the Dark Ages, and 
i n  the Middle Ages the Church dominated society .  I t  was not merely 
that outside the Church there was no salvation , but  outside the 
Church there was no poli t ical l ife, no education , no career. The 
Church gave you what education you had and much of your enter
ta inment too. Popular preachers l ike Vincent  Ferrer drew huge 
crowds when they visi ted a town. People camped outside, l isten ing to 
sermons t hat lasted three or four days. It was l ike a modern pop 
fest ival .  The Church was the cent ral pivot of each communi ty .  I ts  
fest ivals, rituals, sermons and rhythms of mourning and joy shaped 
the l ives of ordi nary people. So important and vi tal a role did rel igion 
play in  the Jives of ordinary people that when the first Crusade was 
preached thousands of ord inary peasants  s imply took off on a hid
eous journey to the East where nearly a l l  of them were eventual ly 
massacred. H i therto they had probably not gone  beyond a twen ty-
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mile rad ius of their v i l lage, but for the honor of the Church they 
were prepared to tramp hundreds of miles to Jerusalem, which must 
have been a very shadowy real i ty to most of them geographical ly,  
though a very vivid emotional real i ty .  Rel igion cont inued to play an 
important role in Europe after the Renaissance and the Reformation, 
as witness the great rel igious wars of the 1 7th cen tury .  The coloniza
t ion of America was also fundamental ly affected by rel igious vision. 
Many of the Christian denominations were attempting to build 
God's Kingdom in  the American wi lderness and ,  in places like Cali
fornia and New England,  so dominated the early set t lemen ts that 
consequent ly Christ ian i ty  is embedded in the national ident i ty of 
every American . We cannot s imply cast off two thousand years of 
cu l tural formation in a mere fifty years of a more secular approach, 
even if we are deeply opposed-and therefore, we think, unaffected
by Christian i ty .  Christian i ty  st i l l  affects our thinking in matters of 
ethics and just ice. It is inevitable therefore that our Christian cu l ture 
has also formed our Western at t i tudes to sex and to women, and that 
these att i tudes are present ,  even if in  a submerged form, today. 

The second objection is that Christ ianity is not hostile to sex. I t  is 
certain ly  true that the major theologians of the Church have said 
that sex within marriage was part of God 's plan and was therefore 
permissible-some would even say holy. Yet even th is apparently 
obvious fact is not as s imple as it  looks. Whatever Christ ian i ty  may 
have said,  especial ly after the Reformation, about  Matrimony being 
Holy  and the Fami ly  a sacred inst i tut ion , i t  has, from the very earl i 
est days, shown i tself to be host i le to the fami ly and in favor of the 
l iberation of women from petty domesticity  and the burdens of mar
ried l i fe .  Furthermore, later Churches have al l  taught Christians to 
have a most negative view of sex.  Even though orthodox Christians 
have never said that to have sex was a sin (provided that sex takes 
place wi th in marriage), they have always associated i t  s t rongly with 
sin .  We now think of Christ ian i ty  as the rel igion of the fami ly ,  but 
unti l  the Reformation i t  was thought holier to be cel ibate and mar
riage was not considered a valuable Christian vocation. For al l  that 
the theologians taught that marriage and sex were part of God's plan 
for mankind,  in  practice they did not think that it had a place in the 
t rue Christian life. The great Reformers, Luther and Calv in ,  did not 
change the fundamen tal Catholic teaching on marriage very much, 
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and the,Y certain ly had very l i t t le  t ime for sex. The ideal of "Holy 
Matrimony" which most Christians now take for granted as essential 
teaching came into Christ iani ty  late i n  i ts  history. It was not unti l  the 
Angl ican and Puritan theologians of the 17th cen turies began to 
push the ideal  with such extreme efficiency that marriage got a new 
profile. 

Today i t  is often said that family l i fe i n  the West  is in  t rouble. 
Divorce rates are soaring: some people are seeking a l ternat ive ways 
of l iving together and are fleeing the nuclear fami ly .  People usual ly  
blame modern movements l ike the  "Permissive Society" or "Wom
en's Liberat ion" for this destruction of "old" values. In fact these 
values are not very old at al l .  Some three hundred years ago the 
Churches decided to "baptize" the fami ly  and make i t  a "holy" 
Christ ian vocat ion, but  the older ,  hosti l e  official  v iew of marriage 
was never lost .  As valued inst i tut ions, marriage and the fami ly  are 
very new in our Western society .  I n  Is lamic or in  Jewish cu l tures on 
the other hand they have always been respected and thei r val ue taken 
for granted in  a way that has simply not been the case in the West ,  
where they always sustained a barrage of cri t icism . Certainly ,  i f  i t  is 
t rue that marriage and the fami ly  are i n  trouble today, modern 
t rends in sexual i ty  and the new posi t ion of women have cont ributed 
to this decl ine, but  present  crit icism s imply repeats an old Western 
trad i t ion of crit icism. We are s t i l l  having teeth ing troubles when we 
try to appreciate marriage in  our society .  

This rejection of marriage and the fami ly  is an extraordinary phe
nomenon, and un ique to the West and the Christ ian rel igion . How 
did i t  come about ,  when Christ iani ty had i ts roots in  Judaism, which, 
as is well known, val ues the fami ly  very highly? In  most cul tures, 
such as Judaism or Is lam, it i s  t rue that women play l i t t l e  part in l i fe 
outside the home, but as wives and mothers they do have respect and 
authority .  Arabs, for example, deeply respect the ir  mothers i n  a way 
that Western men rarely do. Patroniz ing at t i tudes to "Mother" are 
a l l  too common in  some sectors of Western society, but are qui te 
al ien to the esteem and respect wi th which Moslems approach their 
mothers. The power of the Jewish Mother is a byword .  If Christ ian
i ty has for centuries denigrated marriage and the family as second
class or even i rrelevant vocations, this wil l  s tri p  i ts  women of the 
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power that the inst i tu t ion of the fami ly has brought to women in 
other cu l tures . 

The disparagement of the fami ly can be traced right back to Jesus, 
although later Christ ians would reject marriage for very d ifferent 
reasons.  No preacher would be able to get up into the pulpi t  today 
and give Jesus' views on fami ly l i fe and fami ly  relat ionships .  Jesus 
h imself never married and seems not to have considered the fami ly 
to be an important or significant inst i tut ion . I n  th is respect Jesus was 
a most unusual Jew. He seems to have been, if not exact ly an tagonis
t ic to his own fami ly, at least fair ly indifferent to his mother and 
brothers and sisters. This is not because he thought sex was evi l ,  as 
the great theologians St. August ine or St . Jerome would teach later. 
Jesus rejected the fami ly  because i t  was a dis tract ion from an urgent 
mission . He bel ieved that he had come to inaugurate the Kingdom of 
God in Jerusalem, whereby the Jews would triumph over their ene
mies and rule over the Gent iles ,  the non-Jews. It would be a cosmic 
and pol i t ical triumph.  The prophets had foretold that in this King
dom there would · be an ent i rely new world-order-lions would l ie 
down with lambs, chi ldren could put thei r hands in to the lairs of 
dangerous snakes with impuni ty .  Pain and violence would disappear 
in a new order of peace. Some Jews even believed that the virtuous 
dead would rise again to enjoy th is new triumph of Israel. Jesus 
bel ieved that he was the Messiah and that his job was to inaugurate 
th is new Kingdom,  this new world-order. When he began to preach,  
Mark te l ls  us ,  h is  message was "The Kingdom of God has already 
arrived." Jesus bel ieved that he was l iv ing in  a t ime of crisis and 
urgency. There was no t ime to get saddled with a fami ly  and the 
claims of a wife and children-there was work to be done, and soon , 
anyway, the Kingdom wou ld be establ ished when there would be no 
marriage nor giving in marriage. As the Messiah, Jesus could not 
al low his own fami ly to impede his work by the usual claims that 
fami l ies make on people. 

Jesus' own fami ly  do not seem to have been very supportive to 
h im ,  and we see him sometimes shaking them off as a nuisance. 
There is a story that when he first started preaching and heal i ng in 
Gal i lee "h is relat ives heard of this and set out to take charge of h im,  
convinced that  he was out of his m ind" (Mark 3:21 ) . On one occa-
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sion they actual ly arrived at the house where he was preaching and 
interrupted h im :  

His  mother and brothers now arrived and, stand ing outside sent 
in a message ask ing for h im.  A crowd was s i t t ing round h im at 
the time the message was passed to h im,  "Your mother and 
brothers and sisters are outside asking for you." He replied, 
.. Who are my mother and my brothers?" And, looking round at 
those si tti ng in a circle about h im,  he said ,  "Here are my mother 
and my brothers. Anyone who does the wi l l  of God, that person 
is my brother and sister and mother." 

(Mark 3:31-35) 

His fami ly's special claims to at tent ion had to be put aside i f  they got 
in the way of his mission, even if he appeared ruthless and callous in 
his reject ion . Furthermore, Jesus here appears to be abolishing a 
fami ly  based on kinship in favor of a wider fami ly bound together by 
obedience to God. He is qui te clear that the real d isciple has to be 
ready to throw his fami ly  over out of zeal for the Kingdom. Any 
shrinking back out of love for close relations means that one cannot 
be a Christian.  "If any man comes to me without hat ing his father, 
mother, wife, ch i ldren, brothers and sisters, yes and his own l i fe too, 
he cannot be my d isciple" (Luke 1 4 :25  and 1 8:29) .  Any Christian 
today who left his wife and chi ldren in the lurch because he fel t  he 
had a vocation to be a missionary would be denounced by his fel low 
Christians for un-Christian callousness. The addi t ion of "wife" to the 
l ist  of people the Christ ian d isciple has to be prepared to desert, if 
necessary, is pecul iar to Luke. Matthew only  puts parents, sibl ings 
and chi ldren on his  l is t  of the fami ly  that the Christian must be 
prepared to forsake. Even so, that list is austere enough for modern 
taste. Who would th ink himself just ified today in abandoning his 
ch i ldren to fu lfi l l  a personal Christ ian vocation? Matthew tells us 
that when a man offered to fol low Jesus, saying, .. Let me go and bury 
my father first , "  Jesus ruth lessly repl ied : "Fol low me, and leave the 
dead to bury the dead" (8:22). I t  is un l ikely that the father's corpse 
was a lready awai t ing burial (though if it were that would be shock
ing too), but the disciple is probably asking Jesus i f  he could stay at 
home unt i l  his old and sick father died. Jesus' answer in today's 
terms would be: "Put  h im in a geriatric home and come and fol low 
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me. " Dut ies that we consider Christian and humane had no place in  
Jesus' l i s t  of priori t ies. To bri ng about the  Kingdom demands a 
man's fu l l  commitment ,  and he no longer has t ime for the luxuries of 
fami ly l i fe .  This is a t ime of crisis, and terrible, urgent measures are 
necessary .  Far from set t ing up a rel igion of the family ,  therefore, 
Jesus seems to have been in tent on abol ishing i t ,  seeing its day as 
over. This ruthless at t i tude towards the fami ly  is something that 
later Christ iani ty never en t i rely lost, even though the later rejection 
of fami ly  as a second-class Christian vocation would be based on 
very d ifferent premises. 

This rejection of family did not mean that Jesus saw women as 
useless burdens. Jesus' treatment of h is own mother would seem, at 
first sight ,  to indicate that she had lost her power as a good Jewish 
mother, because he l i tera l ly  had no t ime for her. In  St. Luke's gospel 
there is a story that Jesus d isappeared for three days during the 
fami ly  visit to Jerusalem for the Passover and was d iscovered in the 
Temple talk ing to the scholars there. When Mary reproached him for 
causing them so much anxiety,  he coldly repl ied, "Why were you 
looking for me? Did you not know that I must be about my father's 
business?" His mother's feel ings were no longer of any concern to 
him when God, his d ivine "father, " called him. At the wedding feast 
of Cana when Mary told h im that the wine had run out, Jesus at first 
impat ient ly swept her aside, sounding very much l ike an irritated 
modem man brushing off a mother's fussing:  "Woman,"  he said ,  
"what is  that  to you or to me?"-a Hebrew id iom that  is commonly  
used to reject in terference or to  reject overtures of any kind .  When 
one of his women listeners was so entranced by his teaching that she 
cried out , "Happy the womb that bore you and the breasts that you 
sucked!" Jesus shrugged off this praise of his mother. She was irrele
van t :  "St i l l  happier those who hear the word of God and keep i t"  
(Luke 1 1  :27-28) .  The power that Judaism gave to women as wives 
and mothers seems, in Jesus' view, to have been lost . 

Yet though St . Luke seems to denigrate women, i t  is he, more than 
any other Evangel is t ,  who exalts Mary . When Mary sings the Mag

nificat, her great hymn of praise after Jesus' conception, she pro
claims "from this day forward all generations wi l l  call me blessed" 
( 1 :48). God, she says ,  has exalted "his lowly handmaid" and there 
has been a revolut ion-a new order in which the poor, the lowly and 
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the hungry and even women are exal ted ,  and the mighty and the rich 
pulled down from thei r thrones and sent empty away . Former values 
have been reversed. In fact, in the Gospels as a whole women have 
rather a good press. They are not seen as i rrelevant impediments .  
Some of Jesus' best friends were women.  The women don ' t  run away 
at the crucifixion,  for instance, as do most of the male d isciples. 
Often Jesus gives some of his most important teachings to women, 
l ike the outcast woman at the well in Samaria. He had a band of 
women fol lowers in the tradi t ion of the holy men of Gali lee who had 
usua l ly worked alongside women . El ijah and Elisha, for example, the 
two great Gal i lean prophets, had both had women d isciples .  Luke 
tel ls a story which is very i nst ructive about the way Jesus saw 
women . He was friend ly with a fami ly in Bethany, near Jerusalem, 
consist ing of two sisters ,  Mary and Martha and their brother Laza
rus: 

In the course of thei r journey he came to a vi l lage, and a woman 
named Martha welcomed h im into her house. She had a sister 
cal led Mary, who sat down at the Lord 's feet and l istened to 
him speaking.  Now Martha who was d ist racted with al l  the 
serving said ,  "Lord, do you not care that my sister is leaving me 
to do the serving all by myself? Please tell her to help me." But 
the Lord answered : "Martha, Martha ,"  he said ,  "you worry and 
fret about so many th ings, and yet few are needed , indeed only 
one .  It is Mary who has chosen the better part ; i t  is  not to be 
taken from her." 

(Luke 1 0: 3 8-42) 

Just as the male disciple had to be absolutely single-minded about his 
fol lowing of Jesus ,  even if that cut across his t radit ional male respon
sibi l i t ies as a husband,  father or son, so too the woman has to pursue 
the only th ing that is necessary:  the message of Jesus. She has to do 
this even if that means neglect ing her tradi t ional responsibi l i t ies, 
l eaving the ki tchen and s i t t ing at Jesus' feet , j ust as rabbin ical st u
dents would sit at the feet of the great scholars in the Yeshivahs.  
Hi therto this kind of study had been for men only; the woman would 
be expected to do what Martha is doing-tiptoe around and make 
sure everybody is comfortable, whi le the men talk .  Jesus' new world
order, which reverses old posit ions, is l iberat ing women from domes-
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t ic tri vial i ty  and g iv ing them a place equal to men. I t  i s  in this l ight  
that  we can see some of his remarks to his mother. Women should no 
longer waste thei r energies fussing about  the catering arrangements 
at parties .  The idiom "what is that to you or to me?" for once has its 
ful l  meaning. To both men and women this kind of trivial i ty  is irrele
vant ,  and they should seek the one thing necessary. Again a woman 's 
main glory is now no longer motherhood, even i f  she is the mother of 
the Messiah (a glorv st i l l  coveted by many Jewish women). 

St. Paul is  usual ly blamed for bringing the hatred of sex and the 
consequent den igration of women into Christiani ty .  However, i f  we 
look at the passages where he appears to deride marriage, we shall 
see that his views are far more lenient than Jesus ' .  His rejection of 
marriage was not based on a hatred of sex,  and l ike Jesus he believed 
that in the new Christian order there was sexual equal i ty .  It is not 
surprising, of course, that his views should resemble Jesus' and differ 
from them only in thei r leniency. St .  Paul's Epist les were written 
before the Gospels-at least twenty years before the earl iest Gospel ,  
St .  Mark's .  They · were written by the Churches he founded , and 
consequent ly  they reflect his theology . However, in  the t ime that 
elapsed att i tudes hardened among the Christians and became more 
ext reme as Christ ianity encountered more and more host i l i ty in the 
world .  Like Jesus, Paul bel ieved that the Kingdom of God was at 
hand . I t  would certain ly  arrive during his  own l i fet ime. Like Jesus, 
he regarded his own time as a t ime of crisis. He cal ls  the Christ ian 
era "these present t imes of stress" ( 1  Corinth ians 7 :26). I t  is there
fore poin t less to get, l i teral ly ,  bedded down in family l ife and sexual 
relationships. Noth ing was going to last. However, un like Jesus, Paul 
th inks that i f  a man or  woman is al ready saddled with a fami ly  he or 
she shouldn ' t  desert them. He should cont inue as he is ( I  Corinthi
ans 7 :  1 7) .  Paul is also a real ist .  Certa in ly it is bet ter to be celibate but 
if somebody is widowed and they find cel ibacy too hard, then i t  is 
perfect l y  all right for them to marry again, and if a father feels that i t  
i s  not fai r  to deprive his daughter of the chance of marriage, then 
again that is quite permissible. It is, Paul is adamant, "no s in" ( 1  
Corinthians 7 :6-28) .  Celibacy is not preferable to marriage because 
sex is evi l ;  cel ibacy leaves a man freer for the affairs of the Lord and 
for prayer. To attempt cel ibacy if you are not natural ly  incl ined to i t  
is on ly asking for t rouble: 
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Yes, i t  is a good thing for a man not to touch a woman; but since 
' 

sex is always a danger let each man have his  own wife and each 
woman her own husband .  The husband must give his wife what 
she has the right to expect, and so too the wife to the husband.  
The wife has no rights over her own body;  i t  is the h usband who 
has them. In  the same way, the husband has no rights over his 
body; the wife has them. Do not refuse each other except by 
mutual consen t ,  and then only for an agreed t ime, to leave your
selves free for prayer; then come together again in  case Satan 
should take advantage of your weakness to tempt you. Th is is a 
suggestion not a rule ;  I should l ike everybody to be l ike me, but 
everybody has his own particular gifts from God, one with a gift 
for one th ing and another with a gift for the opposite .  

( 1  Corinth ians 7 :  1 -7) 

I t  is worth pausing for a while to consider Paul 's teachings, be
cause later Christ ians, down to our own day, total ly misunderstood 
his lack of enthusiasm for sex, and theologians l ike the early Fathers 
of the Church who fanned Christianity and who l i ved in  a very 
d ifferent world and in a very different time would use his words to 
back up their own sexual neuroses. Paul is very clear that he is only 
making a suggestion about the advisabil i ty  of cel ibacy and the role of 
sex in  the Christian l i fe . All he will be defin i te about is  that sex i s  not 
s infu l ,  that anybody who cannot be celibate should get married and 
that no married person should desert his sexual or his fami ly  dut ies 
and t ies. "The rest ,"  he says, " is from me and not from the Lord . "  I t  
is h i s  own personal opinion, not a d ivine decree: 

Brothers, th is  is what I mean : our t ime is growing short. Those 
who have wives should l ive as though they had none, and those 
who mourn should l ive as though they had nothing to mourn 
for; those who are enjoying l i fe should l ive as though there were 
nothing to laugh about ;  those whose l i fe is buying th ings should 
l ive as though they had noth ing of their own ;  and those who 
have to deal with the world should not become engrossed in  it .  I 
say th is because the world as we know i t  is passing away . 

I would l ike to see you free from al l  worry. An unmarried 
man can devote h imself to the Lord 's affai rs, a l l  he need worry 
about is pleas ing the Lord ; but a married man has to bother 
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about the world's affairs and devote himself to pleasing h is wife: 
he is torn two ways. In  the same way an unmarried woman, l ike 
a young girl ,  can devote herself to the Lord's  affairs ;  a l l  she need 
worry about is being holy in body and spiri t .  The married 
woman, on the other hand, has to worry about the world's af
fai rs and devote herself to pleasing her husband .  I say th is  only 
to help you, not to put a halter around your necks, but s imply  to 
make sure that eH !ryth ing is as i t  should be, and that you give 
your undivided attention to the Lord. 

S t i l l ,  i f  there is anyone who feels that i t  would not be fai r  to 
his daughter to let her grow too old for marriage, and that he 
should do someth ing about  i t ,  he is  free to do as he l ikes; he is 
not s inning if there is a marriage. 

( 1  Corinth ians 7 :29) 

Paul is  usual ly  presented as the sexual rigorist who ruined the gent le  
and lov ing gospel of Jesus. I n  fact ,  Paul  has far more concern for the 
st resses and strains of h is  disciples than his  later followers, the Evan
gel ists, would show Jesus having in  the Gospels. However, Paul's 
let ters show clearly that for the Christ ians of the fi rst century the 
fami ly could only be secondary to the press ing urgency of preparing 
for the Kingdom. 

It seems then that fi rst-century Christians did not value the family ,  
and saw cel ibacy and freedom from fami ly  t ies as a preferable state. 
However, this denigration of the fami ly did not downgrade woman, 
but t ried to alter her role in l i fe .  She was no longer to find her chief 
glory in marriage and chi ldbearing. She, l ike her husband , had as her 
first duty to be busy for "the Lord 's affairs ."  I t  i s  noteworthy that in 
both the passages I have quoted Paul is carefu l  to give to women 
equal rights and equal considerat ion . A wife owns her husband's 
body just as much as he owns hers .  Celibacy is not j ust an ideal state 
for a man; i t  is better for the woman too not to be saddled with the 
bother of looking after her husband and chi ldren. Paul is usual ly  
seen as a misogynist ,  firmly preaching a woman's basic inferiority,  
yet th is is not fai r. He, j ust as much as Jesus is  seen to do in  the 
Gospels, was convinced that Christ iani ty had l iberated women from 
their old roles and given them complete sexual equal i t y  with men . 
" In  Christ , "  he wrote, "there is nei ther male nor female" (Galat ians 
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3 :28) . The Epistles and the Acts of the Apostles both make i t  clear 
that woinen, l ike Lydia, the sel ler of purple dyes in  Phi l ippi ,  were of 
the greatest help to Pau l in  his mission . They put thei r  houses, their 
weal th and thei r inspiration at his d isposal ,  and he was very depen
dent upon them. Many women of the upper c lasses were, the Acts 
tel l  us, extremely supportive to Paul .  In those passages of his epist les 
where Paul sends h is greet ings to the various Christians in the 
Churches he is writ ing to, he mentions women just as frequent ly  as 
men and scatters his praise and loving grat i tude indiscriminately 
between the sexes . When he sends his  love and thanks to the famous 
missionary couple, Aquila and Prisca, who were extremely val iant 
and important Christians, he mentions Prisca before her husband , 
against a l l  common usage of the time. Later Christian wri ters in the 
New Testament wou ld be far more misogynist ic and dogmatic about 
a woman's place. The Epist les to Ti tus and to Timothy and , almost 
certain ly ,  the Epist les to the Ephesians and Colossians (some of 
which contain teaching about women's basic inferiority) were not 
wri tten by St. Paul ,  but a long time after h is death by wri ters who 
saw themselves as Paul 's successors and who, in  the Bibl ical tradi
t ion, wrote in  his name. By that t ime att i t udes had hardened and the 
circumstances of Christ ians had changed . 

Nobody is perfect , however, and there is one occasion when Paul 's 
Jewish chauvin ism does burst through . I n  the fi rst epist le to the 
Corinthians where he is carefu l  about giving women equal i ty ,  Paul  
a lso writes tetch i ly  about women who were not wearing their vei ls 
when they prophesied and prayed under the i nspi ration of the Spi ri t :  

What I want you to  understand is  that Christ i s  t he  head of 
every man, man is the head of woman, and God is the head of 
Christ . For a man to pray or prophesy wi th  his head covered is a 
sign of d isrespect to h is  head.  For a woman, however, i t  is  a sign 
of disrespect to her head if  she prays or prophesies unvei led; she 
might as wel l have her hai r shaved off. In  fact, a woman who 
wi l l  not wear a vei l ought to have her hai r cut  off. If a woman is 
ashamed to have her hair cut off or shaved, she ought to wear a 
vei l .  

A man shou ld certain ly  no t  cover his head since he is the 
image of God and reflects God's glory;  but woman is the reflec-
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t ion of man's glory. For man did not  come from woman; no, 
woman came from man; and man was not created for the sake 
of woman, but woman was created for the sake of man. That is 
the argument for women 's coveri ng their heads wi th a symbol of 
the authority over them, out of respect for the angels .  However, 
though woman cannot do wi thout man, neither can man do 
without woman, in  the Lord ; woman may come from man, but 
man is born of woman-both come from God. 

( 1 1 : 3- 1 2) 

This piece of t radi t ional Jewish teaching is quite at odds wi th the rest 
of Paul 's thoughts about the relations between the sexes and the role 
of authority in the Church .  In the very next chapter he writes h is 
famous passage about the Church as the Body of Christ ,  which abso
lu te ly rejects this kind of hierarch ical th ink ing. It is noteworthy, 
however, that by the end of his outburst against women, Paul is 
coming round to his  usual way of speaking about husbands and 
wives, seeing an equal i ty and in terdependence of need . Later in the 
same epist le ,  he says that when women are not inspired by the Spirit ,  
they should keep s i len t ,  and he backs th is  rul ing by reference to the 
Law of Moses : 

As in al l  the churches of the saints ,  women are to remain quiet 
at meet ings s ince they have no permission to speak; they must 
keep in the background as the Law itself lays i t  down.  If they 
have any questions to ask, they should ask their husbands at 
home: i t  does not seem right for a woman to raise her voice at  
meetings. 

( 1 4 : 34-35) 

These rather bad-tempered remarks const i tute the whole of Paul's 
misogyny and are not characteristic of his usual egal i ta rian ism. They 
are characterist ic of th is part icular epistle, however, and must be 
seen in the context of Paul 's relationsh ip with the whole of the 
Church of Corinth .  The Corinthians were causing Paul a good deal 
of anxiety,  and later Christ ians in the ci ty would begin a smear 
campaign against h im which would el icit his second letter to the 
Corinth ians, which is a passionate and personal defence of his pos i 
t ion . There was a movement in Corin th  which was preaching abso-
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l u te l ibertarianism. Each Christ ian fel t  that because he was inspi red 
by the Spi rit he was a law unto h imself and that anything he fel t  l ike 
doing-even visi t ing prost i tu tes, get t ing d runk at the Eucharist and 
taking part in idolatrous pagan feasts-was perfect ly all right be
cause he was al ready redeemed . Paul 's letter shows that the Corin
th ians were becoming ext raordinari ly competi t ive about their special 
gifts of the Spiri t and were vying with one another about which gifts 
were the most valuable . I t  is in th is  general context that we must see 
Paul 's  remarks to the Corin thian women. It may well have been that 
the women were also fl inging themselves into the compet i t ion for 
Prophet of the Year and defying the authori ty of the Church leaders. 
For a woman in this atmosphere to throw off her vei l  while she was 
inspi red by the Spirit or to voice her opinions at a meet ing could 
have been a compet i t ive chal lenge, which in Pau l 's teaching about 
the Body of Christ in chapter 1 2  of the epist le and in his famous 
hymn to charity in  chapter 1 3 he shows to be ruin ing the rel igious 
l ives of the Corinth ians and to be absolu tely opposed to the true 
Christ ian spirit ,  where everybody had his own part to play and corn
pet i t ion about  who worked the most miracles or whether the gift of 
prophecy was "better" than the gift of tongues was ludicrous. 

Paul was t ry ing to pull the Corin th ian men and women back to a 
greater sense of responsibi l i ty .  The early Church had a class of peo
ple who were "prophets, " d irect ly  inspired by the Spir i t  and en
t rusted wi th divine messages to the Church .  Pau l fu l ly  accepted that 
women, l ike men, could be prophets and that they too, with thei r 
husbands, were direct ly in  contact with the Spiri t  of Jesus. I t  may 
have been that this was going to the heads ( l i tera l ly) of some women 
and that the prest ige that they gained by their prophecy meant that 
they had started throwing their weight about at home in a way in 
which Pau l ,  who when a l l  is said and done was deeply  Jewish, could 
not approve. That is why he tel l s  them to wear their vei l s  as a sign of 
their subord ination to their husbands and, when they are not in 
spi red by the Spiri t ,  to keep their mouths sh ut .  In  this Paul was j ust  
l ike many men today in  the modern world who may agree fu l ly  wi th 
the principles of women 's l iberat ion,  but whose inbui l t  prejudices 
break out unexpected ly on occasion , triggered off by the sight of a 
woman being "too independent . "  Whi le the outburst in  I Corinth i ·  
ans  is not  characteristic of Paul 's general at t i tude toward women , 
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later Christians, inspired by the sexual and misogynistic neurosis 
that crept into Christianity after Paul's t ime, would make great capi
tal out of it and use it to keep women in their  place. 

It is due to Paul t hat Christian i ty moved away from Judaism and 
became firmly embedded in the Gent i le  world, where i t  remained. 
Inevitably, as more and more non-Jews flocked into the Church, they 
would bring their own pagan at t i tudes, prejudices and preoccupa
tions with them. Inevitably also, as Jesus failed to return and estab
l ish the Kingdom of God, Christianity became more and more in
volved with this world .  Th is Gent i le  pagan world was the world of 
the late Roman Empi re, which was beginning its slow decline and 
fal l .  (Nero was the Emperor in  whose persecut ion of Christ ians Paul 
is bel ieved to have died . )  Many people in the Empire were, natural ly 
enough, reacting against the excesses-sexual and otherwise-of the 
late Empire and there were, in  the rel igious and phi losophical l i fe of 
the t ime, movements of asceticism. The Stoics, for example, 
preached self-control ,  and the mystery cul ts of the period seem some
t imes to have recommended periods of abst inence as a preparation 
for their secret rites .  I nevitably Christian i ty  was affected by th is at
mosphere. Western Greek-trained theologians had very different in
sights and neuroses from Paul ,  the Jewish Rabbi .  For example, they 
m isunderstood some of his Jewish terms. As the atmosphere in  the 
West darkened and Rome began to fal l  to the Barbarians, the trauma 
would deeply affect influent ia l  t heologians l ike Augustine, who 
would see rat ional self-control as a bulwark against the inchoate and 
savage forces of passion which could drag a man down toward besti
al i ty ,  j ust as the Vandals and the Goths were destroying Greco-Ro
man civil i zat ion and pul 1 ing the West in to the obscurity of the Dark 
Ages. As the atmosphere in  which Christ iani ty l i ved changed , so too 
did the neuroses and anxiet ies of Christ ian i ty  itself. Although neither 
Jesus nor Paul had preached very enthusiast ical ly about marriage, 
most Christians were married and, as the Kingdom didn' t  seem to be 
coming, were not so ready to be celibate as Paul 's converts had been . 
Theologians had to come to terms with the place of marriage in 
God's plan, but Paul's injunctions to cel ibacy were never forgot ten . 
The Fathers began to show a divided th inking. Marriage was part of 
God 's plan , but sex was evil and should be avoided . The neurosis of 
Christians who couldn ' t  cope with their sexual i ty in  th is frightening 
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world , where excess seemed to have caused decl ine and fa l l  and ruin , 
conflicted with their official teaching, and the confl ict i s  sti l l  present 
in Christ iani ty and in the West today. 

I t  is very important  to dis t ingu ish between official Chri st ian doc
trine on the one hand, and what I should l ike to cal l  the Christian 
neurosis on the other. Paul had preached that marriage was permissi 
ble, and theologians have usual ly endorsed th is. However, the Chris
tian neurosis has led them to seize far more enthusiastica l ly  upon 
Paul ' s  cautious words about the des irabi l i ty  of cel ibacy . The Chris
tian may assert that the official doctrine of Christ ian i ty says that sex 
wi th in marriage is good and can quote a long and dist inguished 
tradi t ion of theology which has upheld this .  However, very often he 
feels that sex is shamefu l  in some way, and this emotion has a long 
and dist inguished t radi t ion. This t radit ion of neurotic emotion has 
been transmit ted steadi ly ,  throughout the two thousand years of 
Western Christian h istory, alongside official doctri ne. We all have 
neuroses and emotional complexes which often contradict our ra
tional beliefs and make us act dest ruct ively and in opposition to our 
ideals. In  fact ,  the higher our ideals are, the more likely we are to be 
neurot ic about putt ing them into practice. Christ ian i ty 's  ideals are 
supernatural and it was, perhaps, inevi table that i t  should produce 
neuroses wh ich bear l i t t le relat ion to its dogma and bel iefs .  Our 
emotions and neuroses a lso tend to inform our th inking,  and Chris
t ian dogma has also been penetrated by the Christian neurosis. 

A good example of the way Ch rist ian emotion cont rad icts doctrine 
and st i l l  affects us in quite secular ways today is the matter of the 
human body .  By the 3 rd century ,  Christ iani ty  was committed to the  
doctrine of the I ncarnation . This doctrine teaches that  God, the  sec
ond person of the Tri ni ty ,  came down from heaven and took a hu
man body .  Jesus Christ was God and yet he was born of a woman, 
l ived in the world in a human body,  eat ing,  drinking and sleeping 
l ike a l l  the rest of us. For just over th i rty  years he led a normal 
physical l ife. He d ied physical ly ,  and the death of his human body 
redeemed the world . Three days later he rose again ,  but was not a 
ghost .  His  body rose again from the dead, triumphant now over sin 
and death .  Jesus was at pains to show that h is  glorified body was not 
a mere spiri tual  thing: i t  could eat and drink and be touched and 
embraced . When he says the Creed a Christian not on ly  bel ieves in 
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the resurrection of Jesus, but he proclaims his fai th in the resurrec
t ion of his own body .  The body, therefore, since the 3 rd and 4th 
centuries has been absolutely cent ral and crucial to  Christian doc
trine.  

I t  should surely follow from this that Christ iani ty of all the rel i
gions of the world should be the rel igion that values the body most. 
Because God valued the body enough to take i t  h imself and use it to 
redeem the world, the Christian should value h is own body as some
thing sublime, not something that he wi l l  discard contemptuously 
after death ,  but which wi l l  be glorified eternally .  However, merely to 
say this shows us how far the doctrine departs from the practice. 
Nobody would say t hat Christiani ty has taught us to love, cherish 
and value our bodies. In fact ,  most Christians have seen the Chris
tian l i fe in terms of a war against the body and the physical . Despite 
our zealous efforts to rect ify this ,  we are st i l l  far from happy or at 
ease with our bodies. We tend to slouch around, presenting our bod
ies apologetical ly rather than proudly .  Men stand with hunched 
shoulders, lol l ing against walls wi th their hands in their pockets, and 
women tend to twist themselves into strange contortions out of phys
ical embarrassment .  Very few girls stand up straight and confident ly 
once they have at ta ined puberty. When they speak to you or to each 
other they stick one h ip out ,  hunch their shoulders, twist their legs 
around one another or stand so badly that their bosoms are con
cealed .  This is very d ifferent from the way A rab or I ndian women 
hold themselves. Despite the restrictions of their l ives they are not 
physica l ly  abashed or ashamed in the way we Western women are, 
unless we make a special effort. Whether or not we accept the Chris
tian message, we have been affected by Christianity's dislike of the 
body .  We st i l l  tend to d ivide ourselves into body and soul ;  our spirits 
are the important and valuable parts of ourselves and our bodies are 
rather gross and shameful  things which must not be pandered to. 

Neither Jesus nor St .  Paul would have understood this separation 
between body and soul because Judaism at that t ime did not divide 
people up in this way. When Paul decries the "flesh ,"  as he so often 
does, he doesn't  mean the body as opposed to the soul .  In Jewish 
thought "flesh" meant man (soul and body together) in al l  his physi
cal and moral frai l ty .  When Job said that al l  "flesh" was grass and 
would wither away l ike the grass of the field, he was not speaking of 
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man's physical body eventual ly dying.  He was saying that  the part of 
man which separates h im from God and turns h im away from t rue 
goodness is frai l  and doomed to destruct ion.  For Paul "flesh" is not 
the body but man as he exists (body/soul  together) unredeemed by 
Christ. The separat ion of man in to body and soul came from the 
Greeks, but we also know that the Greeks thought of the body as 
something divine if  i t  was beaut ifu l .  When later Greek-trained theo
logians read Paul's words about the "flesh" they natural ly thought 
he was talking about the body ,  and that gave them a handle on 
which to hang their own neu roses about their  bodies. Very early i n  
Christ ianity the  salvat ion offered by  Jesus was seen as  a l iberation 
from the body.  St.  Ambrose, the 4th-century bishop of Milan,  
preached the idea of a wholly spiritual  God, which was a revolut ion
ary and i nspiring idea to his  d isciple, the great St .  August ine,  who 
later became bishop of Hippo in North Africa and who was,  after St .  
Paul ,  probably the most influential  theologian in the whole of Chris
tian history .  "Think of the sou l ,"  Ambrose wrote "rising free of the 
body, having turned away from sensual i ty and the sweet pleasures of 
the flesh, and cast off the cares of this worldly l i fe" (De Isaac, i i i ,  1 8) .  
For Ambrose the body was s imply a soiled, tat tered garment to be 
thrown aside when man was uni ted to the wholly spiri tual God. 
Augustine constant ly  echoed this  idea. "Oh take from me th is body,"  
he prayed , "and then I wi l l  bless the Lord!" 

In  the l ives of al l  the great Christ ian saints ,  we find this  distrust of 
the body .  Francis of Assisi used to call his body "Brother Ass, " as 
though the body were some rather stupid and randy beast of burden 
which impeded the finer part of him, his soul . Often saints have 
undertaken a dai ly  assaul t  on the body in  hair-raising mortifications .  
I t  is now deeply  implanted in the Western consciousness that the 
body has to be d iscipl ined and controlled . In  Engl ish public schools 
boys take cold showers instead of loll ing luxuriously in  a warm bath ,  
because such effete behavior i s  considered weaken ing.  Girls when 
they are menstruating are told briskly not to "give in" to the pain .  I f  
w e  are ti red or  i l l  w e  force ourselves grimly and proudly t o  "carry 
on " even though our bodies are tel l ing us very clearly that we ought 
to stop. The most surpris ing people raise disapproving eyebrows 
when you say that you want a taxi; it would be much bet ter "for 
your soul" to walk or endure the discomforts of public t ransport.  I 
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would suggest that  this puni t ive att i tude toward the body and pride 
in physical discomfort is part of our Christian inheritance. 

When we read the l ives of some of the early saints  i t  i s  tempting to 
wonder how Jesus would have reacted to the offensive they neuroti

cal ly d irected against their bodies. St.  Jerome's account of h is days as 

a hermit  is very far in spirit from Jesus' l i fe in Gali lee .  I n  the Gospels 
there is evidence that Jesus was considered rather a bon viveur. He 
would surely have been bewi ldered by this new Christian way of l ife 

which is now simply a way of starving and mortifying the body :  

Oh how often, when I was l i ving in  the desert ,  in  that  lonely 

waste, scorched by the burning sun,  which affords to hermits a 
savage dwel l ing place, how often did I fancy myself surrounded 
by the pleasures of Rome! I used to sit  alone; for I was fil led 

with bitterness. My unkempt l imbs were covered in shapeless 
sackcloth ;  my sk in  through long neglect had become as rough 

and black as an Ethiopian's .  Tears and groans were every day 

my portion; and if  sleep ever overcame my resistance and fel l  

upon my eyes, I bruised my rest less bones against the  naked 
earth .  Of food and drink I will not speak .  Hermits have nothing 
but cold water even when they are sick, and for them it i s  s infu l  
l uxury to  partake of  cooked d ishes. But  though in my fear of 
hel l  I had condemned myself to this prison house where my 
only companions were scorpions and wild beasts, I often found 

myself surrounded by bands of dancing gir ls .  My face was pale 
with fast ing;  but though my l imbs were cold as ice my mind was 
burning with desire and the fi res of l ust kept bubbl ing up before 

me when my flesh was as good as dead. 

And so, when all other help fai led me, I used to fling myself 
at Jesus' feet ; I watered them with my tears, I wiped them with 
my hair ;  and if my flesh sti l l  rebelled I subdued i t  by weeks of 

fast ing.  I do not blush to confess my misery, nay rather, I la
ment that I am not now what once I was. I remember that often 
I joined night to day wi th  my wai l ings and ceased not from 
beating my breast unt i l  t ranqui l l i ty  returned to me at the Lord's 

behest .  I used to d read my poor celJ as though i t  knew my secret 

thoughts .  Fel led with st iff anger against myself, I would make 
my way alone into the desert;  and when I came upon some 
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hollow valley or rough mountain or prec1 p1 tous cl iff, then I 
would set up my oratory,  and make that spot a place of torture 
for my unhappy flesh.  There sometimes als�the Lord Himself 
is my witness-after many a tear and strain ing of my eyes to 
heaven, I fel t  myself in  the presence of the angel ic hosts. 

(Let ter xx i i : To Eustochium) 

Far from "not  b lushing" to reveal a l l  this ,  Jerome posi t ively revels 
in this neurotic account ,  look ing back to his desert days with a defi
n i te nostalgia. His oratory was qu i te  s imply a "place of torture for 
[his] unhappy flesh . "  I t  does not need much psychological perception 
to see that what is being set up before us as virtue is extremely 
perverse and masochist ic behavior. It  is clear too that this massive 
assault  Jerome is  waging day by day against his body is deeply sex
ual. Jerome, a typical "born-again" Ch rist ian , cannot come to terms 
with his past unregenerate l ife when he was "surrounded by the 
pleasures of Rome. " The bevies of dancing girls that flaun t them
selves before the crazed hermi t  and rage through his sick mind are, 
we feel ,  an inevi table resul t  of such a way of l i fe .  The body has a l ife 
of i ts own and if  you i 1 J  t reat it l ike this  i t  wil l  kick back ;  sexual i ty is 
not something that you can s imply Jock away and forget about .  Ei
ther i t  wm erupt in sick hal luci nations or i t  wil l  fester and go bad . 
There is something repulsive about the rel i sh with which Jerome 
describes the h ideous vital i ty of his sexual i ty-i t is like raging 
"fires," i t  "bubbles"--<=oursing through his emaciated and corpse
l ike  body.  Jerome may seem extreme--even mad-but his hatred of 
the body is by no means eccent ric. It is not un usual i n  the l ives of the 
sa in ts, who d iscovered most ingenious ways of torturing the body 
and putt ing i t  to death ,  which is what the word "mortification" 
means.  The body is hated because i t  is sexual ,  and in a vicious c ircle 
this hatred of the body increases the Christian sexual d isgust ,  for in  
sex  man is  at h is most physical and so furthest from God. John 
Colet ,  the humanist of the New Learn ing, loathed the obscurant ism 
of medieval and scholast ic Christ ianity ,  yet in  the mat ter of sex he 
simply parrots the old view: 

For while this s in is pecul iarly a s in of the body,  so is i t  a 
turning away of the body from the soul i n  a pecul iar  degree, and 
a dissolut ion of it in endless death .  No t ransgression, accord-
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ingly,  is so  special ly ascribed to the  body as  fornication, seeing 
that th is is i ts  own proper act; the one which loosens i t  from 
cont inence and enslaves i t  to fal l  to ruin .  In  other cases the body 
appears rather as the instrument  of sin ;  in this  of fornication, as 
the very originator and agent .  

(On I Corin thians, Chapter VI) 

The female body was regarded wi th especial disgust, and i t  was a 
source of deep embarrassment to the Fathers that Jesus was born of a 
woman.  They laid great stress on the fact ,  in sermon after sermon, in  
treat ise after treatise, that  Mary remained a v i rgin not  only before 
the birth of Christ but afterward as wel l .  Her hymen remained un
broken, her body remained sealed off and intact ,  unravaged by the 
mess and bloody violence of childbirth.  "To embrace a woman ,"  
wrote Odo of  Cluny in the  1 2th  century,  " i s  to embrace a sack of 
manure ." The messy and mysterious innards of woman with her 
voracious womb was part icularly  fi l thy ,  and the Fathers wanted to 
make sure that Jesus had as l i t t le  contact with th is  repulsive body as 
possible . We try hard now to bring girls up to love their bodies, to 
understand and feel proud of them. Some women even give puberty 
parties when thei r daughters start menstruat ing .  Yet at the same t ime 
every Christmas women are expected to sing to l is ten to-in however 
secular a context-the words from the Adeste Fide/es, "Lo! he abhors 
not the Virg in 's womb," as though Christ's tolerance of a woman's 
body was an extraordinary concession on his part . The fact that we 
no longer even notice the words shows just how deeply they have 
found acceptance in our minds .  

Today we are making great efforts to make friends wi th  our bodies .  
We soak them and steam them in  Jacuzzis and saunas, exercise them, 
massage them, fi l l  them wi th heal th-giving food and flaunt them on 
nudist beaches. But there is something frant ic and a l i t t le self-con
scious about this sudden adulat ion of the body. There is  also some
th ing poignant and ridiculous about  the way women at femin ist 
meet ings examine and admire each other's vaginas and naked bodies. 
We are having to woo our bodies, reestabl ishing contact with them 
after cen turies of neglect .  We are mount ing a benign campaign to 
befriend our bodies with as much zeal as Christ ian i ty mounted a 
campaign to al ienate and destroy them. 
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Sometimes we fal l  in to patterns of behavior, however, which are 
disturbingly remin iscent of the Christian patterns. Our obsessions 
with heal th can make us as deeply in tolerant of other people's physi
cal habits as Christians have been to heretics or nonconformists .  
People get quite vicious about smokers ,  for example.  We are making 
a re l igion out of our cult of heal th ,  and proselyt ize and excommuni
cate with al l  the zeal of our Christian forefathers who had found the 

path to sa lvation . I t  may be true that ,  now that  our fai th in the 
afterl ife has weakened so much,  the cul t  of heal th is a way of salva
tion because i t  wi l l  preserve us in this  l ife for as long as possible .  

The Christian att i tude to sex and the body has been plagued by a 
process of doubleth ink .  Christ ian hatred of the body does not cohere 
wi th the Church's condemnation of heretics who said that the body 
was evi l any more than i t  coheres wi th  the doctrine of the Incarna
tion . Dogma seems to exist in one part of the Ch rist ian mind, but 
alongside it  exist neurotic emotions which,  logical ly ,  completely con
t radict i t  but which s t i l l  have a s trong authori ty  over the Christian 
and influence his  behavior just as deeply ,  if not more deeply ,  than 
official doctrine.  

Theologians have often defended the dogma of the hol iness of 
married sexual i ty ,  but then,  in  an off-guard moment ,  have shown 
that emotional ly they feel that sex is evi l and abhorrent.  Thus Au
gust ine said that marriage was a Sacrament ,  because it was a symbol 
used by St.  Paul to express Ch rist 's  love of the Church .  However, 
August ine also said :  "We ought not to condemn wedlock  because of 
the evil of l ust ,  but nor must we praise l ust because of the good of 
wedlock ."  It i s  an uneasy con undrum which shows the depth of h is 

confusion . His teacher, St .  Ambrose, has often been praised for h is  
preaching of the hol iness of marriage, but he was also cal led "the 
Doctor of V i rgin i ty ,"  and said ,  "Virgi n i ty  is  the one th ing that keeps 
us from the beasts . "  In the 1 3 th cen tury ,  the great Scholast ic theolo
gian St. Thomas Aquinas, who dominated Cathol ic thought unt i l  
very recent ly ,  said that sex was always evi l ,  but not  always moral ly 
evi l .  This negati ve at t i tude was not confined to Catholicism,  how
ever. Luther and Calvin were both deeply indebted to August ine and 
carried his negat ive att i t udes towards sexual i ty and marriage right 

in to the heart of the Reformation.  Luther part icularly  hated sex, 
even though he h imself  got married and abol ished cel ibacy in  h is  
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Christ ian movement .  "No matter what praise is  given to marriage," 
he wrote, "I  wi l l  not concede it to nature that it  is no sin ."  All  
marriage could do was provide some poor remedy for man's uncon
trol lable Just:  "How foul  and horrible a thing sin is," he cried, "for 
lust is the only thing that cannot be cured by any remedy !  Not even 
by marriage, which was expressly  ordained for this infirmity of our 
nature" (Commentary on Genesis, 3 :9) .  

Luther's emotional revulsion from sexual ity is profoundly Chris
tian. It l inks s in and sex; furthermore, i t  views sex as something that 
is uncontrollable and incurable in man, l ike a rampant cancer. "We 
are so made," wrote Luther, "that when once our passions are 
aroused we forget everything. " This terror of sex derives from the 
Christian connection which exists between sin and sex, and which 
finds i ts  most powerful expression in  the doctrine of Original S in .  
This  doctrine is now crucial to  Christian ity ,  and crucial also to the 
Christian view of women . By the doctrine of Original S in ,  Christian
i ty teaches that Ood created men and women innocent and free from 
sin.  There was no human evil in  the world ,  and man J ived in a state 
of Paradisal bliss .  Adam and Eve l ived joyful ly and virtuously in  the 
Garden of Eden without sin and also without a l l  the disorders that 
now plague human l ife, l ike sickness and death . Alas, this happy 
state did not continue, the Book of Genesis tells us. Satan tempted 
Adam and Eve in the form of a serpent .  He told Eve that if she ate 
the fruit  which God had forbidden them to eat she would be like a 
god herself, knowing good and evi l .  Eve fel l .  She ate the frui t ,  gave 
some to her husband and instant ly  their innocence was lost for ever. 
They did indeed know good and evi l ,  and saw at once that they were 
naked . Horrified by their genitals, they covered them up with fig 
leaves and trembled under God's condemnation.  They were now sub
ject  to pain ,  sorrow, exhaustion and death .  Further, they had let sin 
loose into the world and could never regain their lost innocence. 
What was worse was that  a l l  thei r descendants were s imilarly  af
flicted .  I t  is not only that s ince the Fal l  of Man in to sin everybody 
wi l l  suffer sickness and pain and wi l l  u l timately die :  we are all also 
enslaved by sin.  It  is impossible for us to act correctly all the t ime 
and we "fal l"  t ime and t ime again in to wrongdoing, however hard 
we t ry .  Our nature has been profoundly damaged by the Original S in 
of Adam and Eve. But  i t  could have been far worse. Because all  of 
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Adap1 's descendants were born thus damaged, they were a lso 
doomed to eternal separat ion from the pure and s in less God who can 
tolerate no evi l .  Th is separat ion is called Hel l ,  and over the centuries 
Ch rist ian i ty  has bui l t  up terri fying pict ures of this as a place of end
less torment .  I f  God had not been mercifu l  every single human being 
born into the world would automatica l ly  have gone to Hell  because 

of the s infu lness of the nature which he inherited from Adam. Fortu
nate ly ,  however, God promised that he would send a Redeemer, who 
was, of course, Christ .  By his death on the cross,  Christ atoned for 
the Original  S in  of Adam and won for man the possibi l i ty  of un ion 
with God . At Baptism, every Christian receives th is  "salvat ion" won 
by Christ ,  and even though many of the effects of Original Sin re
main-we st i l l  get s ick,  we s t i l l  die and , worst of a l l ,  we st i l l  commit  
s ins  in  sp i te  of al l  our good in tent ions-we are now "saved" from 
Hell and can l ive in union with God in  this l i fe and in  the next i f  we 
sincerely t ry to l ive a good Ch ristian l ife . 

I t  is obvious that the doctrine of Original S in is crucial to Chris
t ian i ty  as we now understand i t .  However, it d id not appear i n  i ts  
final  form unt i l  the 4th cen tury .  I n  the Gospels Christ never once 
talks about the sin of Adam or about the effects of Orig inal  Sin in 

every one of us.  He would probably have been rather s tart led by the 
doct rine as I have described it. Jesus, of course, was Jewish, and even 
t hough the Book of Genesis is a Jewish scripture there is nothing l ike 
the doct rine of Original S in in Judaism.  I t  is an ent ire ly  Christ ian 

inven t ion.  Judaism is a very pragmatic rel igion and has never been 
i n terested in working out all the knotty phi losophical problems in 
volved in  the paradox of  the existence of ev i l  in  a world created by a 
wholly good God. I t  prefers to cope practical ly  wi th s in and evi l  as 
they crop up. Unt i l  qu i te  late in  i ts history ,  Jewish th inkers never 
once considered the quest ion of how evil came into the world .  Some 
two cen turies before the birth of Jesus,  the Rabbis began specu lating 

about it for the first t ime and came up with some sol ut ions wh ich 
show how very d ifferent ly Judaism and Christ iani ty regard s in .  

When the story of Adam and Eve was inc luded in  the Jewish 
scrip tures, i t  was not at fi rst seen by the Jews as an account  of the 
Fi rst S in in  the Christ ian sense; for centuries i t  was considered to be 
a moral ly  neutral myth .  Other Jewish legends and writ ings refer to 
Adam without any men t ion of his  "si n "  and without any condemna-
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t ion whatsoever. The story of the Garden of Eden expresses a very 

primit ive Hebrew theology, found constantly in the first twelve chap
ters of Genesis. I t  is a story about the end of the Golden Age, when 
mankind acquired knowledge that God didn ' t  want him to have. In  

the  first chapters of  the  Bible, God seems a rather peevish and inse
cure deity, who is very jealous of man's knowledge and power. The 
story of the Tower of Babel , for example, shows God frightened both 

by man's technical ski l l  and by men's abi l i ty to unite against him. 

Now Yahweh came down to see the town and the tower that the 
sons of men had built .  "So they are al l  a single people with a 
single language!" said Yahweh. "This is but the start of their 
undertakings! There wil l  be nothing too hard for them to do.  

Come, let us go down and confuse their language on the spot so 

that they can no longer understand one another." 

(Genesis 1 1 : 5-7) 

The story of Adam and Eve was ori ginally a similar myth . The 

serpent act ual ly tells Eve the truth, and God seems to have told Eve 
a l ie . Eve says that God has told her that if they eat the fru i t  they wi l l  
die ,  but the serpent contradicts her .  They wil l  not  d ie, he says, but 
become l ike gods, acquiring a god- l ike knowledge of good and evi l .  
Sure enough, they do  not die, bu t  they do  know good and  evil . 
When, centuries after the story was wri t ten down, the Jewish Rabbis 
began to consider the moment when evi l  came into the world,  some 
of them picked on the story of Adam and Eve as an account of the 
first s in ,  but this  was by no means everybody's choice. Jews were not 
used, at this  point ,  to reading the story as the story of the Fal l  of 

Man, and no matter how obvious such an interpretation seems to 
Christ ians, who have been condit ioned to this particu lar reading by 

two thousand years of Christian teaching, many Rabbis discounted 
the story of Adam and Eve and chose another story in Genesis as a 
descri pt ion of the moment when evil  entered the world :  

When man had begun to be plent iful  on the earth, and daugh
ters had been born to them, the sons of God, looking at the 
daughters of men, saw they were pleasing so they married as 
many as they chose. Yahweh said ,  "My spirit must not for ever 
be d isgraced in man, for he is but flesh; his l ife shal l last no more 
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than a hundred and twenty years ."  The Nephalim were on the 
• 

earth at that t ime (and even afterwards) when the sons of God 
resorted to the daughters of man, and had chi ldren by them . 
These are the heroes of days gone by, the famous men .  

(Genesis 6:  1 -4) 

This mysterious fragment was fil led out in Jewish legends and ap
pears in a number of apocryphal Jewish wri t ings .  Heavenly beings, 
l ike angels, mated with earth ly women, and produced a race of gi
an ts, the Nephalim, who were l ike the Titans of Western myth .  The 
"angels" brought mankind ski l ls and knowledge from heaven and 
taught him c iv i l izat ion.  They also brought man crafts l ike metal 
work, which enabled him to progress in to the I ron Age. Like the 
story of Adam and Eve and the Tower of Babel, i t  is about the end of 
the pastoral Golden Age, but i t  is also very well qual i fied to stand as 
the story of the fi rst sin . In Genesis because of this ' ' s in"  God sent 
the Flood , and therefore many of the Rabbis preferred this story to 
that of Adam and Eve, despite its prior posi t ion in Genesis, as an 
account of man's first sin .  

A th ird group of  Rabbis discoun ted both stories and came up with 
a th ird sol ut ion about the or ig ins of human evi l ,  which st i l l  shares 
the part icularly Jewish view of s in .  On one of the days of creat ion, 
they taught ,  God said,  " I t  is very good" instead of merely ' ' I t  is 
good" when he surveyed his hand iwork . Why? Because on this day, 
God created the yecer, the evi l  impu lse in  man . Thus, Rabbi Samuel 
ben Nahman : 

And behold it was very good. This is the evi l  impulse. I s  the evi l  
impulse good? Yet i f  i t  were not for the evi l  impulse no man 
would bui ld a home, nor marry a wife,  nor beget chi ldren,  nor 
engage in trade. Solomon said ,  "All labour and al l  exce l l ing in 
work is a man's ri val ry with his neighbour . " 

(Genesis Rabbah Ecclesiastes, 4 :4) 

In other words the yecer theory persists, wi th the other theories, in 
l ink ing the coming of sin wi th the coming of progress and civi l i za
t ion .  You can 't  make an omelet wi thout breaking eggs, nor can man 
progress and bui ld a c iv i l ization whi le remaining in a state of chi ld
ish pastoral in nocence. S in ,  for the Jew, may be very unfortunate in  
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many of its aspects, but  in another sense it is "very good" because it  
is the source of much of man's energy and creat ivi ty .  The yecer is 
very sim i lar to the concept of libido invented by that great Jew, 
Freud.  It fol lows, then, that sin in Judaism is a very different matter 
from Christian sin. It  is not a total disaster, and even though God 
punishes Jews in the Old Testament when they sin, he will always 
forgive them. There is absolute ly no idea that all men inheri t an 
innate s infu lness which will damn them eternal ly in the tormen ts of 
Hel l  un less God sends a Redeemer. Some Jews at the t ime of Christ 
were certain ly  wai t ing for a Messiah ,  but no Jew was wait ing for a 

Messiah to "take away the s ins of the world . "  
The doctrine of Original S in is , therefore, a n  invention o f  Chris

t iani ty ,  and i t  has had a profound effect on Western cul ture .  I t  
teaches us that our "natural" state i s  evi l and hopeless and has made 
rel igion for many people a desperate affair :  a gui l ty  bat t le  wi th a self 
that seems to refuse salvat ion , a terror of "Hel l"  (which does not 
appear in the Christian sense in the New Testament) and final ly ,  
because of the way i t  was formulated , a fear of sex and a hatred of 
women.  It was S t .  Paul who bequeathed the doctrine to Christiani ty ,  
but  even Paul would have been ex t remely surprised at the way the 
idea developed later. Paul took Christ ianity into the Gent i le world .  
He bel ieved that Christ had d ied for a l l  men ;  the Kingdom of God 
would not s imply be a Jewish t riumph but a new type of existence for 
a l l  mank ind under the leadership of Christ .  Christ had died to free 
men from sin and death. The controversy about when sin first en
tered the world was sti l l  going on among Jewish scholars and Paul , 
who was a serious scholar and a member of the progressive Jewish 
party ,  the Pharisees, before his conversion, was clearly of the Adam 
and Eve persuasion . When he writes about Christ 's salvat ion, he says 
that as all men died in  Adam, so all men would rise again to new l ife 
in  Christ ,  thus using the k ind of paral lel ism that a lot of Jewish 
scholars enjoyed. He did not mean that a l l  men were l i tera l ly  con
demned by the sin of Adam and "in" him were lost and wal lowing in 
a damned state .  He never d iscusses the ways that this Original Sin 
was passed on from one generation to another; he never d iscusses 
Eve's part in the Fal l  and he never l inks "Original" sin with sex. Al l  
these later developments were brought in by the Fathers of the 
Church during fou r  centuries of discussion and speculat ion. 
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The•Eastern Churches and the Western Churches took very d iffer
ent l i nes about Original  S in ,  and th is is the origin of their fundamen
tal d ifferences about the role of sex and women in  the Christ ian l i fe. 
Suffice i t  to say that the Western Fathers interpreted the Bible l i ter
a l ly :  the Adam and Eve story, for example, was not a myth to be 
in terpreted symbol ical ly as i t  was for many of the Eastern Fathers ,  i t  
actua l ly  happened . I t  is therefore unfortunate that Western Fathers 
l ike Tertu l l ian and August ine could not read Greek,  the language of 
the New Testamen t ;  instead they had to rely on t ranslat ions l i ke that 
of St .  Jerome, which was a brave attempt but often unsatisfactory . I t  
i s  also unfortunate that t h e  most i nfluential  Western Fathers were 
neurotic and high ly emotional men.  Tertul l ian,  Jerome and Augus
tine were al l  Christians who were converted in  a violent and explo
si ve type of rel igious experience, people whom Wi l l iam James in  h is  
c lassic work The Varieties of Religious Experience calls "twice-born . "  
James cal ls these people "sick souls, " because thei r conversions were 
often preceded by a morbid struggle wi th themselves and a very 
gloomy out look on l i fe. The "once-born" soul on the other hand is 
not converted in a t raumatic experience, but approaches rel igion 
much more peaceful ly ,  progress ing quietly and logica l ly  in h is rel i 
gious l i fe, wi thout having recourse to exotic psychological experi 
ences. N .  P .  Wi l l iams,  i n  his book The Ideas of the Fall and of 
Original Sin, notices that these " twice-born" people tend to adopt 
theologies which are fundamental ist and l i tera l ,  just as the emotional 
Western Fathers did, and that they are unable to come to terms 
peacefu l ly  with their sexual l ives prior to conversion , as we have seen 
in S t .  Jerome. Augusti ne saw h is  conversion in  terms of a sexual 
st ruggle. He prayed before h is conversion : " Lord ,  give me chast i ty ,  
but not yet !" ,  real iz ing that as far as he was concerned Christ ian i ty 
meant cel ibacy .  He sees his conversion en ti rely as a decision against 
sex :  at the moment he was "convinced" he noted that Christ had 
taken away his des ire for sex and fami ly  l ife. 

Thus the Western Fathers of the Church who were most influent ial 
because of thei r in te l lectual bri l l i ance and forceful  personal i t ies were 
al l  of a rel igious "type" which inc l i ned them towards fundamental ist ,  
aggressive and ant i -sexual theologies. They are not ca1 1ed Fathers for 
noth ing :  from them was born Western Christ iani ty .  They were 
deeply infected by the atmosphere of ascet ic ism in  Late Ant iqui ty ,  
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and thei r emotional temperaments together wi th their misunder
standing of certain subtle points in  the Greek words of the epist les of 
St. Paul (l ike sarx [flesh]) mean t that they were i l l -equipped to pro
vide the new Church with a heal thy sexual rat ionale. Once-born 
Greek theologians, l ike Cyril of Alexandria, were developing far less 
frighten ing in terpretat ions of the doctrine of Original Sin and were 
much less ant i -sexual . For the Western Fathers, l ike Augustine, sex 
and s in became inextricably entwined for reasons that were personal 
and pecul iar to the t ime and place but which had no real warranty 
from the New Testament .  I t  is August ine who final ly  formulated the 
doctrine, and i t  was the theology of August ine which dominated the 
Church through the Dark Ages unti l  he was superseded by the Scho
lasticism of Thomas Aquinas. However, Augustine's theology was 
given a new lease of l i fe at the Reformation by Luther and Calvin :  
h i s  sexual disgust, wh ich informs Luther's theology, and h i s  horrify
ing tendency towards Predest ination , which influences Calv in .  I t  was 
August ine who fo�mulated the doctrine that Christ ians st i l l  believe 
today:  

God indeed created man upright ,  being Himself the author of 
natures not of vices. But  man,  having of his own free-wi1 1  be
come depraved , and having been just ly condemned begat a pos
teri ty  in the same state of depravi ty  and condemnat ion.  For we 
a l l  were in that one man (Adam) seeing that we all were that one 
man who fe l l  into s in through the woman, who was made of 
h im before the s in .  

(The City of God, xi i i ,  1 4) 

This view , that we were a l l  " in" Adam when he sinned, derives from 
a misunderstand ing and a far too l i teral in terpretation of St. Paul 's 
use of the word "in , "  which in  Greek does not imply physical pres
ence, but merely  some loose and symbolic uni ty .  Man is now de
praved ; there is nothing he can do about it . Because he was physi
cal ly  and potent ia l ly "in" Adam in  the Garden , he is born into sin .  
And i t  is noteworthy  too that  in th is fi rst c lassic formulation of the 
d isast rous doctrine of Original S in ,  there is the woman,  Eve, the 
cause of the sin of the man, Adam. 

Eve appears again in another formulation of the doctrine by Au
gust ine, which was to be sem inal in Europe, inspiring Calvin among 
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others .  I t  is here too that we see sex as inherent ly  evil . I t  is not that 
' 

the first  s in  was sex. August ine was a l i teral ist : the s in  was d isobedi-
ence-Adam took the apple even though God had told him not to .  
However, the resu l t  of that s in is that al though the Christ ian is 
"saved" by Baptism, he is st i 1 l pl agued by what August ine cal ls 
"concupiscence ."  Concupiscence means the desi re man has, against 
a l l  reason ,  to take pleasure in  mere creatures instead of in God . 
Concupiscence forces us to s in ,  when we desire something l ike an 
apple which cannot possibly satisfy us whol l y  and which God has 
forbidden. When do we experience concupiscence more powerfu l ly  
than in sex, when two creatu res take such passionate and violent 
del ight in  each other? God had created man as a deeply rat ional 
be ing :  s in made him irrat ional ly choose th ings that are less than 
God . Concupiscence is the essence of s in ,  because i t  makes us lose 
our reason and nowhere is the loss of rat ional control more acutely 
fel t  than in  sex. I t  fol lows, for Augusti ne, that every chi ld born i n to 
the world has s in passed on to i t  by i ts  copulat ing parents and is thus 
doomed to eternal damnat ion . Sex is the means whereby Original S in 
is t ransmi t ted ( l ike a venereal disease which infects man 's deepest 
nature) because i t  is now impossible for people to have sex without 
concupiscence. Adam and Eve had had sex before the  Fal l ,  Augus
tine says, but i t  was a very d ifferent  matter then .  I t  was a tota l ly  
rat ional act ,  performed i n  obed ience to popu late the earth .  "Away 
with the thought ,"  August ine cries in horror, "that there should 
have been any un regulated exci tement or the need to resist desi re!" 
Adam did not ejaculate i n  pleasu rable orgasm , August ine insists, but 
h i s  semen was as ca lmly and as pleasureless ly d ischarged as urine or 
menst rual blood . This happy state of affairs came to an abrupt end,  
alas, once the ir  natures were vi t iated by i rrat ional concupiscence. Sex 
had now got out of hand and become a raging and i rra tional force
concupiscence in  i ts most basic and c lassic form, a mindless, best ial 
enjoyment of a creature instead of God who in  the heat of passion is 
qu i te forgot ten .  It was sexual concupiscence which so often in ter
fered with the con templat ion of God, hold ing a man back "by a 
pressi ng throng of desires" which he cannot control . And because of 
sex and also because of Eve a l l  men are doomed : 
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Banished (from Paradise) after h is si n ,  Adam bound his off
spring also wi th the penal ty of death and damnation , that off
spring which by s inning he had corrupted in  h imself, as in a 
root ;  so that whatever progeny was born ( through carnal concu
piscence, by which a fit t ing retribution for his d isobed ience was 
bestowed upon h im)  from himself and his spouse-who was the 
cause of his s in and the companion of his damnat ion-would 
drag through the ages the burden of Original S in ,  by which i t  
wou ld i tself be  dragged through manifold errors and sorrows, 
down to that final and never-ending torment with the rebel an
gels . . . .  So the matter stood; the damned lump of humani ty 
was ly ing prostrate, no ,  was wallowing in evi l ,  i t  was fal l ing 
headlong from one wickedness to another; and joined to the 
fact ion of the angels who had s inned , i t  was paying the most 
righteous penal ty of its impious treason.  

(Enchiridion, 26, 27)  

Sex ,  then,  was created as something rat ional and good by G od .  
Sin ,  however, has so  vit iated i t  tha t  i t  is now impossible wi thout 
concupiscence. Every fl icker of desire is an experience of essent ial  s in 
and a reminder of our . .  natural ly" sinful nature. August ine be
queathed to the West a terror of s in as a raging and ungovernable 
force . And there, at the heart of each formulation of the doctrine, is 
the woman Eve, the . .  cause" of al l  that misery, all that burden of 
gui l t  and evi l , all that human wallowing in s in .  S in ,  sex and woman 
are bound together in an unholy t rin i ty .  For the cel ibate male l ike 
August ine the three elements of the tr in i ty are inseparable. In  the 
West woman is forever Eve, luring man to his doom. Childbearing, 
which i n  other cu l tures is a woman's chief pride and source of what 
power she has, has been tain ted with evi l ;  i t  is the means whereby sin 
is t ransmit ted. 

In  the West guilt seems to be part of the female cond i t ion .  When 
we women have cause to feel gu i l ty  we wal low in  i t ,  and when we 
have no cause we manufacture one, in a way that men s imply do not 
do. Many women who return to work after having a baby wi l l  tel l  
you that they feel gui l ty about their chi ldren ,  gui l ty about thei r  hus
bands and gui l ty about the job because they are distracted from its 
demands by thei r husbands and chi ldren . Other women feel gu i l ty 
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because they are staying at home and enjoying being mothers and 
wives a

'
nd know that they "shouldn ' t" want to do this at al l  in these 

l iberated days. Mothers feel gui l ty eternal ly about their chi ldren ,  and 
this is hardly surpris ing.  Modern psychology and popular manuals of 
chi ldcare al l  insist that if a chi ld is neurot ic th is is somehow the 
mother's "fau l t . "  Mothers also make their daughters feel gu i l ty  or 
somehow a fai lure i f  they have in  some way not fu lfi l led parental 
expectat ions .  Even in  social gatherings or in  office s i tuat ions women 
are quick to blame themselves if anything goes wrong, feel ing that 
somehow i t  is al l their fau l t .  Men also are in  the habit of encouraging 
this gui l t .  They often imply in  al l  sorts of ways that the women 
around them are inadequate. I f  they get upset, that is because thei r 
wives or lovers have wounded them, and even when this has not 
happened and the man gets upset for reasons quite extraneous to his 
woman, both of them wi l l  real ly believe that i t  is st i l l  her fau l t .  
Women spend thei r l ives apologiz ing in  ways that  men never do.  We 
are t rained not to be assert i ve and to prelude a crit icism or to herald 
our presence with an apology that m igh t be verbal (" I 'm  sorry to 
dis turb you . . . sorry to insist on this . . . sorry to  have to  tel l  
you that your work is appal l ing") or migh t  s imply be a deprecat ing 
smile or apologet ic shrug.  We tend to define ourselves i n  terms of 
gui l t ,  and our gui l t  blows our importance up out  of al l  proport ion .  
How can the average suburban housewi fe, who has been depri ved of 
any real power and influence, be so totally responsible for the welfare 
of her chi ldren and her husband? How can their fai lures throughout 
l i fe rea l ly  be "her fau l t?" Where did women get al l  this power to 
effect d isaster when society has s t ripped them of power and excluded 
them from offices of power? Women know the answer, but  only in a 
confused way . We know that we are Eve, gui l ty and responsible. 

When Europe fel l  in to the in tel lectual abyss of the Dark Ages, i t 
was August ine's theology which dominated Christ ian th ink ing and i t  
was the Church which was the only guardian of cu l ture left in a 
world of barbarians. When Christ ian i ty arri ved in  Central and 
Northern Europe, the Germanic peoples would not have been partic
ularly amenable to receiving August in ian teaching .  For one th ing ,  
they s imply did not have the in tel lectual equ ipment to cope with the 
subtlet ies of his thought and h is tortuous arguments .  For another, 
they seem, as one would expect ,  to have been a randy lot who would 



TH E GOSPEL ACCO R D I N G  To WOMAN 

not take kindly to al l  th is  ta lk of celibacy. Thus the 8th-century 
missionary St .  Boniface wri tes in d isgust about the Engl ish , who, he 
says, "ut terly despise matrimony. " They cont inue in thei r i l l ic i t  rela
tionships stubbornly "after the manner of neigh ing horses and bray
ing asses . "  A century later, the monk Alcuin wrote that England 
"has been absolutely submerged under a flood of fornication, adul 
tery, incest ,  so that  the very semblance of modesty is en t irely ab
sent ."  The famous kn ights who, cleaned up and Christianized, would 
later i nhabit the legends of King Arthur and his Round Table get a 
very d ifferen t treatment in the writ ings of the Christian historian ,  
Gi ldas .  They are "sanguinary, boastfu l ,  murderous, addicted to vice, 
adul terous and enemies of God ,"  and " . . .  a l though they may keep 
a large number of wives, they are fornicators and adul terers ."  Rescu
ing damsels in d istress meant something very d ifferent before these 
kn ights were Christ ianized, if we are to believe Chrestien de Troyes : 

The usages and rules at that t ime were that i f  a knight found a 
damsel or wench alone he would,  i f  he forced her against her 
will . . . have been scorned in  every court . But on the other 
hand, if  the damsel were accompan ied by another knight, and if 
i t  pleased him to give combat to that knight and win the lady by 
arms, then he might do with her as he pleased . 

Neither the sexual nor the inte l lectual c l imate seemed hospitable soil 
for Christian i ty .  In  addit ion,  for the peasan ts particu larly ,  l i fe was 
extremely hard .  Famine and starvation were ever-present rea l i t ies 
and agriculture was incompetent .  The mortal i ty rate was high. Few 
people had t ime for theology .  The barbarian world ,  wi th i ts  savage 
customs and desperate l i festyle, would ,  however, be tamed and civi
l ized by the Church and would emerge in  the late I I  th cen tury as 
Christendom, uni ted under the Pope and dominated by Christian 
bel ief. 

I t  was the Church which preserved the cu l ture of the fal len Ro
man Empire in the Dark Ages ; the Ch urch alone could offer some 
hope or solut ion to a desperate, famine-ravaged Europe. The Papacy 
began a reform movement, clean ing up its own clergy and trying to 
reach the common people .  Slowly the people learned the rudiments 
of the Christian fai th .  They did so not by read ing theologians l ike 
Augustine for themselves, of course. They had a variety of teaching 
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aids. D,uring the Middle Ages the art of the great churches and 
cathedrals visual ly instructed men and women and impressed upon 
them the great images of Christian i ty .  The medievals saw scu lptures 
and frescoes of Adam and Eve clutching fig leaves to their gen i tals, 
and learned the August in ian emotion of shame: s in ,  sex, sorrow and 
death were subl iminal ly associated in the Christ ian , Western mind.  
The mi racle and mystery plays also taught the Christ ian stories, but 
above al l  there was the sermon.  During the Middle Ages original i ty 
was not prized as i t  is today.  Just as the sculptors and painters did 
not sign their creations, a preacher would not be expected to stamp 
his sermon with his own insights .  A preacher preached as scholars 
stud ied at that t ime, by constant deference to authorit ies. In  a ser
mon the views of Augustine, Tertul l ian and Jerome were quoted .  
Other great sermons were quoted which also d iscussed these Ch urch 
Fathers' views and slowly the Christ ian teaching, imbued by Chris
tian neuroses, was spread among the populat ion.  I t  took a long time, 
and unt i l  the Reformation pagan ideas coexisted wi th orthodox 
Christian ity in the popular mind in a pious muddle .  Nevertheless, as 
Christ iani ty  spread, slowly too did the misogyn ism and sexual hatred 
of Christ iani ty .  Preachers were always male, of course. Increasingly, 
too, they were either cel ibate or being unwi l l ingly forced in to cel i 
bacy, so had a compl icated att i tude to sex . Nowhere is the sexual 
message, as it touched the ordinary people, more bleak and negative 
than it is in  the d irectives for confession in  which the Church tried to 
con trol the sex l ives even of married people. Th us the Peni ten t ials  
(guides for the clergy about how to judge the various sins of the 
fa i thful) show that in  the early Middle Ages the Church was trying 
to enforce total abst inence on married couples .  Sex was forbidden 
whi le a woman was pregnant ,  menstruat ing or breastfeeding, which 
was very proh ibi t ive considering the extreme frequency of preg
nancy, because, of course, con t raception was forbidden. Sex was also 
forbidden during Lent and Advent ,  on Ember days and also on Sun
days, Wednesdays and Fridays. I t  was also forbidden before receiv ing 
communion .  By the t ime a v irtuous and law-abiding couple had 
found a spare Tuesday which did not fal l  into any of these forbidden 
periods they were probably sexual ly paralyzed . The Pen itent ials are 
very concerned about the frequency of the sin of masturbation (in the 
five short Peni tent ials we possess there are twenty-five sections de-
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voted to masturbation and another twenty-five about masturbation 
of the clergy). This cou ld indicate that people were t rying to keep the 
rules and were driven to masturbat ion because any other sexual out
let was forbidden .  

The later Middle Ages added some refinements to the l ist of for
bidden days. Different wri ters and sermons recommended different 
days, but the l ist was formidable. Thus sex was forbidden : on Thurs
days in  honor of Jesus' arrest ,  on Fridays because of his death,  on 
Satu rdays because it is Our Lady's day, on Sundays because of the 
Resurrection and on Mondays in commemoration of the dead. Fast 
ing was recommended on these days also, thus  reinforcing the neu
rotic l ink ing of food and sex in  the minds of the fai thful .  These rules 
were not compiled in  a spirit of cold ,  ruthless calculation . They were 
flung together in  desperation by the cel ibates, who found the very 
idea of sex going on on Holy Days intolerable even within marriage. 
Marriage may have been a "sacrament ,"  but sex was unholy .  
Whether the la i ty act ual ly obeyed these regulations or not ,  the con
stant recommendation of abstinence would have slowly impressed 
upon them that sex was a s inful  act ivi ty that had nothing to do with 
the holy Christ ian l i fe .  Sex stood outside the idea of Christian holi
ness and the Christ ian l i fe. 

In  the cl imate in  which we now l ive, i t  seems extraord inary that 
confessors and peniten ts should have taken such d irect ives seriously ,  
yet  i t  i s  salu tary to remember that unt i l  about the I 8th century, the 
sexual expectations of ord inary people were far lower than they are 
for the average person today, not because of any particular ideology, 
but for more basic,  physical reasons .  In his book The Family, Sex 
and Marriage in England, 1500-1800, Lawrence Stone has poin ted 
out that very few of the masses of peasants and ord inary townsfolk 
remained sexual ly  interested or attractive for long in  thei r l i ves. I t  is  
not s imply that people aged far more quickly than we do now and 
that by the t ime they were eighteen few people would have many 
teeth left , for example. There were other physical hazards. Malnutri
t ion deriv ing from deprivation as well as from an inadequate diet was 
ri fe in Europe for long periods, and it is well known that this lowers 
l ibido. Also, unheal thy diet meant that many people suffered from 
appal l ingly disfiguring skin diseases . Women suffered from many 
vaginal and ovoid complain ts which made intercourse frequent ly 
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painfu l ,  or impossible, and venereal disease was very common . I n  
addit ion to this ,  men and women smel led . Even al lowing for the fact 
that we are speaking about a society which did not value wash ing as 
much as we do, English women seem to have acquired a reputation 
among foreigners for being part icularly smel ly .  It is also t rue that 
people were very basic about sex in Europe. Contemporary observers 
note that among the peasants foreplay was unknown in  both France 
and England .  It is l ikely then that t he average person expected very 
much less pleasure from sex than we do today, when our expecta
tions are sometimes rather too high .  There was too the constant 
danger of pregnancy in  an age when chi ldbirth was peri lous for a 
woman and often also resul ted in  the death of the chi ld . I t  could wel l  
be  tha t  the  spate of  ant i -sex propaganda put  out  by  the  Ch urch 
st ruck a chord with many people, who probably did not see sex as 
something ei ther fulfi l l ing or l i fe-enhancing, but rather as an appet i te 
which had to  be satisfied by any means at hand, j ust  as their hunger 
for food was not sat isfied by a cordon bleu meal , but by much cruder, 
unsatisfactory and even unpleasant food . 

I t  is, of course, impossible to tel l how seriously these d i recti ves to 
chast i ty were taken . None of the couples who were thus advised have 
left us any record of their reactions, their struggles or their rebel
l ions. There is evidence that the Church took some t ime to impose 
her sexual views on the laity and that the older, heal thier pagan 
at t i tudes survived for some t ime, alongside the new Christ ian views. 
However, as Europe emerged from the Dark Ages, a change in  the 
c l imate of opinion in Europe does seem to have been effected by the 
Church .  In the l Oth century ,  the Church in i t iated a movement of 
reform, t rying to clean up the moral i ty described by Gi ldas and 
Alcu in .  In particular, she wanted the clergy to l ive chaste l ives, not 
s imply because sex was evi l  and incompat ible with the priesthood, 
but also because a cel ibate clergy was a powerfu l  tool in u ni t ing the 
Ch urch and cen tral iz ing i t  under the Pope. Without a fami ly  and 
without dynastic in terests, a priest wou ld owe al l  his loyal t ies to his 
rel igious superiors .  He would be less l ikely, for example, to be wor
ried about  his property if he had no chi ldren to leave i t  to. It is 
in terest ing that the Popes who pressed hardest to impose cel ibacy on 
the c lergy were often popes l ike Gregory V I I  and I nnocent I I I  who 
were most successful in extending the temporal power of the Church.  
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Nevertheless, i t  took the Church a long t ime before she was able to 
make her clergy cel ibate. The clergy resisted furiously this attempt to 
regu late thei r sex l ives-at one point  they actual ly  founded a rival 
Church with thei r own ant i -Pope. If the priests were resistant ,  i t  is 
reasonable to assume that the lai ty were even more opposed to sexual 
cont ro l .  Nevertheless, after several abort ive attempts, Innocent I I I  
did final ly manage a t  the Lateran Counci l  in 1 2 1 5  t o  make a rul ing 
about obligatory clerical cel ibacy that was at last  effect ive .  I t  was 
effect ive because th is  time it was supported by the lai ty, who now 
themselves, after centuries of complete apathy on the subject ,  wanted 
a chaste clergy and were not prepared any longer to accept married 
priests .  The long process of Reform had at last changed sexual att i 
t udes, so that the ord inary Christ ian now fel t  that sex and marriage 
did not befit the holy vocation of the priesthood . 

Yet s t i l l  we occasional ly  see gl impses of a heal thy sexual i ty which 
has refused Christ ian baptism. Ju l iet 's  nurse or Chaucer's Wife of 
Bath are fictional .examples of the type of personal i ty  which managed 
to remain qui te unaffected by the teachings of the Church.  A real 
h istorical character who shared th is at t i tude appears in the records 
of the Inquisit ion during the 1 4th  cen tu ry. S ince the 1 2th  century the 
southern region of Europe had been affected by the heresy of Catha
rism, which bel ieved that Evil was as abso lu te as Good and that 
matter was evi l  and tainted .  The body, sex and marriage were also 
condemned as physical and s infu l ,  but  Catharists held that i f  you 
could not be one of the cel ibate Perfecti, the top rank,  i t  was better to 
be promiscuous than to marry, because marriage gave a legal bless
ing to something inheren t ly Godless. In the French vi l lage of 
Montai l lou ,  which was strongly infected by the Cathars, a woman 
cal led Fabrisse married into a heretical fami ly, but because she her
self had not joined the heretics she was thrown out of her husband 's 
home and had to l ive in extreme poverty ,  earning her l iving in  the 
local tavern . When her daughter Grazida was twenty-one she was 
cal led before the I nquis i t ion not only because she was suspected of 
the heresy but also because she had been the mist ress of the parish 
priest Pierre Clergue, who was both a Catharist and an Informer. 
Grazida 's  evidence has been recorded for us, and is a fascinating 
pic ture of a woman who has been ent i rely untouched by ei ther ortho
dox or heretical views on sexual i ty :  
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Seven years ago, or thereabouts, in summer, Pierre Clergue 
came to my mother's house-she was out reaping-and inci ted 
me to let h im make love wi th  me. I consented; I was st i l l  a 
vi rgin then,  fourteen years old,  I th ink ,  or perhaps fifteen .  He 
took me in  the barn where the s t raw is kept , but not at all 
violent ly .  Afterwards he made Jove with me often, t i l J  the next 
January ,  and this always in  my mother's house. She knew and 
tolerated it . I t  was mostly in the dayt ime. 

Then in  January he gave me in  marriage to Pierre Lizier, my 
late husband. And after that he s t i l l  often lay wi th me, in  the 
four  years my h usband was alive: my husband knew about i t ,  
and did not put up any resistance. When he asked me about our 
Jove-making, I said yes, i t  was t rue, and he to ld me to take care 
it should be with no other man. But Pierre and I never made 
love when he was at home, only when he was out .  

I didn' t  know Pierre Clergue was, or was said to be,  a cousin 
of my mother, Fabrisse: I had never heard anyone say so . I 
d idn ' t  know she was related to h im by blood in any way . Had I 
known she was a cousin of his-though an i l legi t imate one-I 
would not have let Pierre near me. Because it gave me joy and 
him also when we made love, I d id not th ink that wi th him I 
was smmng. 

At the t ime we made love together, both before I was married 
and after, as our love-making in all that t ime gave joy to us 
both ,  I did not th ink I s inned, nor does it seem so to me now. 
But now there'd be no joy in i t  for me-so, i f  I were to make 
love with h im now, I believe i t  wou ld be a si n .  

When I was married and made love wi th  the  priest Pierre i t  
d id seem more proper to make Jove with my husband-al l the  
same i t  seemed to me ,  and I st i l J  believe, i t  was as  l i t t le  s in wi th  
Pierre as  wi th my husband.  Did  I have any qua lms at tha t  t ime, 
or think that such deeds might displease God? No I had none, 
and did not think my ly ing wi th  Pierre should d isplease any 
l iving being, s ince i t  gave joy to us both .  

I f  my husband had forbidden i t? Supposing he had-even 
though he never did-I s t i l l  would not have thought i t  a s in ,  
because of the shared joy of love. If  any man whatever l ies wi th 
any woman (un less she is re lated to h im by blood) ,  whether 
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she 's a virgin or has been seduced, whether in marriage or out
side i t-al l  such coupl ing of men and women gives displeasure 
to God, and yet I s t i l l  do not th ink the partners sin, i nsofar as 
their joy is mutual .  . . . 

I don' t  know, but  I 've heard it said that there is a paradise, 
and I believe it; I ' ve also heard there is a hel l ,  but that I don ' t  
believe, though I won' t  urge i t  is un true. I bel ieve there is a 
parad ise for it is something good, as I ' ve heard tel l ;  I don ' t  
believe in  hel l  ( though I don 't  argue against i t ) ,  for that  is some
th ing evil as people say . I ' ve often heard that we shall rise again 
after death-I don ' t  believe that,  though I don 't d iscred i t  i t .  

I s t i l l  be l ieve i t  is no s in when Jove-making brings joy to both 
partners . I have believed that ever s ince Pierre first knew me. 
No one taught me these ideas except myself. I haven' t  taught 
them to others-no one has ever asked me about them. 

(P . Dronke, Women Writers of the Middle Ages, p. 205) 

Grazida has not only been total ly un touched by the Church's teach
ing about sex; she is qui te ignorant about basic Christ ian teaching 
l ike the existence of Heaven and Hel l ,  which she has "heard about" 
vaguely .  About her sexual beliefs she can simply say "no one has 
ever asked me about them."  I t  was precisely to combat this kind of 
ignorance, which left the common people wide open to heresy , that 
St .  Dominic founded the Order of Preachers-mendicant friars who 
would wander about the countryside, preaching and teach ing the 
ordinary people the basic truths of Christ iani ty .  It was also this kind 
of ignorance of course which contributed to the superst i t ion that was 
rife in the Cathol ic Church, where the magical rel iance on rel ics and 
i ncantations contains a good admixture of pagan beliefs .  The I nquisi
t ion was set up to t ry to stamp out error and ignorance and to 
correct people l ike Grazida, but there is evidence that Catholicism 
was never very effect ive in  spreading Christian teaching unt i l  after 
the Protestant Reformat ion . 

I t  was Protestantism and Puritanism which most efficien t ly and 
effect ively control led the sexual i ty of the populace accord ing to 
Christ ian ideals. P rotestants bel ieved that every Christian was re
sponsible for his or her own salvat ion, so they were much more 
zealous about instructing the ordinary people in the basic teach ings 
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of Chr.is t iani ty than the Catholics had ever been.  Thereby they also 
spread Christ ian sexual gu i l t  very efficient ly-more efficient ly than 
the Cathol ic Church .  Protestant sexual teaching s imply reverted to 
the old teachings of August ine,  which some Cathol ic theologians l ike 
Duns Scotus had shown signs of reject ing.  The Reformers and after 
them the Puri tans were able to enforce thei r rigid sexual mora l i ty  on 
the ord inary people by judicial shaming punishments .  A "sinfu l"  
woman had to stand in the Church wearing a whi te sheet, for exam
ple, and a couple who had produced an i l legi t imate child were 
flogged through the v i l lage. I n  The Scarlet Letter Nathan iel Haw
thorne shows how this moral i ty was imposed in the early days of 
New England .  Hester has to stand in shame on the public p i l lory in  
acknowledgment of her  sexual s in ,  which is t reated not  as a private 
matter but as a crime against the law of the land. She then has to 
wear perpetual ly a scarlet letter "A" on her chest as a token of her 
adul tery and is cast out of the communi ty .  I t  is usually thought that 
Protestant ism is  more sexual ly lenient than Christ ian i ty .  After a l l ,  
Luther wan ted to abolish clerical cel ibacy, and Protestant Chu rches 
now al low cont raception whereas the Cathol ic Church cont inues to 
condemn i t .  This refusal to a l low married couples to practice birth 
cont rol springs from the Catholic refusal to admit  that sexual plea
sure is a good in i tse lf; i ts only j ust ification is procreat ion .  A married 
couple must not copu late unless there is a possibi l i ty  of a chi ld being 
conceived , because otherwise they are i ndu lging themselves by hav
ing sexual pleasure for i ts own sake. The Protestant admission of 
contraception certa in ly shows a more posi t ive vision of the role of 
lovemaking in married l i fe. However, Protestantism has consistent ly 
adopted more cruel  and ruth less pol ic ies against sexual  offenders 
than Cathol icism during i ts h istory. I ts pol icies have often been far 
removed from Jesus' treatment of the woman taken in  adul tery. 

The Cathol ic Church was simply not efficient enough to enforce i ts 
sexual ideals as s trongly as Protestant ism . Perhaps th is  is the reason 
why in Cathol ic coun tries l i ke I ta ly there is  a greater appreciat ion of 
sex and,  in some respects, a greater appreciat ion of women than 
there is in countries that are t rad i t ional ly Protestan t .  Despite the 
proximi ty  of the Pope the people have been left ,  sexual ly ,  to thei r 
own devices ,  as Grazida was. The I tal ian mother, deeply respected 
and powerfu l w i th in  her fami ly ,  resembles non-Christ ian women of 
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the Mediterranean world l ike the Islamic Arab mothers far more 
than she resembles her Christ ian sisters i n  England or Germany, 
where mothers s imply do not enjoy the same prest ige. I t  is impossi
ble, however, to general ize too much about the sexual freedom of the 
populace in  Cathol ic countries. I reland is a Catholic country where 
the sexual teachings of Catholicism seem to have defini tely taken . 
Spa in ,  which was s trongly affected by Is lamic occupation, has been 
affected sexua1ly and in its at t i tude to women by Moslem ideals, for 
better and worse. Spanish women tend to be guarded and shielded 
from the world in quasi-harem condi t ions that are c learly reminis
cent of the way Moslem women are shie lded . However, i t  is also true 
that they and thei r menfolk often exude a passionate sensual i ty 
which is also Arab and al ien to trad i t ional ly  Protestant Christian 
countries. Seclusion from the world is a sign that the Moslem re
spects his women too much to let them mingle with the sordid and 
dangerous world of the market place. There is evidence that Western 
women who set t led in  the medieval Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem 
gained a respect that thei r sisters were certa in ly not enjoying in Eu
rope in  the misogynist ic 1 2th century, and that they gained this 
respect from thei r contact with Is lam. Many Crusader women took 
to wearing the vei l ,  seeing the prest ige and respect i t  afforded Mos
lem women.  Spanish women too have derived a s imi lar mystique that 
is al ien to their treatment in  Protestant countries, even though this 
does also mean that their l ives are far more c ircumscribed. 

There is, however, one phenomenon that shows that despi te the 
real i nefficiency of the Catholic Church,  Christ ianity was st i l l  man
aging to create a very unhappy sexual c l imate which made ordinary 
people rush in  d roves to adopt ex t reme and even eccentric solut ions 
to their sexual problems. Time and again ,  from the 2nd century on, 
heresies have sprung up wi th in  Christ iani ty which say that sex and 
the body are evi l .  Repeatedly people who have ca1 led themselves 
Christ ians in both the Cathol ic and the P rotestant worlds have de
nounced and outlawed sexual i ty or  else have advocated promiscu i ty .  
So ingrained and so widespread was the sexual disgust of Christ ian
ity that heresies were constant ly try ing to find better solu t ions to the 
problem than those suppl ied by Orthodoxy . One of these heresies 
was Catharism, which proved so powerfu l that after gentler methods 
had proved unavai l ing and Catharism had spread rapidly throughout 
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southern France, the Church eventual ly summoned a Crusade 
against the heret ics and put them to death by the sword . The first of 
these ant i -sex heresies, however, was Encrat ism, which sprang up 
during the 2nd cen tury. It produced a number of scriptures , l i ke the 
Acts of Thomas and the Acts of Paul, which a l l  say that sex is degrad
ing and that i t  is only cel ibacy which wi l l  bring us to the Kingdom of 
Heaven .  These scriptures were read and enjoyed for a long t ime by 
perfec tly orthodox Christ ians. It has been said that because these 
texts were heretical and unofficial-the mere Sunday afternoon read
ing of Chris t ians-they should not be taken seriously, but i t  seems 
that precisely for this reason they should be taken very seriously 
indeed . Devotional works l ike the l i ves of the sain ts and the Imita
tion of Christ have had far more influence on ordinary Christ ians 
than Aquinas' Summa Theologica. That these texts were read for 
centuries by non-Encratists , who found nothing extraordinary in the 
idea that sex is evi l  and that married couples must abstain from "th is  
fi l thy intercourse"' (Acts of Thomas xiv), shows that  the average 
Christ ians were get t ing a very negat ive message about sex .  I ndeed , i t  
i s  d ifficult  to see how Encrat is ts d iffered from the  Orthodox. When 
the Acts of Andrew says that marriage is a "foul and pol lu ted way of 
l i fe, " is that real ly  very d ifferent from St .  Jerome's remark : "If we 
abstain from coi tus we honor our wives; if we do not abstain ,-well ,  
what i s  the opposite o f  honor but insult?" (Adversus Jovinian, I ,  7) .  
When the Encrat ist  Acts of John says that sexual intercourse is  "an 
experiment of the serpent . . . the impediment which separated 
from the Lord ,"  we are gett ing very near to the eventual Orthodox 
view which l inked sin and sex . When Mart i n  of Tours, a perfect ly  
Orthodox saint ,  compares the  pure ungrazed fie ld  of vi rgin i ty to the  
field of marriage which is torn up by the pigs and catt le of forn ica
t ion ,  i t  seems an Encratist remark. The t rouble was that these here
sies-Encrat ism, Mon tanism, Catharism , Manichaeism-were more 
orthodox than the Orthodox.  Instead of hedging round the worrying 
neurosis of sex with Orthodox doubleth ink ,  they made i t  expl ic i t  and 
so could focus on i t  clearly .  The fact that they att racted large fol low
ings also shows that they appealed to a common anxiety. The anti
sexual neurosis flares up again and again wi th in Christ ian i ty power
fu l ly and repeatedly .  I t  is impossible to stamp out .  Manichaeism is 
stil l ri fe in Eastern Europe and perhaps has affected our present 



THE G OSPEL ACCORDING To WOMAN 

Polish Pope's sexual rigorism. The Church may condemn i t ,  but 
u l t imately she cannot deal with this anti-sexual heresy except by 
neurot ic violence. People were clearly made worried about sexual i ty 
from as early as the 2nd century within Christ iani ty .  Even if ordi
nary Christians did not observe al l  the Forbidden Days and Practices 
of the Penitent ials , it would seem, by the extraord inary recurrence of 
th is  heresy in i ts  various forms, that the sexual cl imate of Europe 
was becoming increasingly unhappy . 

Perhaps the most astonishing manifestation of the heresy was the 
Shakers. Their leader was the English woman Mother Ann Lee, who 
in the late 1 8th  century discovered that cel ibacy was the answer to 
her own sexual problems. She had been married to a man of whom 
she was very fond,  but she bore four chi ldren with considerable pain 
and danger and then lost al l  of them in infancy. This made sex 
terrifying and in tolerable to her. Her husband and the Church au
thorit ies told her that she must ret urn to her conjugal "duty ," but 
she was too afraid. to do so. She also had to do batt le  with her own 
sexual needs, and spent n ight after night cal l ing out to God for 
del iverance. Ul t imately she found relief by joining a branch of the 
Quakers, cal led Shakers, because of their ecstatic singing and danc
ing :  in  this tranced dancing and the release i t  engendered Ann dis
covered a way of coping with her celibacy. After one of these noisy 
sessions, Ann Lee was imprisoned for disturbing the peace, and in a 
jai l  i n  Manchester she had a vision . She saw Adam and Eve copulat
ing in the Garden of Eden , and real ized that sex was the sin which 
had caused the Fal l .  It must therefore be absolutely prohibited . Later 
Jesus appeared to her and told her that she was right to shun sex : he 
gave her a mission to spread the gospel of cel ibacy throughout the 
world .  Ann Lee converted her fel low Shakers to her beliefs and took 
control of the movement. It was to accomplish her mission that she 
emigrated wi th her first fol lowers to America, where the Shakers 
enjoyed spectacular success and founded several colonies where men 
and women-many of them married-l ived together in total chas
t i ty .  

I t  is most unl ikely that Ann Lee, who was a dynamic and capable 
but quite uneducated woman, had read either August ine or Luther, 
but she reproduced their views exact ly .  Benjamin Seth Young, her 
d isciple who expressed her message for her in  The Testimony of 
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Christ '.t Second Appearing, had also probably never read any of the 
great theologians, but here we find views that exact ly reproduce 
Luther's terrors of the uncon trol lable dangers of sex : 

What is there i n  the universe, wi th in the comprehension of man, 
that has so sensible, so quick and ravishing an operat ion, as a 
corresponding desi re of the flesh in the different sexes? . . . As 
a gush ing fountain is more powerful i n  i ts operations than an 
oozing spring; so that des i re of carnal enjoyment ,  that mutual ly 
operates between male and female, is far more powerful than 
any other passion in  human nature.  . . .  Surely then, that must 
be the foun tain-head , the govern ing power that shuts the eyes, 
stops the ears, and stupefies the sense to al l  objects of t ime or 
eterni ty ,  and swal lows up the whole man in its own pecul iar 
enjoyment .  And such is that feel ing and affection which is  
formed by the near relat ion and t ie  between male and female; 
and which bei ng corrupted by the subversion of the original law 
of God, converted that which in the beginning was pure and 
lovely ,  in to the poison of the serpent ;  and the noblest of affec
t ions of man in to the seat of human corruption. 

It would be hard to find a better descript ion of concupiscence. It 
could almost have been writ ten by Luther or Augustine, yet i t  is 
spon taneously produced centuries later by s imple people who almost 
certainly had no in tel lectual train ing, but who knew very well how 
Luther and August i ne felt about sex . 

America was suffering an extreme sexual crisis i n  the 1 9 th century.  
Many Americans fel t  such in tense sexual d isgust that  they were qu i te  
prepared to disrupt the i r  ent i re l ives. Married couples with thei r 
ch i ldren moved in to the Shaker colonies, sel l ing up their homes and 
embracing total  cel ibacy . Men and women l ived side by side during 
the day, but slept apart in separate dormitories at nigh t .  As though 
cel ibacy were not d ifficul t  enough, new Shakers had to learn to l ive 
an ent i rely communal l i fe, to give up domestic privacy and subm it 
en t i rely to the total  authori ty of the Shaker leaders-who were, to 
add to the difficulty ,  often women . Their sexual desperat ion must 
have been great indeed . Shakerism had a long history .  Mother Ann 
arri ved in  America in  the 1 770s, and the movemen t was very strong 
unt i l  the 1 840s. New recru i ts  flocked in to the colonies and Shaker 
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chi ldren grew up to form a second and th ird generat ion . Although i t  
s lowly petered out ,  there are a few Shakers s t i l l  J iv ing in  New En
gland . 

Shakerism clearly fulfi l led a need for many Americans .  There were 
also many other sects which experimen ted with cel ibacy like the 
Shakers or fl irted with "free l ove, "  showing that the sexual malaise 
had crossed the Atlant ic .  The sexual crisis in America expressed 
i tself in a variety of rel igious visions, and i ndeed was inspi red by a 
rel igious revival in  the country. The area around New York State 
was swept so frequent ly by the flames of revivalist ardor that i t  be
came known as the Burn t Over d is tric t .  It was a Christ ian i ty that 
was charismatic, visionary and revivalist in  tone, and Evangel ical 
preachers preached a highly charged and emotional creed, which 
was in  sharp cont rast to the more restrained, conven tional Congrega
tionalism and Episcopal ianism of Eastern America. At the same t ime 
as America was undergoing i ts explosion of sexual d ist ress, England 
was in  the grip of the sexual nightmare of Victorianism. This too 
coincided with a surge of rel igious fervor which swept away the cool 
rational ism of the 1 8th-century Enlightenment .  It is as though the 
Age of Reason in Europe simply pushed the irrationality and neuro
ses under the carpet ,  where they festered and gained new life to 
break out again in the 1 9th cen tury more violent ly than ever before. 
I ndeed, the history of the Protestant West has been characterized by 
these extreme and unheal thy  al ternations between sexual l ibert inism 
and sexual repression, and these alternat ions have always coincided 
with the decl ine and the rise of rel igious fervor. I t  is a phenomenon 
that is pecu l iar to the West and which h istorians of sexual i ty have 
only been able to at tribute to Christ iani ty .  Christiani ty  has created a 
c l imate where sex can never be regarded s imply as play . You have to 
love i t  or hate it passionate ly .  Either it i s  an act iv i ty that is brimful of 
sin and corruptive concupiscence, or i t  is a functional exercise in 
which pleasure m ust be subord inated to procreation . The ban on 
contraception, st i l l  advocated in the Cathol ic Church, springs from 
th is horror of sexual pleasure, which is as old as August ine .  It has 
somet imes Jed Cathol ics to lud icrous extremes, as when the great 
1 7 th-cen tury Casuist Suarez speculates tortuously on the pl ight of a 
man who is having sex with a whore and who is suddenly overcome 
with remorse: should he withdraw or should he cont in ue? To with-
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draw would, perhaps, make h im gui l ty of a worse s in than mere 
forn icat ion-contracept ion.  This absurd lack of humor characterizes 
the desperate Western att i tude to sex .  Even in those periods of sexual 
relaxation , as in  the 1 8 th  cen tury for example, there is something 
frantic in  the constant ru tt ing of a Don J uan,  and the perversions of 
the Renaissance period , with i ts  cruel ty and sad ism ever in the back
ground,  are reminders that even when the West  is sexual ly at play 
sickness is  never far away. Sex is  too serious and too dangerous to 
play at . 

Never has the explosion of sexual hatred expressed itself so acutely 
as i t  d id in Victorian England . Evangelical ism had become a power
ful force, spread ing from the newly emerging middle classes into the 
upper classes. I t  was a form of Christiani ty which was deeply Calvin
ist in  i ts d is trust of pleasure. Thus the Evangelical S ir  James Stephen 
once smoked a cigar and found it so del icious that he never smoked 
one again .  Yet Evangel icalism was not the only form of repressive 
rel igion curren t in Victorian society. The puritanism of Method ism 
and the nonconformist sec ts was as moral ly earnest and ascet ic in 
tone as the Oxford Movement .  The asceticism was indeed a react ion 
to the apparent permissi veness of the 1 8 th century ,  but i t  was not a 
new phenomenon in the count ry ,  as has often been argued. Rather, 
Victorian hatred of sex was as old as Christ ian i ty  i tself. When we 
read a passage l ike this one, from the popular work The Duties of 
Parents: Reproductive and Educational ( 1 872) ,  we find ourselves in a 
very famil iar world : 

Our chi ldren must be taugh t ,  from the earl iest periods at which 
their minds can grasp such teaching ,  the inviolable sanct i ty of 
their sexual nature-the irreparable i l ls which fol low i ts abuse. 
They must be saturated wi th the convict ion that impuri ty  is a 
foul and hatefu l  si n ,  that the perversion of these inst i ncts 
through whatever agency is a plunge in to a fathomless abyss of 
turpi tude from which they will never emerge with a clean sou l .  

(pp. 1 32-33)  

I t  is the world of Luther and of August ine .  Sex is an uncont rol lable 
force which will sweep the hapless Christ ian child in to an abyss of 
depravi ty .  There is also the typical Christian doubleth ink :  sex is holy 
and yet at the same time profoundly dangerous. It has acqu ired an 
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almost pagan danger: i t  is so "holy" that any small  su l lying of this 
awful power wi l l  resu l t  in  appal l ing requi ta ls ,  as the sacred inst inct 
revenges i tself. Chi ldren m ust be watched over scrupulously, the 
Evangelical wri ter El isabeth Sewel l maintains .  If  they start chat
tering impurely,  God wi l l  forgive them but the effects wi l l  s tay with 
the chi ld forever: 

The scars wi l l  always remain ;  visible to the inward eye, though 
unseen by man, and, as we may humbly trust, blotted out by 
God .  And they wi l l  not only be seen as scars, disfigurements, 
but they wil l  be fel t  as wounds; they wil l  give the pain of 
wounds; an ever- increasing pain as the spir i t  longs more and 
more in tensely for that purity of heart bestowed upon them who 
shall hereafter "see God ."  

(Principles of Education, 1 865 ,  1 1 : 8 1 )  

The confusion of thought here echoes that of the Early Fathers. I t  is 
an appal l ing world-view. It represents a God who wi l l  punish the 
idle chatter and sexual curiosi ty  of a chi ld wi th l ifelong wounds and 
disfigurement .  This portrait of God ent i rely contradicts the Christian 
teaching about  a God of Love who is ever ready to forgive sins ,  
which can only be because the Christ ian emotion about sex as inher
ent ly s inful is more powerfu l  than the mere dogmas of the Churches. 

The fear of sex , accentuated on the one hand by the rel igious 
revival of the period and on the other by the threats that science 
offered to rel igion,  invaded even the pol i t ical sphere in V ictorian 
England .  Darwinism had shown man's an imal origins, and where, as 
August ine and Ambrose had said centuries before, is man more bes
t ial  and i rrational than in sex? A form of moral "evolut ion" had 
become popular even before On the Origin of Species, however. As 
Tennyson put  it in that quintessent ia l  poem of the period , In 
Memoriam, man has evolved from the animal ,  and now each man 
must 

Arise and fly 
The reel ing Faun,  the sensual feast ; 
Move upward ,  working out the beast, 

And let the ape and t iger die. 
(cxvi i i) 
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I t  was a human's duty to shun his lower animal ,  sensual nature and 
scale the spi ri tual heights of t rue humani ty .  At the same t ime the 
threat that scien t ific d iscoveries could overthrow the claims of rel i 
gion threw Victorians into a state of panic .  I f  man were not  a d ivine 
and spir i tual  being with no immortal or eternal dest iny after this l i fe, 
then he was no bet ter than the beasts, and love became simply brut
ish lust ,  swallowed up in  obl iv ion.  

And Love would answer with a sigh , 
. .  The sound of that forgetful shore 
Wil l  change my sweetness more and more, 

Half-dead to know that I shal l  die . " 

0 me, what profits i t  to put 
An idle case? If  Death were seen 
At first as Death ,  Love had not been , 

Or been in narrowest working shut ,  

Mere fel lowship of s luggish moods, 
Or in his coarsest Satyr-shape 
Had bruised the herb and c rushed the grape, 

And basked and battened in the woods. 
(xxxv) 

Here in  Tennyson 's great doubtfu l  poem, we see the transi t ion be
tween the age of fai th  and the age of doubt. If the doctrine passes, the 
emotion of Christ iani ty remains. The Victorian did not stop to con
sider that if there were no longer a Heaven or a Hell ,  he was free to 
enjoy h imself  here, without the restrictions of Christian bel ief and 
the threat of pun ishment in the next world . The emotion of sexual 
d isgust persists, indeed is in tensified as fai th in  Christian teaching 
crumbles. This terror of unbridled sensual i ty  meant that anybody 
who professed a sexual l iberal ism was suspected also of pol i t ical and 
revolu tionary extremism . To let rip the sensual beast in man would 
produce just the same social anarchy as would occur  if  the bestial 
proles took over. I f  the sexual l ine over which i t  was dangerous to 
cross were not observed, not only would each man be sucked into a 
whirlpool of meaningless moral anarchy,  the whole of the social or
der would crumble in to mindless, sensual chaos. 

The vision of sex as the act iv i ty which brings us c losest to beasts 
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and which makes us less than human had been bequeathed to the 
West centuries before. Victor ianism was not an aberrat ion, i t  was 
merely an extreme expression of a wel l -established neurot ic  t radi 
t ion .  Sex was dangerous. I t  was even physical ly dangerous. A sexual 
d isease cal led spermatorrhea was invented, whose symptoms were 
premature ejaculat ion,  wet dreams and imperfect erect ions.  I t  be
came the bogey of Victorian men.  Any sexual act iv i ty which seemed 
beyond a man's control became a symptom of th is  imaginary i l lness. 
"Hundreds of young men are dri ven to suicide by the disease ," said 
the contemporary writer T.  L .  Nichols .  Terrible con t raptions were 
invented for men to wear at nigh t to cont rol seminal emissions. The 
seed must not be spi l t  frequent ly-the physical consequences could 
be fatal . On the other hand, the Victorian sexologist  Drysdale 
pain ted an equal ly terri fying pic ture of too much chast i ty .  If  a man 
d idn ' t  get enough sex he could become dangerously i1l or at least 
develop spermatorrhea and impotence, bu t i t  was a very fine l ine, 
because too much sex was equal ly fatal .  On no account must it occur 
more than twice a week, Drysdale decreed . You couldn ' t w in .  As one 
would expect , the Victorians developed an absolute terror of mastur
bat ion .  As the sex historian of the period , Dr.  Acton, expla ins :  

Few young persons, perhaps, come into con tact with so many 
conscience-stricken young men as I do. I f  a youth has abused 
h imself, as soon as he learns the consequences, he becomes 
alarmed , and sets down all his subsequent ai lmen ts to the partic
u lar cause which is uppermost in his mind .  

Sex  was invested with a horrify ing power of l ife and death ,  as  Eric 
Trudgi l l  explains in  his book Madonnas and Magdalens, The Origins 
and Development  of Victorian Sexual A ttitudes: "Sex is thought of as 
a un iversal and virtual ly incurable scourge. It cannot u l t imately be 
cont rol led and serves as a kind of metaphor for death in  the way that 
cancer does today" (p. 54). This power had been handed to i t  by 
Christ ian i ty .  

We are fond of saying today that we have st i l l  not ful ly recovered 
from the repressions and terrors of the V ictorian period and that the 
desperat ion of contemporary sexual permissiveness is both a natural 
and inevi table reaction to i t .  However, i t is not simply an aberrat ion 
of seven ty years in the 1 9th cen tury that we are fighting today.  It is 
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two thol)sand years' worth of cul tural condi t ioning that  we have to  
reckon wi th .  I t  is not  a question for us  in England of  "recovering" 
from a temporary d isease that afflicted our coun try and returning to 
the jol l i ty of Pepys' London or the sexual frol ics under the Green
wood Tree in  Merrie England.  Those periods had the same old sex
ual problems. The 1 8 th century produced de Sade as part of i ts 
sexual reaction to Puri tanism, and the swiftness of the West to re
spond to this perversion speaks volumes for our att i tude to sexual i ty .  
Merrie England was riven not only with aggressive re l igious persecu
tions and factions but wi th  personal stri fe and bit ter feuds in  the 
vi l lages in which love was very d ifficul t  to cul t ivate. Sex, we have 
seen, was never considered "Merrie. " It would soon be overtaken by 
the rigorism of the Protestan t/Puri tan Ethic .  It has always been 
difficult  to shed the sexual neurosis of Christian i ty  even when a soci
ety is confident that i t  has done so successfu l ly .  

There i s  every evidence today that we are returning to a period of 
relat ive sexual repression and are abandoning the apparent l iberat ion 
of the 1 960s. Perhaps the current rel igious revival is yet again bring
ing the sexual pendulum swinging towards restraint .  Yet even in the 
height of the so-cal led Permissive Society there were signs that all 
was not as l iberated as it might seem on the surface. There was and is 
st i l l  a good deal of the old Christ ian doublethink about sex . Nancy 
Friday in her book My Mother/My Self has shown that mothers 
often pass a sexual neurosis to their daughters wi thout real iz ing that 
they have done so. The mothers think that they have told their 
daugh ters how wonderful and fulfi l l ing sex is, but when interviewed 
it is clear that the daughters have "heard" the feel ing that exists 
beh ind the words. What the daughters qui te genuinely claim to have 
been taught is that sex is frightening and dangerous. They have 
picked up the neuroses of thei r mothers, which are more powerful 
than any cheering words and posi t ive sermons about sex. 

Michel Foucau lt has suggested that the Pen itent ials and the Con
fessional actual ly paved the way in Europe to the discussion of sexu
ality that characterizes the present scene. Certainly we have re
mained very wi l l ing to hand our sex l i ves over to be examined by 
experts, in the same way as Christ ians used to let their sex l ives be 
exam ined by priests .  It is true too that we st i l l  seek orthodoxy in sex 
even when we are trying to be l iberated . The most famous sex manu-
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als of the 60s, l i ke Reuben 's A ll You 've Ever Wan ted to Know Abou t 
Sex and Every Woman Can and "J's" The Sensuous Woman, seem 
very frank and free, but these so-cal led experts are actual l y  merely 
reinforc ing old orthodoxies. Thus homosexual i ty is st i l l  seen by Reu
ben as someth ing that needs to be "cured" by the priest/doctor, the 
missionary posi t ion is st i l l  the best posi t ion,  other more experimental 
forms are relegated to the sidel i nes of the sexual experience and 
people are urged to strive for sexual "normal i ty . " So conservat ive 
and orthodox are the manuals that Every Woman Can does not mean 
that every woman can have an orgasm, but that every woman can 
have a husband!  Orthodoxy in sexual matters persists , for al l  our talk 
about freedom. Most people cont inue to th ink that there is only one 
way to manage sex and that every other way is wrong. I t  has been 
said that sexual prejud ice is the last prej udice to be condoned in  our 
society .  We "know" that racism and classism are wrong now,  but  a 
lot of people remain convinced of the need to "draw the l ine  some
where" in  matters of sexual freedom, and there is st i l l  the fear that 
once that l ine is crossed , then a l l  hel l  wil l  be let loose . We persist in 
th ink ing of sex as someth ing powerfu l  and dangerous which has, 
somehow, to be rigid ly  cont rol led and kept wi th in bounds. We have 
also given sex too much power, j us t  as Augustine, Luther and the 
Victorians did. Sex for them was powerfu l ly  present ,  a constant and 
looming danger. Today we have gone rather to the other extreme. 
Sex is wonderfu l ,  we procla im loudly ,  but we are perhaps invest ing it 
wi th power i t  cannot have. It has been presented to us s ince the '60s 
as the un iversal Panacea and as the Answer to Life, rais ing expecta
tions that i t  cannot possib ly  fu lfi l l .  

I t  is qu i te  clear to me that  despite a l l  the posi t ive remarks Church 
leaders have official l y  made about the hol iness of married sex, Chris
t ianity created a most unhappy sexual atmosphere in much of Eu
rope and America that would have astonished Jesus and St. Paul . I t  
i s  obvious how th i s  would affect women . For an Augustine, s trug
g l ing with celibacy , women could only be a temptation, l u ring h im 
away from his safe and holy sexlessness . That the sexual neurosis of 
Christ iani ty deeply affected the status of women can clearly be seen 
in the fact that when women joined the ant i -sex heresies and became 
cel ibate they very often enjoyed a prest ige and respect that they 
would never have enjoyed in Orthodoxy. It is clear in  the case of 
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Mothe,r Ann Lee and her successor to the Shaker leadership, Lucy 
Walker. In Catharism too women were deeply respected. The Catha
rist el i te incl uded men and women, and the activ i t ies of certain Cath
arist women l ike Esclarmade de Foix  scandal ized the orthodox 
clergy . On one occasion during a debate between the Cathol ics and 
the heretics, a monk shouted out "Go, madam, spin at your d istam 
You know noth ing of such matters . "  In  these ant i -sex heresies 
women enjoyed equal i ty .  I t  seems that once a woman shed her sexu
a l i ty she was accepted as  a perfect ly respectable human being.  



2 

THE RE SULT: EVE 

"Women have very l i t t le idea of how much men hate them,"  Ger
maine Greer wrote in The Female Eun uch, in  what has become a 
very famous sentence. 

Any boy who has grown up in  an English industrial town can 
describe how the boys used to go to the local dance halls and 
stand around al l  n ight  until the pressure of the s implest kind of 
sexual urge prompted them to score a chick. The easier this was 
the more they loathed the girls and ident ified them with the 
gu i l t  that thei r squalid sexual release left them. "A walk to the 
bus-stop was usual ly good for a wank,"  they say bit terly .  

(p. 293) 

The frequency with which that open ing sen tence has been quoted 
shows that i t  struck a chord of recogni t ion in many women, even if 
we have not personal ly been "scored" in th is part icu lar way. I t  is  
often surprising how even a most gent le and friendly man can come 
out with a host i le remark that is breath takingly unkind,  and then 
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cont inue in appreciat ive and affect ionate conversat ion,  qu i te  unaware 
of what •he has said .  Of course i t  doesn ' t  apply to al l  men , but it is a 
rare woman who can lay her hand on her heart and say that she has 
never encountered an i rrat ional male host i l i ty .  Even the wolf 
whis t les that echo from bui lding si tes as a hapless female walks past 
have about them someth ing jeering and scornfu l .  It is in terest ing that 
Germaine Greer, after making her arrest ing opening sentence, in
stantly iden t i fies this "hatred" with sex. The atmosphere in  a str ip 
club in Soho and Amsterdam is a very d ifferent thing from the more 
ebu l l ien t atmosphere in an Arab bel ly-dancing show. I n  London and 
Amsterdam there is contempt for men in  the way a woman takes off 
her c lothes and a defin i te host i l i t y  in the way she is often presented 
for men's del ight wi th a hal ter round her neck or weighed down wi th  
chains .  Th is may be an extreme s i tuat ion,  but  i t  is often the case that 
the ext reme can throw l ight on the more mundane. The way models 
are photographed to se l l  products in advertisements also often re
flects th i s  sexual hos t i l i ty  between men and women . The women 
glare in to the camera sul lenly and sexi ly or gaze contemptuously 
past the viewer in to the middle distance as though he did not exis t .  
Often two gi rls have the ir  arms round each o ther  as  they pout seduc
t ively ,  as though t he sexy female race is  l i nked against the male 
world in a th reatening sol idari ty ,  or they gaze yearn ingly at one 
another in  a sexual reject ion of men . This new unsmi l ing sex iness is 
the t rad i t ional scowl that gi rls formerly wore only in  pornographic 
photography , but which has now spread from the pages of Playboy 
out  onto the bi l lboards and into the Sunday color supplements .  The 
hatred and con tempt that men feel for women in pornography is now 
becoming more and more a common image of woman : pout ing,  
scowling,  host i le  and seduct ive. We are not happy about sex in our 
cu l tu re and t h is must affect the way women see themselves and the 
way that men and women view each other. 

From almost the earliest days of Western Christ ian i ty ,  men started 
to see women as sexual ly dangerous and threaten ing, and in the grip 
of th is  fear t hey started a process which would eventual ly push 
women away from the male world in to a separate world of their own . 
Th is might at fi rst seem an odd developmen t :  nei ther Jesus nor Paul 
had pushed women away, bu t had worked closely with them and 
granted the·m fu ll equal i ty with men . However, later books of the 
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New Testament ,  part icu larly the Fi rst Epist le to Timothy, which was 
probab ly wri tten at the beginn ing of the 2nd century some sixty 
years after Paul 's death ,  have a very different message. By th is t ime 
Christ ian ity is coping with the Gent i le  world of the late Empire and 
its terrors of sexual excess. A fear of sexual i ty had changed official 
Church pol icy toward women : 

I d i rect that women are to wear sui table clothes and to be 
dressed quiet ly and modest ly without  braided hair  or gold and 
jewellery or expensive clothes; thei r adornment is to do the sort 
of good works that are proper for women who profess to be 
rel igious .  Duri ng instruction , a woman should be quiet and re
spectfu l .  I am not givi ng permission for a woman to teach or to 
tel l  a man what to do. A woman ought not to speak, because 
Adam was formed first and Eve afterwards, and i t  was not 
Adam who was led ast ray but the woman who was led astray 
and fel l  into sin .  Nevertheless, she will be saved by chi ldbearing, 
provided she· l i ves a modest l i fe and is constant i n  fai th and love 
and hol iness. 

( 1  Timothy 2 :9- 1 5) 

When Paul  had told the women in  Cori nth to keep quiet in Church,  
there was no h int  of sexual d isgust, nor was there any idea that 
women were potent ia l ly wicked (they j ust have to remember their 
place! ) .  I n  1 Timothy we have something d ifferent and s in ister. 
Woman is not j ust inferior, she is wicked also, because of Eve. Eve 
fel l  into sin first and led Adam into sin. Th is is a theme which wi l l  
recu r  agai n and again i n  the wri t ings of the Early Fathers, and is also 
a deeply sexual idea. 

The author of 1 Timothy begi ns his remarks about women with 
di rect ions about the sort of clothes they shou ld wear. Glancing 
through the works of the Fathers, i t  is extraordinary how much t ime 
they devoted to wri t ing about women 's dress-a concern that should 
have been beneath them. Diat ribes about the way women load them
selves with jewel ry , cake their faces with makeup and douse them
selves with perfume crop up  with extreme frequency. One of the first 
was wri t ten by Tertu l l ian in  the 3rd cen tury .  In a t rea tise writ ten to 
his "best beloved sisters" in the fa i th ,  Tertu l l ian gl ides from affect ion 
and respect to an astonish ing attack : 
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I f  there dwelt upon earth a fai th as  great as  we expect to enjoy 
I 

i n  heaven ,  there wouldn' t  be a s ingle one of you, best be loved 
sisters, who, from the t ime when she had first "known the 
Lord" and learned the truth about her own condi t ion ,  would 
have desi red too fest i ve (not to say ostentatious) a style of d ress . 
Rather she would have preferred to go about in  humble garb, 
and go out of her way to affect a meanness of appearance, walk
ing about as Eve, mourn ing and repen tant ,  so that by her pen i
tent ial clothes she might fu l ly  expiate what she has inheri ted 
from Eve : the shame, I mean ,  of the first s in ,  and the od ium of 
human perdi t ion .  In pains and anxieties dost thou bear children, 
woman; and toward thine h usband is thy inclination and he lords 
it over thee. * And do you not know that you are each an Eve? 
The sen tence of God on this sex of yours l i ves in  th is  age: the 
gui l t  must of necess i ty l ive too.  You are the devi l ' s  gateway :  you 
are the unsealer of that forbidden t ree : you are the fi rst deserter 
of the d iv ine law: you are she who persuaded him whom the 
devi l  was not val iant enough to attack .  You destroyed so easi ly 
God's image, man. On account of your desert-that is  death
even the Son of God had to die .  And do you th ink about adorn
ing yoursel f over and above your tun ics of skins .  

(On Female Dress, I : i )  

I t  is exactly the same complex of ideas that we find,  less clearly 
art iculated, in I Timothy: female appearance, Eve, chi ldbirth .  I t  
seems at fi rst s ight  s t range that  th is  enormous attack--each woman 
is completely responsible for dest roying men and crucifying Christ
should start and finish with someth ing as apparent ly unimportant as 
women's clothes. What prompts Tertu l l ian 's  virulent attack is pure 
i rrat ional fear. As the treat ise goes on ,  we see that i t  is  whol ly  about 
sex . Woman is as much of a temptation to man as Eve was to Adam, 
not because she is  offering him an apple but because she i s  offering 
the forbidden frui t  of sex. She can cause a man to l ust after her just 
by walking around looking beaut i fu l .  "You must know," Tertul l ian 
insists, "that in  the eye of perfect Christ ian modest y,  having people 
lust ing after you with carnal desire is not a desi rable state of affairs 
but i s  something execrable" ( I I ,  i i ) .  He is th inking of Jesus' words 

• Genesis 3 : 1 6 . Tcrt u l l ian q uotes God's words to Eve after the Fal l .  
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when he said that a man who looks at a woman lustful ly has al ready 
committed adul tery in his heart . Jesus was not making a part icular 
issue of lust here, but was i l lustrat ing his admirable rel igious i nsight 
that mere external conformity to a set of rules is  not enough for the 
t ru ly rel igious man . I t  is  the att i tude in his heart that counts, not a 
meticulous performance of burdensome commandments. Tertul l ian 
twists th is poten t ial ly l iberating idea into a t ru ly  frighten ing view of 
the moral world .  "For as soon as a man has lusted after your beauty, 
he has in his mind already committed the s in  which his l ust was 
imagin ing and he perished because of this ,  and you [women] have 
been made the sword that destroys h im" ( I I ,  i i ) .  A man's lustful  
glance may be ent i rely involuntary, but he st i l l  perishes. The woman 
is gui l ty of destroying him just as Eve was gui l ty of destroying 
Adam. She may have had absolutely no intent ion of tempting h im
she may not even real ize that she has caused any lustfu l  thoughts at 
a l l ,  but she is s t i l l  gui l ty .  Both the man and the woman have s inned 
even though what happened was quite beyond their control .  

Tertu l l ian is qui te c lear that women are to blame:  "even though 
you may be free of the actual crime, you are not free of the odium 
attaching to it" (I I ,  i i ) .  This means that ,  far from dressing up and 
making herself  look pretty and desirable, a woman has a duty to look 
as unattract ive as she possibly can :  

. . . i t  i s  t ime for you to know that you must not merely reject 
the pageantry of fict i t ious and elaborate beauty, but even the 
grace and beauty you enjoy natural ly must be obl i terated by 
concealment and negl igence, because this is just as dangerous to 
the people who glance at you. For even though comeliness is not 
to be censured exact ly ,  because i t  is certain ly  a physical fel ic i ty 
and a kind of goodly  garment of the soul ,  but it  is to be feared, 
because of the injury and violence it i nflicts on the men who 
admire you . 

(I I ,  i i) 

This is an oft -repeated theme for Tertu l l ian.  I n  his treat ise On the 
Veiling of Virgins, it surfaces in a part icularly disturbed form . St .  
Paul had said that women had to wear vei ls  in Church "because of 
the angels . " Here he was referring to the legend of the "Sons of 
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God ,"  the "angels" who l usted after earth ly  women and came down 
from heaven to mate with them.  

For if  i t  is "because of the  angels"-those bei ngs of whom we 
read as havi ng fa l l en from God and from heaven because of 
l us t ing after women-who can presume that  i t  was bod ies al
ready defiled and re l ics of h uman l ust which the angels yearned 
after,  but  t hat  rather that  they were i nflamed for v i rgi ns ,  whose 
bloom pleads an excuse for hu man lust? . . .  So peri lous a 
face, then ,  ought to be kept shaded , when i t  has cast s tumbl ing  
stones even so far as heaven . Th is face, when i t  s tands  in  the  
presence of God , at  whose bar  i t  a l ready s tands accused of d ri v
ing  the  angels  from the ir  heaven ly  home, may bl ush before the  
o ther  angels who d idn ' t  fa l l  as  wel l .  

(On the Veiling of Virgins, V I I )  

There is  someth ing ext remely unp leasant  here. I t  i s  not si mply  the  
v iew that  sex  a lways defi les a woman ,  so t ha t  afterward she is  mere ly  
a " re l ic  of h uman lust , "  a memory of  a shamefu l  act . There is  a lso a 
horrible leeri ng pru rience about  unsu l l ied v i rg ins  bei ng espec ia l ly  
l ustwort hy ,  and t here is a rea l  terror i n  the idea t hat a woman 's 
beau ty  is so dangerous and powerfu l  that  i t  can even cause angels  to  
abandon heaven and fal l  i rret rievabl y  i n to  si n .  I f  even angels are not 
safe from a woman 's beauty ,  then what hope i s  there for mere men? 
A woman m ust keep her "peri lous" face h idden .  She m ust d i sgu ise 
her beau ty ,  or  she wi l l  dest roy men j us t  as su re ly as Eve dest royed 
Adam. A l ready ,  years before August ine  would fi na l l y  formu late for 
the  West the  doc t ri ne of Original S i n ,  the  emot ional  t ri n i t y  which 
exis ts  at the heart of t hat doct ri ne has been formed i n  the  Christ ian 
neurosis of Tertu l l ian : woman ,  sex and s in  are fused toget her in  h is  
mind ind i ssol ub ly .  The on ly  hope for man is t hat  women h ide them
sel ves away-vei l t he i r  faces from man 's l us t fu l  eyes,  h ide t he i r  
beauty by d isfigur ing t hemsel ves and make themsel ves ugly and 
sexless i n  the  pen i ten t ia l  garb t hat befits each woman as an  Eve. 

Christ ian men were told to i n habit  a separate world from women .  
When Jerome wants t o  defend h i s  friendsh i p  w i th  the  noble Roman 
lady  S t .  Pau la ,  who became one  of h i s  s tau nchest d isci ples, he  
st resses the fact  that  he was scru pu lous about keepi ng  away from 
women : 
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Before I became acquainted with the household of the sain t ly  
Paula  a l l  Rome was enthusiastic about me .  Almost everyone 
concurred in judging me worthy of the h ighest office in the 
Church.  My words were always on the l ips of Damasus of 
blessed memory.  Men called me sain t ly :  men cal led me humble 
and eloquent .  Did I ever enter a house of any woman who was 
incl ined to wantonness? Was I ever attracted by silk dresses, 
flash ing jewels, pain ted faces, d isplay of gold? No other matron 
in Rome could dominate my mind but one who mourned and 
fasted , who was squal id with d irt ,  almost bl ind with weeping. 
Al l  night long she would beg the Lord for mercy, and often the 
sun found her st i l l  praying.  The psalms were her music, the 
Gospels her conversation :  continence was her luxury ,  her l ife a 
fas t .  No other could give me pleasure, but one whom I never 
saw munching food. 

(Letter x iv :  To Asel l a) 

For Jerome the only good woman is  a sexual ly  repulsive one. Paula 
has made herself " repel len t . "  When Jerome w�nt to visi t her, he fel t  
d isgusted by  her  and  h is  virtue was quite safe. He  was in no sexual 
danger. Paula herself  would have been delighted by th is appal l ing 
descript ion ; she was only one of the new breed of Roman ladies who 
were taking up the ascetic l i fe and m uti lat ing themselves physical ly 
and spir i tual ly in  this way.  Th is pattern of mut i lation is one that 
recurs i n  a l l  sorts of psychological and physical ways among the 
women of Western Christian i ty .  By tel l ing a woman that she should 
not be physical ly attractive i f  she wanted to consort with men and 
sti l l  be v i rtuous, Jerome and his l ike were deeply  damaging the 
women who obeyed them. 

If a woman is not repuls ive then she must be isolated and ostra
cized . In his letter to Nepot ian, a young priest ,  Jerome tells him that 
he must be carefu l  to keep h imself away from women, even the most 
innocen t and v i rt uous women, unless they are sexual ly repel len t :  

A woman's foot should seldom or never cross the  threshold of 
your humble lodging .  To al l  maidens and to al l  Christ's vi rgins 
show the same disregard or the same affect ion . Do not remain 
under the same roof wi th  them; do not trust your chast i ty .  You 
cannot be a man more saint ly than David, or more wise than 
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Solomon.  Remember always that a woman drove the t i l l er  of 
' 

Parad ise from the garden that had been gi ven h im .  If  you are i l l  
le t  one of the bre thren at tend you, or  else your s is ter  or your 
mother or some woman of un iversa l ly  approved fa i th .  I f  there 
are no persons marked out  by t ies of k inship or repu tat ion for 
chast i t y ,  the Church main ta ins many e lder ly women who by 
the ir  services can both help you and benefit themselves, so that  
even you r s ickness may bea r fru i t  in a lmsgi ving.  . . . There is a 
danger for you in the m in ist rat ions of one whose face you are 
con t inual ly  watch ing .  If  in the course of you r clerical du t i es you 
have to visit a widow or a v irgi n ,  never enter the house alone . 
. . . Never s i t  a lone without wi tnesses wi th  a woman in a quiet 
place .  If there i s  anyth ing in t imate she wants to say, she has a 
nurse or some elderly vi rgin at home, some widow or married 
woman .  She cannot be so cut off from human soc iety as to have 
no one but  yourse lf  to whom she can t rust her secret .  

(Let ter  I i i )  

Merely s i t t ing wi th  a woman or let t i ng her nurse you is to put your
sel f in  grave danger .  Women, therefore, have t o  be shun ned ,  even if 
they are in  t rouble and need help .  A woman is to be avoided and left 
alone i n  a world which is qu i te apart from men . 

I t  becomes part of the advice that is given to young aspi ran ts of 
bot h sexes who want to lead vi rtuous Ch rist ian l ives. Men are to 
sh un women , and women are urged to  wi thdraw from the world and 
take themselves off in to a separate and total ly female existence . I nev
i tably that  wil l  be maiming,  even wi thout  the fast ing  and the del iber
ate physical mut i lat ion that the woman is urged to undertake in the 
name of physical penance. S imply by being deprived of the  rea l i t ies 
of the male world, by bei ng depri ved of educat ion and normal ac t iv
i ty ,  women were on ly  being able to funct ion in  half the world .  How
ever, the most dest ruct i ve th ing  of al l  was the sexual d isgust wh ich 
d rove women in to  the ir  separate worlds. There is a cont in ual process 
of repu lsion wh ich we have a l ready seen in Tert u l l ian ,  a process 
which is neurotic and probably not even conscious. You begin  speak 
ing lovi ng ly to your "best beloved sisters" and you end up cast igat ing 
"Eve . " Jerome has exact ly  the same react ion .  Here he is wri t ing  to a 
young girl  who has wri t ten ask ing for his advice about the Christ ian 
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l i fe . Jerome urges her to lock herself away from the world .  S imply by 
walking around she wi l l  inspire male lus t ,  however v irtuous she i s .  In  
fact ,  v irtue itself can turn a man on : 

What wi l l  you do, a healthy young gir l ,  dain ty ,  plump, rosy , al l  
afire amid the fleshpots, amid the wines and baths, s ide by side 
with married women and with young men . Even if you refuse to 
give what they ask for, you may th ink that the asking is evi
dence of your beauty .  A l ibert ine is all the more ardent when he 
is  pursuing v irtue and th inks that the unlawful  is especial ly de
l ightfu l .  Your  very robe, coarse and sombre though it be, betrays 
your unexpressed desi res if it be without crease, i f  i t  be t rai led 
upon the ground to make you seem taller, if your vest be s l i t  on 
purpose to let someth ing be seen with in ,  h id ing that which is 
unsigh t ly and d isclos ing that which is fair .  As you walk along 
your sh iny black shoes by their creak ing give an invi tat ion to 
young men . Your  breasts are confined in s tri ps of l inen,  and 
your chest ' i s  imprisoned by a t ight girdle. Your hair comes 
down over your forehead or over your ears. Your shawl some
t imes drops, so as to leave your white shoulders bare, and then, 
as though unwi l l i ng to be seen, i t  hast i ly  h ides what i t  un in ten
t ional ly revealed . And when in  public i t  h ides the face in a 
pretence of modesty,  wi th a harlot 's ski l l  i t  shows only those 
featu res which give men when shown more pleasure. 

(Letter cxvi i) 

I t  is not surprising that Jerome doesn' t  let h imself near women, 
because th is let ter shows him to be sexual ly obsessed and one of the 
great voyeurs of all t ime. He has obviously studied women minutely,  
and is pru rient ly eager to pick up each and every movement,  every 
mannerism. He is even exci ted by the creaking of a woman's shoe. 
Watching a woman walk down the street ,  he immediately imagines 
her underwear; his eyes are sk i nned to catch a gl impse of her white 
shoulders. It is taken for granted that she is teeming wi th J ust .  Every 
movement ,  inten t ional or un intent ional ,  is a sign of her "unex
pressed" sexual des i re .  What Jerome is doing is over·sexual izing 
women because of his own sexual repression . He i s  rampantly frus· 
t rated so he tel ls  women that they are sexual ly insatiable. He has 
forgotten here that he is wri t ing to a good l i t t le gir l ,  who has asked 
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him for, advice. He is so lost in h is  fantasy that by the end of the 
paragraph he is comparing her to a harlot . In just the same way 
Tertu l l ian begins by cal l ing h is readers "best beloved" and ends by 
cal l ing them "Eve ."  Christ ian love for women easi ly modulates in to 
sexual hatred . 

Woman then is man's deepest enemy. She is the harlot who wi l l  
lure a man to h is doom because she is Eve, the eternal tempt ress. 
Just as Original S in  comes to be l inked wi th sex, so woman is Eve 
because she is sexual . Jerome's pathological d isgust with sex is 
shown in his letter to Furia, who had writ ten to seek his advice about 
get t ing married again :  

The trials of marriage you have learned in the married state : 
you have been surfeited to nausea as though wi th the flesh of 
quails .  Your  mouth has tasted the bi t terest of gal l ,  you have 
voided the sour  unwholesome food, you have rel ieved a heaving 
stomach .  Why would you put in to i t  aga in something wh ich has 
al ready proved harmfu l  to you. The dog is turned to his own 
vomit again and the sow that was washed to her wallowing in the 
mire. 

(2 Peter 2 : 22) 

What must Furia have fel t  l ike when she received th is letter? Again 
she seems to have been a v irtuous woman,  a genuine and enthusiastic 
Christ ian,  but because of her sexual i ty she would have been made to 
feel foul and s infu l .  Jerome is c lear that she is sexual ly obsessed and 
voracious. As a widow she must be inflamed by the "pleasu res of the 
past . "  The widow . .  knows the del ights that she has lost and she must 
quench the fire of the devi l ' s  shafts with the cold streams of fast and 
vigi l . " Jerome sees a woman as having such strong sexual cravings 
that if she dresses attract ively she is cry ing out  for sex, her "whole 
body reveals incon t inence. " Again he sees her as luring poor unsus
pect ing men in to sex and sin .  Woman is Ant ichrist :  

What have rouge and white lead to do on a Christ ian woman's 
face? The one s im ulates the natural red of cheeks and l ips , the 
other the whi teness of the face and neck. They are fires to in
flame young men, st imu lants of lus tful  desi re, plai n evidence of 
an unchaste mind .  How can a woman weep for her sins when 
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tears lay  her sk in  bare and make fu rrows on her face? Such 
adorn ing is not of the Lord ,  i t is  the mask of Antich rist . 

(Letter l iv) 

Reading this one might assume that Jerome is wri t ing about prost i 
tu tes whose garish makeup advert ises their avai labi l i t y .  I n  fact here, 
as elsewhere, he was wri t ing about ordinary Roman matrons who 
used frequent ly to wear cosmetics at this t ime.  

This host i l i ty  and fear of women 's sexual powers we see again and 
again .  August ine sees danger even in the vi rt uous women of the Old 
Testamen t ,  somet imes wit h l udicrous resul ts .  Trying to come to 
terms wi th t he sex li ves of the Pat riarchs, he presen ts Abraham and 
Isaac copulat i ng wi th  the ir  wi ves du t ifu l ly  but wi th  enormous d is
taste, in order to obey God 's command to found the Chosen Race. 
They would far rather have abstained .  Abraham, August ine says, 
had to go on copulat ing wi th his wife Sarah for years before he 
managed with God 's help to conceive his son I saac . Abraham, who 
seems to have beeh a h igh ly  sexed man, would have read all th i s  with 
considerable bewildermen t .  Isaac, August ine con t inues, was more 
fort unate. The Bible on ly men t ions h is  having sex once, and he was 
lucky enough to produce the twins,  Esau and Jacob, s traigh t off so he 
never had to  do i t  agai n .  When he came to Jacob, however, who had 
twelve sons, August ine is in a bit of a quandary. This looks l ike zeal 
in excess of duty .  However, he decides that Jacob would glad ly have 
fol lowed the example of Isaac and on ly  had sex once in  h is l i fe, but 
h is  two wives, Leah and Rachel ,  kept pestering h im because of thei r 
excess ive l ust and sexual greed , forcing the holy Pat riarch to aban
don h is  high ideals .  Yet Rachel and Leah are good women. For 
August ine, as for his predecessors Jerome and Tertu l l ian ,  a l l  women, 
however v irtuous, are men's enemies. "What is the d ifference, " he 
wrote to a friend,  "whether it is in  a wife or a mother, it is s t i ll Eve 
the temptress that we must beware of in any woman . "  (Let ter 243 , 
1 0) 

There is no room for this enemy in the male world .  Indeed , there 
is no room for her at al l  in God 's plan. August ine seems puzzled 
about why God made women at al l .  I t  is not possible that she was a 
friend and helpmate to man. After a l l ,  " if  i t  was good company and 
conversat ion that Adam needed , i t  would have been much bet ter 
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arranged to have two men together, as friends, not a man and a 
woman" (De Genesis ad Litteram IX ,  v, 9) .  The only reason he made 
women was for the purposes of chi ldbearing.  Luther shared th is 
view. The on ly vocation he could sec for a woman was to have as 
many chi ldren as possible, so that all the more people could be led to 
the Gospel .  It d idn ' t  matter what effect this might have on women : 
" I f  they become t i red or even die ,  that does not matter .  Let them die 
in chi ldbirth-that is why they are there ."  There was no other way 
that a woman could help man. Her place was "in the home" (the 
famous phrase was actual ly coined by Luther) .  There was no place 
for her in the male world of affairs .  S imi larly Calv in ,  who is v irt ual ly 
the first Christ ian theologian to speak favorably of women, migh t 
insist that woman was created to be a companion to man and that 
marriage was inst i tu ted by God precise ly for that companionship,  
but his Geneva was ent i re ly male dominated ,  and women's role as a 
companion was confined to the domest ic female world of the home. 
Protestant ism shared fu l ly the misogyny that the Fathers had be
queathed to the Catholic Church.  When Lutherans at Wit tenberg 
discussed the question whether women were rea l ly  human beings at 
all ,  they were not discussing anything new. Theologians had always 
been perplexed about women's place in  God's plan. Thomas Aquinas 
was as puzzled as August ine had been about why God had made her 
at al l  and decided that woman was a freak in nature: 

As regards the individual nature, woman is defect ive and misbe
got ten, for the acti ve force in the male seed tends to the produc
tion of a perfect l ikeness in  the mascul ine sex ; whi le the produc
t ion of woman comes from a defect in the active force or from 
some material indisposi t ion , or even from some external influ
ence. 

(Summa Theologica, IV, Part I. Quaest . XCI I ,  art 1 ,  2) 

I t  does not help that Aquinas decides that womankind in general i s  
human.  The " individual nature" of women is a defect ,  an idea he 
picked up from Aristotle 's biology . The norm is the male .  Every 
woman is a failed man . 

• • • 
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Women are therefore emotiona l ly  exc luded from t h e  male world,  for 
a l l  that  Paul  had origina l ly  insis ted upon sexual  equa l i ty .  Even now 
that we a re break ing i n to the male preserves we s t i l l  tend to feel i l l  at  
ease in i t .  Recent  su rveys show t hat col lege women are even more 
afraid of success today than they were when Betty Friedan did her 
original  su rvey i n  the early 1 960s . Dons at  Oxford and Cambridge 
have com plained about  the qua l i ty  of women who are gain ing  ad mis
sion to the  col leges that  used to be a l l -male .  They have asked schools 
to stop send ing them girls who are pol i te ,  efficient  and wel l -behaved, 
and instead send them students  who wi l l  a rgue with them as aggres
s ive ly as t he boys do. Break ing  i n to the male world is not s imply  a 
mat ter  of opport un i ty .  I t  is a q uestion of a t t i t ude on the part of both  
men  and  women . Women are s t i l l  ambiguous and  fearfu l in  these new 
male wor1ds that  have recen t l y  been opened to  them . They a re s t i l l  
main ta in ing the i r  gu i l t y  apologet ic  s tance. For cen t u ries they  have 
been excl uded not s imply  because t hey were supposed to be i n ferior 
but because they inspired sexual  fear  and d isgust i n  men . Mari l yn  
French's  novel The Women 's Room pu t s  th is  h umorously when she 
imagines the male world of Harvard terrified to  ad mi t  women i n  case 
they d ri p  menstrual  blood a l l  over th is pure male preserve . Where 
Moslems have t rad i t iona l ly  locked thei r women i n to harems i ns ide 
their  homes because they owned and val ued them, men i n  the  Chris
t ian West have locked their women outside the ir  l i ves because t hey 
hate them,  ex i l ing women to a lonely ,  separate world .  

The lonel iness is  st i l l  wi t h  u s .  I f  men  have t rad i t iona l ly  cast igated 
women,  women have learned the  t rick from them and are very ready 
to  cas t igate one anot her.  I t  used to be fash ionable for women to 
proc la im loud l y  how m uch they loathed o ther women .  Women used 
round ly  to a t tack the boredom of gatherings where there were on ly  
women , used to say that  women were bi tches, that  i t  was im possib le  
to have good women friends beca use women were so pet ty  and smal l 
m inded,  that  inst i t u t ions of women-l ike women's  c lubs-were ut
ter ly  dead ly  and l i fe in  an inst i t u t ion of women l ike  the ATS or  the 
WAACS duri ng the  war was una l leviated he l l  because women could 
not l ive happi ly  together .  Many of us grew up heari ng our mothers 
make these appa l l ing  remarks about  our sex as a mat ter  of course. 
Now such remarks a re soc ia l l y  unacceptable .  The Women 's Move
ment has taught  women to ta lk to one another and to appreciate 
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each other. S isterhood is an idea l .  Yet it is an ideal that has not 
whol ly 'been attained, for a l l  our new enthusiasm about  women sup
port ing one another with love and the richness of friendships be
tween women . As yet we do not have Sisterhood but Sectarianism. 
Women are certainly banding together, but they are only banding 
with other women who share their opinions. Women who disagree 
with other women are often as cruel and as d ismissive as the most 
chauvinist male. Femin ists scorn women who are happy in a t radi
t ional role, and vice versa. Some femin ists disagree vociferously with 
other feminists . We st i l l  feel wary with one another, and this is  surely 
one of the saddest legacies from our Christ ian past .  I t  is not surpris
ing, however, that women should st i l l  be suspicious of one another, 
because our cu l ture has told us so many terrible th ings about our sex .  
At the Council of Macon in the 6th century the bishops had to vote 
to decide whether women had souls .  The motion was carried by one 
vote. With a background of such misogyny,  who can blame us for 
d isl ik ing each other? 

One of the th ings that women tend to be most in tolerant about is 
the sexual i ty of other women . Monogamous women tend to be shri l l  
in  their condemnation of women who have more than one  lover, 
married women in tolerant of women who are not and do not want to 
be married . The heterosexual shudders at the "unnatural sexual i ty" 
of the lesbian and the femin is t  lesbian denounces her heterosexual 
feminist "sisters"  for consort ing with the enemy, man. There is no 
need to belabor this poin t .  Sexual prejudice particularly afflicts 
women and their relationsh ips with other women who do not share 
their sexual preferences. Women bel ieve passionately that there is one 
best way to l ive a sexual l i fe and are quick to condemn anybody who 
doesn ' t  do i t  that way. This is not because women are const i tu tion
al ly unable to get on with one another nor because they are right and 
there real ly is only one way for a woman to enjoy her sexual i ty .  I t  
springs, l ike a l l  prejudice, from fear and insecuri ty .  Women even 
more than men are afraid of thei r sexual i ty ;  if they find something 
that works for them they c l ing to it as a d rowning man c l ings to a 
raft ,  and fight off anyone who threatens their l i fe l ine. 

Even when women have been particularly interested in  promoting 
the cause of women, an enjoyment and a toleration of the diverse 
sexual i ty  of women has never been very high on their agenda. The 
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early feminists of the 1 9th and early 20th centuries were women of 
their t ime: Victorian women who were st i l l  imbued with the Victo
rian myth that women hated sex . These early feminists also hated 
sex. Thus Helen Thompson, the American femin ist who was one of 
the first to explore the idea that there was l i t t le difference between 
the mental capaci ty of women and men , was so embarrassed by sex 
that she could never speak of it or explain i t  to her daughters, and 
during her engagement she was so physically repel led by her fiance 
that he despai red of the marriage and nearly broke i t  off. Another 
American, Mary Roberts Smith ,  who was one of the first women to 
pioneer sex research,  was very ambivalent about her own sexuali ty :  
although she usual ly had orgasm and found sex "agreeable, " she also 
found that i t  was accompanied by neurotic symptoms l ike backaches 
and "often a very great nervousness ."  Ol ive Schreiner, who spen t her 
l i fe worki ng for women, actual ly hated her own sex . She had clearly 
been influenced by her Calvinist upbringing which st igmatized sexual 
pleasure as evidence of sin and concupiscence. Throughout her l i fe 
she suffered from · psychosomatic aches and pains that seem symp
tomatic of sexual disgust, and in  her novels women 's bodies often 
appear as bloated and swollen with a fearful reproductive sexual i ty .  
I t  comes as no surprise then to read of her frank  dis l ike of women . 
"Oh, i t 's  awful to be a woman ,"  she wrote to Havelock El l is  in 1 8 88 .  
"These women are ki l l ing me. . . . P lease see they bury me in  a 
place where there are no women . I ' ve not been a woman real ly ,  
though I ' ve seemed l ike one. " Modern femin ists may not share th is  
Victorian d isgust ,  but  i t  is t rue that the Women's Movement has 
concent rated far more on the sufferings than on the pleasures of 
women's sexual i ty .  It has explored the damage women have suffered , 
the hatred shown them in pornography and the dangers and in iqui 
t ies of the laws regard ing rape. I t  has done much val uable work here 
but ,  as some feminists are beginning to discover, not nearly enough 
work on women 's sexual pleasure .  Indeed, i t  has tended to erect new 
dogmatisms about sex, drawing up new " l ines" of sexual behavior 
which the comm itted femin ist may not cross. I nstead of certain sex
ual pract ices being "perverse" or social ly unacceptable, they are now 
pol i t ical ly  unacceptable for the feminist because they pander too 
much to the patriarchal ideals of male supremacy and the exploi ta
t ion of women . 
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At a conference of femin ists held recent ly  at Colu mbia, th i s  idea 
was explored and the papers were publ ished in a vol ume cal led Plea

sure and Danger ed i ted by Carole S .  Vance. In her paper "Desi re for 
the Future : Radical Hope in Pass ion and Pleasure ,"  Amber Hol l i 
baugh was very reveal ing about the in tolerance that  femin ists feel for 
certain sexual ways of l i fe .  Now a rad ical lesbian fem in is t ,  she is 
total ly acceptable to the sisterhood , but before her en l ightenment she 
had been a nigh tclub dancer. As she points out ,  it can make more 
sense for a working-class woman to stri p  in a c lub for a few hours a 
week than to endure the backbreaking sweated labor of the fac tory. 
However, her white middle-class femin ist sisters were unable to un
derstand th is .  The only t ime Hol l ibaugh is made to feel ashamed of 
her "wicked past , " she says,  is at femin ist gatherings: 

There are many assumptions at work beh ind feminist expres
sions of surprise and horror :  I must be stupid or I could have 
done something better than that ;  I must have been forced 
against my wi l l  or I was j ust too young to know better .  I have 
prefemin ist consciousness; I had a terrible fami ly  l i fe ;  I must 
have hated i t ;  I was t rash and this proved i t ;  and final ly ,  wasn ' t  I 
glad I 'd been saved . 

(p . 404) 

I t  is very sad that women who are t ry ing to be part icularly support
ive of other women should show such unkind in tolerance, but many 
of us, who may be nei ther lesbians nor nightclub dancers, have en
countered much the  same kind of at t i tude with regard to our sexual
i ty .  I t  is part icularly and understandably t rue across generat ions :  
mothers gaze despai ringly at  daugh ters who seem to have abandoned 
the  principles wh ich were axiomatic for them. Daughters shudder at 
the ir  mothers' sexual repressions and "hypocrisy . "  But i t  also hap
pens among peers. Because women are so frigh tened and ignorant 
about women's sexual i ty ,  they cannot afford the securi t y  and plea
sure they have discovered to be th reatened by d ifferent standards and 
d ifferent  l i festy les . 

Men have told many terrible stories about women 's sexual i ty dur
ing the last two thousand years .  We have been told that i t  is impossi 
ble for us to have orgasm at a l l ,  that a l l  our orgasms are vagi nal or, 
the latest craze, that they are c l i tora l .  Male researchers in laborato-
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r ies and conservat ive sex manuals te l l  us what  we l ike and enjoy. Yet 
we ourselves enclose our sex l i ves wi th in  a wall of privacy wh ich 
entai ls extreme lonel i ness. The only th ing we are prepared to d iscuss 
about our sexual i ty  is what we couldn 't tolerate :  women frequent ly  
say, often qui te  proudly ,  that they s imply couldn 't have an affair wi th 
a married man,  have a male/female lover, have two lovers at once, 
pract ice fel lat io, get married , or have a lover of a race other than 
their own. This is a l l  r ight as far as i t  goes, and i t  is im portant  that 
women are honest about the th ings t hey do not want to do sexual ly ,  
as long as these taboos are not j ust prej udiced and condi t ioned re
sponses. What women should surely not do, i n  these days when we 
are t ry ing to band together to improve our lot ,  is be unkind and 
into lerant  of women who actual ly do l ike some of the th ings they 
don' t .  To confine a woman 's sexual ity to one's own rigid l i t t le  ortho
doxy is in  fact to whi tt le i t  away and l imit  it .  To say that orgasm has 
to be e i ther vaginal or cl i toral is a sim i lar l imitat ion. We s imply don ' t  
know enough about women's sexual i ty  ye t  to make such i nsecure 
and dogmatic c la i·ms;  i t  could be someth ing far richer than our 
frightened visions al low. 

One of the th ings women should  be doing is d iscussing with one 
another the th ings they do l ike sexual ly ,  i nstead of concentrat ing on 
the t h ings they don ' t .  We very rarely  do. Either we shrink in  horror 
from discussing what we l ike to do in bed, or we primly say that i t is 
a l l  too pri vate or personal to discuss. However, as long as we concen- ·  
trate on negat ively res t rict ing our d iscussion of female sexual i ty  to 
what is wrong and unnatura l ,  we are cont inu ing the long t radit ion of 
sexual fear and in tolerance imposed by men on our society .  We need 
to take our sexual i ty in to our own hands and out of the hands of 
men. Most women have a very isolated sexual journey. Either a 
woman is total ly dependen t upon the experience of her mate and is 
therefore often educated by a man who all too frequent ly  has his own 
sexual problems, or she has a sol i tary quest for her own sexual iden
t i ty ,  worrying if her l ikes and d is l ikes are "normal" or not .  I f  she is 
fortunate enough to find a partner who can educate her successful ly ,  
then she may expand her sexual horizons, but she may not have the 
chance to do th is .  Women's sexual education is almost en t i rely con
fined to the funct ions of reproduct ion rather than instruct ion about 
the mysterious ways the female body gi ves us pleasure. Paula Web-
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ster, in  her article on women's sexual i ty "The Forbidden:  Eroticism 
and Taboo, " makes this poin t  forcefu l ly .  

Our mothers, to whom we often dedicate our [women 's] move
ment ,  if  not our l i ves , were ei ther bizarrely matter-of-fact when 
they told us about sex, or bit ter and resen tfu l .  Ei ther your father 
wanted too much or too l i t t le ,  and she had to put up with " i t . "  
Needless to say, she never told you if she masturbated (or how, 
when or where) or how she felt  about i t .  Nor did she tell you if 
she l iked rough or gent le sex, being on top or bottom, whether 
she read pornography, or had fantasies about the mi lkman ,  her 
brother- in- law, her best gir lfriend or her own chi ldren .  Sexual ly 
mute and mysterious, our mothers observed the taboo imposed 
by motherhood, and presented us wi th l i t t le  or no knowledge of 
what women's sexual i ty was like or could be. We have no docu
mented erot ic heri tage, and the exploration is made even more 
difficult  by our mother's sacrifices. We may feel that we betray 
her when we want more than she had . 

(Pleasure and Danger, p. 394) 

The fact that the very idea of such a sexual ly frank d iscussion with 
our mothers puts most of us into a state of nervous hysteria shows 
just how taboo we feel the topic of our own sexual pleasure rea l ly  is. 
From the beginning of our l ives, erot ic pleasure is something that is 
unmentionable for women. For cen turies the male world pushed it 
away in to th is isolation and we are each one of us condemned to 
discover our sexual i ty  alone. We are not even helped by our own 
fan tasies, because many women don ' t  have very explicit fantasies : i t 
is one of the th ings that women l ike to say categorical l y  separates the 
sexual i ty of men and women . It may be, however, that women are 
too wary to allow themsel ves to fan tasize: such a l iberation of the 
sexual imagination could cross that " l ine" which we have drawn so 
ruth lessly for ourselves, lead ing us toward sexual desi res which 
might be social ly ,  moral ly  or pol i t ical ly unacceptable. 

But  what about love? Surely the great force which is supposed to 
relate the sexes is romant ic love, which has inspired the fairy stories, 
plays and poet ry which condit ion us al l  to bel ieve that men and 
women love one another, and that a woman wi l l ,  l ike Cinderel la ,  be 
rescued by her prince. There is a good deal of controversy at the 
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moment about the evolut ion of love in our cul ture and about how i t  
relates to marriage. The not ion of  love has always been a very impor
tan t ideal in Christianity .  Jesus had sa id that the dis t inguishing mark 
of his fol lowers would be the love they bore for one another. St .  Paul 
praised love or charity above al l  the more spectacular gifts of the 
spiri t .  Without i t  a Christian was only a hol low shel l ,  a sounding 
brass or a t inkl ing cymbal . St .  John insisted that only by loving his 
neighbor could a Christ ian truly love God. Jesus had even said that 
love for friends was not enough . A Christ ian must also love his 
enem ies but love is not an easy ideal to pract ice. I t  has to be said 
that, whatever its official theology of love, in real i ty Christ ianity has 
been conspicuous less for its love than for i ts hatred. We are very 
happy to st igmatize the violence we see in Is lam, but convenient ly  
forget that  our own Christ ian h istory has been a d isedifying story of  
crusade and persecut ion.  For two centuries Christians in Europe be
l ieved that i t  was their rel igious duty to slaughter Moslems and Jews 
in  the Crusades. Ki l l ing the enemies of Christ and Christendom was 
seen as a meritorious and holy act, a way for the layman to pract ice 
the perfect love of God that a monk practiced in the rel igious l ife .  
Later Christ ians would launch crusades against other Christians; not 
only in the Inqu isit ion but after the Reformation,  Cathol ics and 
Protestants would murder one another. Even where there has been 
no quest ion of actual persecution Christ ianity has been cruel ly cal
lous, brutally ind ifferent and hypocri tical ly  exploitat ive of many 
groups of people .  

Women are certainly not the on ly ones who have suffered at the 
hands of Christ ianity ,  but i t  is t rue that they were one of the earl iest 
"enemies" that Christ ianity created . This hatred of women springs 
from a projection of the fears and insecuri t ies that ex isted in the 
minds and hearts of Christian men .  Throughout its history Chris
t ian i ty  has created s imi lar images of enemies which l ikewise evolve 
by a process of project ion . Thus from the 9th century the Moslem 
became an Enemy of Christians and the image of the Moslem that 
Christ ians had in Europe bore no relat ion at al l  to real i ty but shows 
the mixed fear and admiration that they fel t  towards Islam as well as 
buried worries about Christ ianity itself. Thus, at a t ime when Europe 
was plagued by feudal wars and was bui lding up the concept of holy 
violence that u l t imately exploded in  the Crusades, Islam was pre-
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sen ted (quite wrongly) as a violen t and in toleran t rel igion wh ich 
slaughtered people of other fa i ths .  Again ,  at a time when Europe was 
wracked wi th  sexual insecuri ty ,  t he  Moslem was seen as abominably 
sexual ly petmissive-also qu i te wrongly .  This was not just a matter 
of ignorance; even when people had access to accurate knowledge 
about Islam they can be seen reproducing the old prejud ices which 
were an emotional need for the West for centuries. The Jews also 
suffered in  the same way from the end of the I I  th cen tury .  Later, 
s imi lar projections which produced distorted images of the Outsider 
were d i rec ted against other Christ ians-against heret ics l ike the 
Cathars and Waldenses. Such a process of projection was not an 
establ ished mode of Christian l i fe unt i l  the Middle Ages, whereas i t  
was a habit to make an Enemy of women from the 2nd and 3 rd 
cen turies of the Ch urch .  And women were not merely an exploi ted 
c lass l ike the slave or the poor man whose sufferi ngs Christians not 
only did noth ing to al lev iate but actual ly somet imes increased . The 
poor have always been told to keep in l ine by the Church :  Luther 
would even u rge princes to murder rebel l ious peasants ,  but they had 
to be rebel l ious .  The peasant was not wicked s imply because he was a 
peasant ,  as a Jew was wicked just because he was a Jew and as a 
woman was wicked because she was Eve. A longside the exploitat ion 
and cruel ty man y  Chri st ians have shown toward the poor, there has 
exi sted a venerat ion of the Poor Man and a theoret ical t radi t ion of 
Christ ian chari ty towards the poor. Somet imes the Christ ian poor 
were actua l ly  able to exploit thei r poverty to gain a practical power. 
This power of the poor becomes very evident during the First Cru
sade: they had defini te power over the Crusading Barons and clergy 
and cou ld  d ictate pol icy, because of their status as the poor who 
would inheri t  the Kingdom of Heaven .  

Women , however, were not  mere ly a group whom Christ ians mis
t reated . They were one of the very first of the Christ ian enem ies who 
were associated with Satan for the overthrowing of men. During the 
1 2 th  cen tury a secular movement sprang up, possibly in reaction to 
th is, which attempted, for the first t ime, to accord to women the 

spiritual status and venerat ion that , for example, the poor enjoyed . 
However, i t  d id noth ing for the posit ion of women any more than the 
veneration of the poor had elevated their status or pract ical ly re
l ieved their poverty .  The Cou rt ly  Love cu l t  which ideal ized women 
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was confined to a very smal l  area geographical ly ,  and social ly i t  
encompassed on ly the upper class. I t  has to be seen against the mi
sogyny of the 1 2th century as the period also saw Christian hatred of 
Woman the Enemy rising to a crescendo. Thus a French bishop of 
the t ime wrote that al l  women without exception were whores, who, 
l ike Eve, were the cause of al l  the evi ls in the world : women came 
between old friends, separated lovers, set chi ldren against their par
ents, destroyed vi l lages, cit ies and whole peoples. A Benedict ine 
monk,  Bernard de Moraix, said flatly in his poem De Contemptu 
Mundi that there was no good woman on earth .  The English monk 
Alexander Neckham said that because a woman was sexually insatia
ble she would often have to drag some poor wretch into bed with her 
to satisfy her on the spot , i f  her husband wasn't  i nstant ly  avai lable. 
The result  of th is was that husbands were frequent ly having to bring 
chi ldren up who were not  their own . The myth of women's voracious 
sexual i ty was so well establ ished that by 1 62 1  Robert Burton could 
refer to i t  as a uni versal complaint  in  The A natomy of Melancholy 
" . . .  of women 's insatiable lust ,  what country ,  what v i l lage doth 
not complain" ( i i i ) .  The terrors and neuroses of the Jeromes, Tertul
l ians and Augustines had been stamped on the consciousness of 
Western Europe so that Chaucer could satir ize the form that this 
misogyny tradit ionalJy took in The Nun s Priest 's Tale: 

Wommennes consei ls been ful ofte colde; 
Wommannes conseil broghte us first to wo, 
And made Adam fro Paradys to go, 
Ther as he was fu l myrie and wei at ese 
But  for I noot to whom it myght displese 
If I consei l of wommen wolde blame 
Passe over, for I seyde i t  i n  my game. 
Rede auctours,  where they trete of swich mateere, 
And what they seyn of wommen ye may heere. 

The convent ional diatribes against women l isted the wicked women 
of ant iquity ,  starting with Eve and working through to Del i lah and 
Jezebel ,  showing that women had always been the ruin of man. They 
fol lowed a typical form and cropped up again and again in  l i terature, 
with the same irrelevance and pedantry that Chaucer is laughing at 
in his sat i re of the rhetoric of his day. The Fathers had impressed the 
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notion of woman as Eve firmly on the minds of Europe . I t  is against 
th is  background of sexual prejudice and hatred of women that the 
cult of "Courtly Love" grew up and bequeathed to us our myth of 
Romantic Love. 

The cult of Court ly Love was probably inspired by Arab love 
poetry wh ich Christians encountered in  Spain and Southern Europe. 
The Troubadours wandered from one great house to another s inging 
mournfu l  songs about thei r Lady, thei r Damna. She inspired them to 
goodness and was the goal of the ir  l i ves. A notion of Chivalry grew 
up, which existed to serve the desi res of women . A knight was sup
posed to right the wrongs of the world to please his v irtuous lady .  
This  "love" he felt for his  Damna made the Troubadour idol ize her; 
she was the possessor of all the vi rtues, and thus led him to virtue. 
Yet this love was sexless. The lover rarely wanted to possess his 
Damna's body .  As the Troubadour Arnault  Daniel wri tes :  

I love and seek her  so  eagerly that I believe the  very violence of  
my desi re for her  would deprive me of al l  desi re whatever, could 
one lose aught by loving wel l .  For her heart d rowns mine in  a 
never-d imin ishing flood. 

(Quoted by Denis de Rougemont, Passion and Society, p. 90) 

This love and des ire is so pure that it ki l ls off any other erotic desire; 
u l t imately i t  puts love above the reach of vulgar sex . Bemart de 
Ventadour wri tes, "She has taken my heart, she has taken my self, 
she has taken me from the world,  and then she has s l ipped away 
from me, leaving me with only my desi re and my parched heart" 
(ibid .  p. 89). Love has become a form of rel igious experience; just as 
in  mystical rel igion the self and the world are left behind,  so now the 
Lady by her sublime but distant presence could effect what hours of 
med i tation in a sol i tary cel l was doing for monks and nuns of the 
period . Dante took this ideal as the mot if  of h is  Divine Comedy. He 
had fal len in "love" with Beatrice Port inari when she was a chi ld of 
eight and he was a grown man . I t  was a cataclysmic revelat ion,  just 
as "fal l ing in  love at  fi rst s ight" is supposed to be today . Dante saw 
Beatrice only a few t imes in his l i fe, and each t ime the experience 
was a religious revelation; the perfection of Beatrice was an affirma
tion of the goodness of God. Dante was not in terested in knowing 
the "real" Beatrice. That was i rrelevant .  He certain ly  d idn ' t  des i re 
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her  erotical ly ,  but was married quite amicably to  somebody else. 
After Beatrice's early death ,  he wrote the Divine Comedy. From 
Heaven Beatrice summons h im on a mystical journey through Hel l  
and Purgatory to Paradise, where she is reuni ted with h im and leads 
him to the vision of God . Thus from the beginning of its history the 
European cult of the love of men and women had l i t t le to do with 
sex, and it also had nothing to do with women as they real ly were. 
Neither did i t  have anything to do with marriage-the Damna or 
Beatrice was married to another man .  There was no thought  of a 
man fal l ing in love with his wife and taking her as the lodestar of his 
l i fe. 

By being sexless a woman could be an inspiration to men . The 
only woman a man would "fa l l  in love" with was a woman he never 
slept with ,  a woman he barely knew and a woman he cou ld never 
hope to marry . In the 1 2th century the Catharist heresy was gain ing 
many adherents  in  exact ly the same areas of Southern Europe that 
were affected by the Court l y  Love ideal . Catharism is clearly c lose to 
the Courtly Love ideal in matters of sexual i ty :  i t  exalts sex less and 
chaste women ; i t  decries sexual desi re and marriage. The simi larity 
between the two as well as the geographical coincidence has led 
Denis de Rougemont to suggest that Court ly Love was a cryptic 
branch of Catharism. I th ink th is is  most unl ikely ;  what seems more 
probable is that both flourished as another form of the sexual d isgust 
and hatred of the t ime, a disgust that either produced misogyny or 
the pure women of the Cathari and the pure unsexual love for an 
idea l ized woman of the Troubadours .  

Petrarch shows how deep hatred of women could l ie at the heart 
of Cou rt ly  and Romantic Love. His sonnets to Laura are classic 
examples of the cult of love. He had once written of her that she was 
"all v irtue, al l  beauty ,  al l  nobi l i ty ,  bound in one form in wondrous 
uni ty . "  But  he fel t  no d ifficulty about wri t ing this :  

Woman is a real devi l ,  an enemy of the peace, a source of provo
cation, a cause of disputes, from whom a man must hold himself 
apart i f  he wishes to taste tranqui l l i ty .  Let them marry, those 
who are att racted by the company of a wife,  by night ly em
braces, the screaming of ch i ldren and the torments of insomn ia. 
As for us, if it is in  our power, we will perpetuate our name 
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through talent and  no t  through marriage , th rough books and 
not through ch i ldren, with the co-operation of virtue and not 
that of a woman . 

(De Remediis utriusque Fortunae) 

Women might be al l  right i f  you can put them on a pedestal and 
ideal ize them; in real l ife, however, they can only drag you down into 
a sord id mediocri ty .  To have such h igh ideals about women, as Pe
t rarch d id in  his sonnets, certa in ly can lead to increased host i l i ty  
when the real flesh and blood women fai l-as fail they must-to 
measure up to the ideal . Faced wi th an image of perfect ion,  women 
can only disappoin t .  To ideal ize women can sometimes be an act of 
al ienat ion . Rusk in is a classic case here, of course. He saw women as 
ideal beings, and physical ly he was so enamored of the ideal woman 
as she was portrayed by painters that the sight of his wife's real body 
on their wedding night seems to have fil led h im with disgust and 
made it imposs ible for h im to consummate the marriage. For al l his 
eulogies on the noble nature of woman, he was extremely cruel to h is 
own wife ,  who through no faul t  of her own could not measure up to 
this pinnacle of perfect ion.  

To say that a woman is an is land of perfection in a dark world is 
certa in ly bet ter than to say that she is Eve, but there are some dan
gers in this court ly myth of the perfect woman . By making women 
perfect ,  men were making them freaks of impossible v irtue. By de
priving them of sexual i ty ,  men were also depriving them of an impor
tant and essential part of their nature. During the period of Court ly  
Love, the cu l t  of the  Virgin Mary was spreading from the  East in to 
Western Europe. She was the Church's answer to Catharism and i ts  
pure and powerful women . She was a lso the rel igious answer to the 
secular Court ly  Love ideal . In  one respect this was harmful  to 
women . Mary was both a v irgin and mother, something that is natu
ra l ly impossible. She was therefore another freak . H i therto the V i r
g in Mary had not played an important part in  Christ ian thought and 
in Ch ristian emotion . By bringing her in to the market place, the 
Church was populariz ing the ideal of the perfect and sexless woman . 
I t  was a very compel l ing image and inspired massive devotion among 
laymen and clerics a l ike. The Virgin Mary has cont inued to play a 
huge part in the rel igious l ives of the populace-to some, she is a 
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more real and immediate figure than Jesus h imself. However, the 
myth could be used to make women feel inadequate. As a role model 
the Virgin Mary is impossible. With the best wi l l  in the world no 
woman can imitate the Virgin Mary. She cannot be a vi rgin and a 
mother at the same t ime. She cannot be without sin or imperfection . 
To hear too much about these ideal ized Marys, Lauras and Beat rices 
could make thei r sisters in the real world feel fai l u res. 

Yet the Court ly  Love ideal and the cul t  of the Virgin Mary do 
show some kind of rejection of the overwhelmingly mascul ine world 
of the early Middle Ages. In the 1 1 th  cen tury rel igion had been 
mart ial  and mascu l ine :  the pat ron sain t  of France was St .  Michael ,  
the subst i tute for Woden, the pagan god of War. I n  popular poems 
l ike Le Chanson de Roland love of God is seen as inseparable from 
love of war. When Roland is dying he never th inks of his beaut iful  
fiancee, Aude. Instead, he lovingly apostrophizes his sword , 
Durandel . I t  was the era of the Crusades; new soldier saints appeared 
-saints who were

' 
holy not in spite of being sold iers, as the earlier, 

more pacific Christ ianity had said ,  but precisely because they were 
soldiers. I n to th is  aggressive and mascul ine re l igious world ,  s trict ly 
for men only ,  came the cult  of the Virgin Mary. Cathedrals were 
bui l t  al l  over Europe in her honor. She replaced St . Michael as the 
focus of popular devotion and in legends, not endorsed by the 
Ch urch,  she becomes a rebel against the harshly mascul ine world of 
Jesus and God the Father. Mary is on the side of the poor and 
dispossessed . She can get people whom God has assigned to Hell into 
Heaven . She alone can force God to do what she wants; she can ,  as i t 
were, twist h is arm because of her hol iness and special ly privi leged 
posi t ion .  Th is new female revolt remained at a purely popular level .  
The people in  power clung to the older mascul ine ideals. In Courtly 
Love circles there was a sim i lar  rejection of the purely mascu l ine; 
women were trying to refine the coarse and butch image of the 
knight .  In Court ly romances the knight is no longer the brash war
rior like Roland ; he also has to be the lover of a woman. Court ly 
Love was a secular reaction against the brutal and cruel religion of 
the period , and can be seen as a desi re to femin ize the world .  I t  is 
certain ly  true, however, that neither Court ly Love nor the cult of the 
Virg in Mary infl uenced the actual posi t ion of women in society,  and 
certa in ly nei ther of them hal ted the official misogyn ist propaganda 
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that th� Church cont inued to put out .  St .  Bernard , who did most to 
spread the cult of Mary in the Church,  was a bitter misogynist .  
When his sister came to visit h im in his monastery, Bernard Hew in to 
a rage because she was wearing a new dress : she was, he said , a fi l thy 
whore and a clod of dung.  The new cul t  d id noth ing to temper h is  
v iew of ftesh and blood women , which remains exact ly in  the old 
trad i t ion of Tertu l l ian .  The fate of Abelard shows how l i t t le the 
Church and society valued real sexual love as opposed to court ly  
platon ic love between men and women at th is t ime. Abelard and 
Heloise themselves saw their love as s infu l  and their t ragedy as rich ly 
deserved . 

Sometimes Europe did see powerful  women in the ftesh.  The most 
obvious example i s  Eleanor of Aquita ine, who was closely associated 
with the Courtly Love ethic :  she was the granddaughter of the firs t  
great Troubadour, Wi l l iam of Poitiers, and she was a great patron of 
Troubadours. She was also the most powerful  woman of her t ime, 
not because she gained confidence from the ideal ization of women in 
Court ly Love, but because she had inherited a very great deal of 
important land . The landed hei ress, because of Europe's system of 
primogeniture, enjoyed great power because land was the basis of the 
social and pol i t ical system. St .  Bernard of Clairvaux, the most pow
erful  Churchman and poli t ician of his day, was not able to oppose 
Eleanor when she engineered her d ivorce from Louis V I I  of France 
and took her patrimony off to Henry I I  of England . S imi larly, in the 
Crusading Kingdom of Jerusalem, because of the dearth of male 
heirs to the throne, women held a great deal of pol i t ical power. 
Eleanor of Aqui taine's opposite number in Jerusalem was the power
ful and often pernicious Queen Mel isande. However, Eleanor and 
Mel isande were, l i teral ly ,  in  a class of their own , and i t  is in terest ing 
to notice how in popular legend Eleanor becomes a wicked woman, 
sexual ly unfai thful  and the murderer of Fair  Rosamund.  Even pow
erful women were not wholly immune to the c l imate of misogynism, 
though it  is doubtfu l  that Eleanor lost much sleep over the misogy
nist ic propaganda of her t ime. She could l i teral ly afford not to. Elea
nor's very real influence may have given her t ime a powerful image 
of woman, but  her lot was so different from that of the vast majori ty 
of men and women that she probably seemed to belong to a d ifferent 
species, as d ifferent as Laura, Beatrice and Mary. 
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The powerful and chal lenging aspects of the cult  of the Virg in  
Mary and the cul t  of Courtly Love did not  survive. The ideal ized and 
sexless woman lost her threaten ing qual it ies when she surfaced again 
in  Victorian England as the Angel of the House.  I t  is interest ing that 
in England in the ant i-Catholic 1 9th century the Madonna image 
was very important, stress ing a t radi t ional l ink with older Christ ian 
ideals which transcended dogma and doctrinal controversy . Yet 
when Hippolyte Taine, the French writer, describes the typical Brit
ish beauty of the period, he certain ly does not have a Domna l i ke 
Eleanor in  mind,  nor the Virgin Mary who challenged the decrees of 
God the Father .  I nstead, he presents us with a submissive and rather 
gut less Madonna :  

The fai r  maiden-lowered eyes, blushing cheeks, purer than a 
Raphael Madonna, a k ind of Eve incapable of Fall ,  whose voice 
is music, ad<?rable in her candour, gent leness and kindness; one 
is moved to lower one's eyes respectfu l ly  in  her presence. 

(Quoted by E. Trudgi l l ,  Madonnas and Magda/ens, p. 2 5 8) 

The Victorian ideal woman exacts male respect not by her confidence 
or by her self-assert iveness, but by her submission . The potential for 
defiance that the myth once had has now gone. The Victorians re
vived only the myth of the ideal ized Virgin Mother and said that the 
only good woman was a sexless one.  The woman remains a vi rgin ,  no 
matter how many chi ldren she has, because she remains sexual ly 
unaroused . Her nature is essent ia l ly virginal and impenetrable by 
foul male lust .  I t  was only wicked and lascivious women who fel t  
sexual pleasure. "There are many females who never feel any sexual 
excitement whatsoever, " asserted Dr. Acton : 

The best mothers, wives and managers of households, know 
litt le or nothing of sexual indulgences. Love of home, chi ldren 
and domestic dut ies are the on ly  passions they feel . 

As a general rule, a modest woman seldom desires any sexual 
grat ification for herse lf. She submits to her husband ,  but only to 
please h im;  and but for the des ire of matrimony would far 
rather be rel ieved from h is attentions. 

(p. 1 0 1 )  
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Just ag men had for centuries told women that they were sexual ly 
insatiable, so now men asserted that women "pass through l i fe with
out ever being cognizant of the prompting of the senses. Happy for 
them that i t  is so!" (Dr. W. R. Greg, Westminster Magazine, Ju ly 
1 8 50) . I t  is the o ld process of project ion,  but th is  t ime in reverse. 
Men cannot cope with their sexual i ty ,  so they assure themselves that 
the women can cope wi th it even less than they can . Nobody th inks 
to ask the women themselves. I t  shows a fundamental lack of respect 
in the male Christian for his women. Women have no existence out
side male needs and consciousness. They have to change their na
tures, leaping from one sexual extreme to another, s imply to fi t  in 
with the men's emotional needs at the t ime. 

A good woman, accord ing to Dr. Acton, lays her suffering sexual
i ty  on the altar of male need . The ideal woman has no needs and no 
passions of her own ,  she simply submits to her husband .  W. R.  Greg 
expands th is  sacrificial idea even more prurien t ly ;  when he describes 
a virt uous woman's in it iat ion into the horrors of sex :  

The first sacrifice i s  made and exacted . . . in a del i rium of 
mingled love and shame. The married woman feels shame, often 
even remorse, and a strange confusion of a l l  her moral concep
tions. 

Christian i ty had been busy for hundreds of years making women feel 
shame about their sexual i ty .  Women knew very wel l ,  as August ine 
and Luther had said centuries before, that the inst i tu t ion of marriage 
was only a very poor "remedy" for the evi ls of sex. A woman told 
Dr. Greg : "It is not a quarter of an hour's ceremony in a Church 
that can make that welcome or tolerable to pure and del icate feel ings 
which would otherwise outrage their whole previous notions and 
their whole nat ural and moral sense" (see E. Trudgi l l ,  pp. 56-6 1 ) .  It 
is needless, surely ,  to point  out how damaging this new myth of 
v i rginal frigidi ty was for women . The old myth of her sexual insatia
bil ity had its benefits-at least women were expected to enjoy sex; 
such enjoyment might be wicked but at least i t  was pleasurable. I n  
the Victorian period they were den ied pleasure, and many women 
today are st i l l  suffering from the consequences of th is  and find sexual 
satisfaction difficul t .  Yet even more damaging-to men as wel l as to 
women-is th is  idea that the marriage bed is now a sacrificial altar 
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where the woman suffers the sexual attent ions of her husband. There 
is an unhealthy enjoyment on both sides of the woman shrinking in 
horror from brutal male l ust , a prurient dwel l ing on the horror of the 
experience which men are forcing upon women . The sexual l ives of 
married people have become a night ly violation of a vi rgin .  Apart 
from the falsehood of act ing out unnatural roles, this type of scenario 
could only damage st i l l  further the relat ions between men and 
women and widen the gulf between them at a t ime when they were 
supposed to be most in t imate. Men were pushing women away into a 
sexless world and encouraging women to reject them emotional ly .  
Dora Langlois, i n  her florid ly  named t reatise The Child: Its Origin 
and Developmen t; A Man ual Enabling Mothers to Initiate their 
Daugh ters Gradually and Modestly into A ll the Mysteries of Life, 
remarks, on the subject of sex instruction , that a husband wi l l  not 
want his w ife to be ignorant of the fate that awaits her, but for very 
dubious reasons. 

I i ncl ine to the belief that any right-th inking man would prefer 
to feel that his bride knew the sacrifice she m ust make of her 
person to his natural demands, and that her confidence in h im 
was sufficient to enable her  to face the  necessary ordeal .  

(p . 27) 

Because sex was seen as being incompatible with True Love and 
because by this t ime men and women were expected to marry for 
love, married sex was abhorrent .  The lofty ideal of Christian love 
had been kept apart from sexual enjoyment in Western Christianity ,  
but now the wife's love is seen i n  terms of Christian sacrifice. She 
lays her del icacy and her person in  the marriage bed to be constant ly 
impaled . The Christ ian ideal  of selfless sacrifice has here been per
verted into a sick act where both men and women wallow in their 
sexual disgust , with a good deal of sado-masoch istic pleasure. 

Given th is  sexual c l imate, i t is no wonder that so many eminent 
V ictorians preferred the love of l i t t le gi rls to grown women . The 
chi ld,  the pre-Freud ian Victorians fondly believed, had no sexual i ty .  
Neither d id angels, because they had no bodies, and Victorian 
women were seen in terms of Covent ry Patmore's popular poem 
"The Angel in the House. " Victorians l ike Ruskin and Ernest Dow
son preferred to tu rn away from mature women , and pursue the 
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feminino sexual ideal in chi ldren, where the sexual ideal was more 
perfect ly enshrined .  Wives were encouraged to be chi ld l ike and inno
cent .  However, grown and mature women are not sexless chi ldren , 
and to expect them to behave l ike l i t t le girls was damaging. Women 
were being asked to play an unnatu ral role, and inevi tably th is Litt le 
Girl act alienated thei r husbands, as Dickens shows in David Cop
perfield. Copperfield becomes more and more frustrated and irritated 
by his chi ld-wife, Dora. 

Copperfield is fortunate in one sense, in that his chi ld-wife dies, 
appropriately in chi ldbirth .  The adu l t  state of motherhood was im
possible for the retarded woman who is c l inging to a trivial inno
cence. Yet Copperfield's ul t imate fate is the boring and saint ly Ag
nes, who announces Dora's death to David by walking into the room 
with a mournful expression and her hand point ing upward (to indi
cate the flight of Dora's soul to the heaven) .  The novel finishes on 
this lofty domestic note: 

And now, as I close my task, subduing my desire to l inger yet , 
these faces fade away . But one face, shining on me l ike a Heav
enly l ight by which I see al l  other objects is above and beyond 
them al l .  And that remains. 

I turn my head and see i t ,  in i ts beaut ifu l  seren i ty ,  beside 
me. My lamp burns low, and I have written far in to the night ;  
but the dear presence, wi thout which I were nothing, bears me 
company .  

0 Agnes, 0 my soul !  so  may thy face be  by  me when I 
close my l ife indeed; so may I ,  when real i t ies are melt ing from 
me l ike the shadows which I now dismiss ,  st i l l  find thee near 
me, point ing upward !  

This  type of sent iment could be i l lust rated from very many novels 
written by men in the Victorian period. Women, now freed from sex, 
have become the Virgin Mary indeed , heaven ly beings, point ing up
ward to another world .  Having sex with the saint ly Agnes would 
seem a sacri lege. At a t ime when rel igion was being discredi ted and 
men were beginn ing to l i ve in a new secular age, a woman was being 
asked to step into the place that rel igion had previously fi l led . She 
was the guardian of male vi rt ue. Ruskin,  in  his famous essay "On 
Queen 's Gardens ,"  says that woman is "incapable of error, endur-
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ing ly incorrup t ibly good, inst inctively infal l ibly wise. " What  rea l 
woman could J ive up to th is? She would be a monster of smugness 
and complacency. Fal l ing in love once again has become a rel igious 
experience. However, ideal iz ing a woman from afar as the Trouba
dours did was one th ing. Being married to her qu i te another. I rrita
t ion or d is i l l usion were inevitable in domest ic proxim i ty . Even 
though th is adulation might seem flattering , men were rea1 1y relegat
ing the i r  women to a world which they had outgrown or rejected. 
I nstead of a woman being a real companion to her man in the real 
world ,  she was on l y  a del ightfu l  anachronism in  a world of her own . 

Such an act of Jove is rea 1 Jy  an act of war. I t  does not result  in  a 
closer un ion but in deeper al ienat ion.  Even the most atheistic or 
agnostic of men wanted their women to become " rel igious experi
ences" for them . Thus Les l ie Stephen wrote to his fiancee, Jul ia 
Duckworth :  

You must let me tel l  you that I do and always shal1 feel for you 
something which I can on ly  can reverence as weB as love. Th ink 
me si l ly i f  you please. . . . You see, I have not got any saints 
and you must not be angry if I put you in the place where my 
sa ints ought to be . 

(Noe l Annan, Leslie Stephen, London , 1 9 5 1 ,  p. 5 1 ) 

Not on ly did the woman stand in  for the saints; she also stood in 
l i teral ly  for Christ . Holman Hunt 's  models for Christ in his classic 
V ictorian rel igious pa int ing The Light of the World were Lizzie S id
dal and Christ ina Rosset t i .  Such spiri tual adulation is an attack on 
woman . She has been put away into an ideal world where she does 
not belong because it bears no relat ion to her real i ty . 

I t  is also a physical act of a l ienation. Men l ike Ruskin not only 
sh ut a woman away in a separate world from men by making her 
unnaturally good and spi ri tual , but shut her away physical ly  too in 
the great Victorian insti tution of The Home: 

By her office, and place, she i s  protected from an danger and at l  
temptation . The man, in his rough work in the open world , 
must encounter all peri l and t rial : to h im, therefore, the fai l ure, 

the offence, the inevitable error. Often he must be wounded, or 
subdued, often misled, and always hardened . But he guards the 
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woman from al l  th is; wi th in  his house, as ruled by her, un less 
she herse lf  has sought i t ,  need enter no danger, no temptat ion,  
no cause of error or offence. This is the true nature of home-it 
is the place of Peace; the shelter ,  not only from al l injury ,  but 
from all terror, doubt and d ivision. In so far as the anxiet ies of 
the outer l i fe penetrate into i t ,  and the inconsisten t ly-minded, 
unknown, un loved , or host i le society of the outer world is al
lowed by ei ther husband or wife to cross the threshold,  i t  ceases 
to be home; it is then only a part of that outer world wh ich you 
have roofed over and l ighted fire in .  But in so far as it is a sacred 
place, a vestal temple, a temple of the earth  watched over by 
Household Gods, before whose faces none may come but those 
whom they can receive wi th love, so far it v indicates the name 
and fulfi l l s  the praise of Home. 

And wherever a true wife comes, th is  home is always round 
her. . . . This then,  I believe to be-wil l  you not admi t  i t  to be 
-the woman's true place and power? 

("Of Queen 's Gardens") 

Ruskin  has given a new twist to the Protestant idea] that "a woman 's 
place is in  the home." The Home, for the Victorians as well as for the 
Americans of the period ,  became a shrine, removed from the male 
world of ideas and act ion.  Rusk in and his  contemporaries saw a 
woman presiding over the Home as a guardian spirit ,  a vestal v i rgin .  
Bu t  she is st i l l  a prisoner; she cannot get away from i t-"this  home i s  
always around her" wherever she  goes. The  outer world of  male 
affairs cannot "penet rate" into it .  The sexual innuendo is not acci
dental .  The Home is to be as Virginal as i t  is Vestal . I t  is to be sealed 
off from the male world in an unreal ist ic perfect ion .  Such a home 
would be so ut terly boring that most men would find themselves 
escaping from it as often as possible into the nearest brothel or al l 
male club where they could get a l i t tle earthy sex and real i ty .  The 
Americans saw exact ly what they were doing to their women. They 
said that men and women occupied "separate spheres. " Their cult of 
"t rue womanhood" was almost exact ly  equivalent to the damaging 
myth of the Angel of the House. The men dealt with external, pol i t i 
ca l  and worldly matters in their sphere ,  and the women with the 
spi ri tual ,  the domestic and the vaguely cul tural in  theirs .  The ideal-
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izat ion of women in the 1 9th cen tury sprang from the same sexual 
hatred and fear which had made the old Christ ian misogynists push 
women away from them by project ing thei r own d isturbances upon 
them so that they became monsters of sexual depravi ty .  The Angel
Child and the True Woman are wel l  wi th in a long t radit ion which 
Christ ian i ty has bequeathed on the West .  

Many women st i l l  suffer from the same problem of ideal izat ion . 
The Angel of the 1 9 th  century became the "nice" girl of the 20th .  
The n ice gir l ,  many of  us were told in  the  '40s and ' 50s, was taught to 
d is t inguish between " real love" on the one hand, and "just sex" on 
the other. Sex and love had to be in separate spheres. The nice girl 
was taught to dist rust and d iscount  her sexual i ty nearly as much as 
the Chi ld-Angel had been before her. She could admit  sexual ad
vances so far and no further.  Many women were told by thei r moth
ers that men would never "love" or respect a girl they had sex with 
before marriage . .  Such a girl had "made herself cheap."  This of 
course was not t rue. Our mothers probably knew many women who 
had had sex before marriage and who were now petfect ly  respectable 
matrons. It was not s imply that they wanted to protect their daugh
ters from an unwanted pregnancy; they needed to believe in the myth 
that the fast ,  sexy gi rl would come to a sticky end in  much the same 
way as the Victorians needed to bel ieve that al l  prost i tutes ended up 
in the ri ver or in Austral ia. Novel ists like Dickens helped to keep th is  
myth al ive even though there was plenty of contemporary evidence 
that the Victorian prost i tute often married and that prost i tu t ion fre
quent ly  helped the working-class gi rl to move up in society and gain 
affluent respectabil i ty ,  as a pop singer or a model does today. It was, 
however, cul tural ly important to believe that sex leads women to 
ruin and degradation , so the myths have remained. The frequency 
wi th which the "n ice" girl appears in popular novels today shows 
t hat she has been a real problem for women who have had to st ruggle 
to get away from th is  "nice" condi t ioning. 

S imi larly, many women are st i l l  t roubled by the myth of female 
perfection . Women often try to a t ta in impossibly high standards. 
They want to be "perfect ly" beaut i fu l ,  to be "perfect" wives, moth
ers , housekeepers, career women. I t  is the ideal of the "Super
woman" who is so proficient  in so many spheres (men may want to 
be perfect careerists , but are not so worried abou t domest ic  perfec-
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t ion) that she is superhuman .  Such perfection i s  unnatural ,  and in 
st riving for it women can i rri tate their men as much as the Chi ld
Wife antagon ized Victorian husbands. Once women fe lt gu i l ty be
cause they were Eve; next they felt  gui l ty  because they were not the 
Virgin Mary. Now a woman feels gui l ty for not being perfect in  
everything she does. 

Secular women have certa in ly seen themselves as damaged by the 
system which pushes women away into a separate world .  Eleanor of 
Aquitaine and powerful  rich women l ike her would have experienced 
the misogyny of Western Europe very d ifferent ly from the ord inary 
woman. Other women were certa in ly  aware of the injust ice of Ch ris
t iani ty 's  posi t ion .  The voices of two dist i nguished Christ ian women 
of the 1 5 th and 1 6th centuries have come down to us, showing the 
dis tress women fel t  at the virulent Christ ian misogyny, and they 
show us also the two ch ief ways that women fe l t  able to cope with 
the hatred of the male world .  

Teresa of Avi la, the 1 6th-century Carmelite nun ,  was a woman 
who won considerab le respect from the male world of her t ime. She 
became a leadi ng figure in  the Counter-Reformation,  and by her own 
efforts was responsible for the widespread reform of the Carmel i te 
order of nuns and friars. Yet i t  is clear that she suffered acu tely from 
the restrict ions and the charges laid at women's door :  

When thou wert in the world ,  Lord,  thou didst not despise 
women, but didst always help them and show them great com
passion . Thou d idst find more f�i th  and no less love in  them 
than i n  men . . . .  [Now] we can do noth ing in public that is of 
any use to thee, nor dare we speak of some of the truths over 
which we weep in secret ,  lest thou shouldst not hear  th is, our 
pet i t ion .  Yet ,  Lord , I cannot bel ieve th is of thy goodness and 
righteousness, for thou art a righteous Judge, not l ike judges in 
the world,  who, being after al l men and sons of Adam, refuse to 
consider any woman's vi rtue as above suspicion .  Yes, my King, 
but the day wil l come when a l l  wil l  be known . I am not speaking 
on my account ,  for the whole world is already aware of my 
wickedness, and I am glad that i t  should become known; but ,  
when I see what the t imes are l ike, I feel i t  is not righ t to repel 
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spiri ts  which are virtuous and brave, even though they be the 
spir i ts of women. 

(The Way of Perfection, I I I) 

There is a defiance in  Teresa's complain t  to her God. Men are not 
being Christian in  their behavior to women. She foresees a time when 
the unjust and uncharitable judgments of these men wi l l  be over
thrown. Teresa's own l i fe was an example of the way that women 
could defy the male world of Christendom. But defiance and chal
lenge could be very dangerous for women in the Christian world .  

Most women chose to retreat .  The male world pushed them away 
and the women cooperated by withdrawing in to a different world .  
Most  women disappeared into the anonymity of marriage and were 
never heard of again .  Other women, however, sought independence 
and autonomy by entering into exclusively female worlds. A particu
larly interest ing case is the 1 5 th-century writer Christine de Pizan, a 
wel l -to-do and h ig�ly educated woman, who gives an account of her 
distressing conversion to the cause of women in her Book of the City 
of Ladies. In  al l her wide reading, she tel ls us, she could find nothing 
but hatred of women. Al l  the authorities "concur in  one concl usion : 
that the behavior of women is incl ined to and ful l  of every vice. " 
When Christine carefu l ly  examined her own l i fe and the l ives of her 
women friends, she could find nothing to just ify this conclusion. 
However, she could not simply shrug this off as typical male preju
dice .  I t  was too deeply engrained in  her cul ture, i t  had too respect
able a pedigree for her to sweep i t  aside as so much male nonsense. 
Christine could not trust her own perceptions, and her account 
makes i t  c lear how pervasive was this damaging misogyny and how 
powerful  an influence i t  exerted over the minds of women them
selves. 

Yet I s t i l l  argued vehemently against women, saying that it 
would be impossible that so many famous men-such solemn 
scholars, possessed of such deep and great understanding, so 
clear-sighted in  al l  th ings, as i t  seemed-could have spoken so 
falsely on so many occasions that I cou ld hardly find a book on 
morals where, even before I had read it  in i ts ent irety, I did not 
find several chapters or certain sections attacking women, no 
matter who the author was. This reason alone, in short, made 
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me conclude that ,  al though my in te l lect did not perceive my 
own great fau l ts and, l i kewise, those of other women because of 
its s impleness and ignorance, i t  was however truly fitt ing that 
such was the case. 

(Book of the City of Ladies, I :  1 : i )  

Christ ine had the opportun i ty  to work out her own posi t ion with 
scholarly c larity and logic .  Yet i t  was not a posi t ion arri ved at with
out pain .  Her studies induced in  her a crisis of self-hat red : 

I was so t ransfixed in  th is l ine  of th ink ing for such a long t ime 
that  i t  seemed as i f  I were in a s tupor. Like a gush ing founta in ,  a 
series of authori t ies, whom I recal led one after another, came to 
mind ,  along with their opinions on this topic. And I final ly 
decided that God formed a vi le  creature when He made woman, 
and I wondered how such a worthy art isan could have deigned 
to make such an abominable work which, from what t hey say, is  
the vessel as well as the abode of every evi l and vice .  As I was 
th ink ing th is, a great unhappiness and sadness welled up in my 
heart , for I detested myself and the ent i re femin ine sex, as 
though we were monstrosi t ies of nature. 

(Ibid . ,  I :  1 : i) 

The views of Aquinas, of August ine and so many others had made 
Christ ine conv inced that she was something "abominable" and un
natural .  Why,  she asks passionately,  d id God make such a horrible 
creat ion , such a vicious thing as a woman must be? It  a lmost led her 
into a blasphemous reject ion of God's goodness, she recal ls ,  because 
i t  seemed impossible to bel ieve that a good God had made such a 
creature as woman. I t  is  interest ing and t ragic that for a long t ime i t  
never occurred to Christ ine to chal lenge the male  authori t ies as  Te
resa d id ;  for her i t  was more logical to chal lenge God Himself. De
spite her own perception of women as innocent she was deeply con
vinced that women m ust be as evi l  as her society and culture told her 
they were: 

"0 God, how can this be? For unless I s t ray from my fai th ,  I 
must never doubt that Your infini te  wisdom and most perfect 
goodness ever created anything which was not good. . . . Yet 
look at a l l  these accusations which have been judged, decided , 
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and concluded against women . I do not know how to under
stand th is  repugnance. If it is so, fai r  Lord God, that in fact so 
many abominations abound in the female sex, for You Yourself 
say that the test imony of two or three witnesses lends credence, 
why shall I not doubt that this is t rue? Alas, God, why did You 
not let me be born in th is world as a man, so that al l  my incl ina
t ions would be to serve You bet ter, and so that I would not stray 
in anything and would be as perfect as a man is said to be? But 
s ince Your kindness has not been extended to me,  then forgive 
my negl igence in Your  service, most fai r  Lord God, and may it 
not d isplease You ,  for the servan t  who receives fewer gifts from 
his lord is less obliged i n  his service. " I spoke these words to 
God in my lament and a great deal more for a very long t ime in 
sad reflection, and in my fol ly  I considered myself most unfortu
nate because God had made me inhabit a female body in  the 
world. 

( Ibid . ,  1 : 1 : i i )  

One of the most distress ing aspects of Christ ine's pl ight is her 
isolat ion. Locked alone inside her female body ,  outside God's plan, 
outside the concern of the male world ,  she feels that the whole world 
is armed against her. When she has her "vision" of the three lad ies 
who console her and give her her mission, i t  is significant that her 
sol ut ion is not defiance but defense. She wil l bui ld in her "City" a 
"refuge and defence" for women against all their assai lants .  For too 
long women have been vulnerable, "exposed like a field without a 
surrounding hedge. " I t  wi l l  be Christ ine's job to bui ld "a particular 
edifice, built l ike a city wal l  . . . where no one will reside except all 
ladies of fame and women worthy of praise" (ibid. 1 : I : i i i) .  For Chris
t ine, the  women's answer is to ret reat .  The best they can do is to 
c reate a separate world for themselves where there are no men. 

However, th is female stronghold is not without its dangers. One of 
the precursors of her "City ," Christine writes, is the t ribe of the 
Amazons, the mythical race of female warriors that fascinated Chris
tendom. Th is tribe arose in  Scythia during the Classical period, when 
al l  the men in their country had been k i l led in war. Their women 
banded together, Christ ine explains, in a "new domination by them
selves without being subject to men, and they promulgated a new 
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edict whereby no man was al lowed to enter in to their jurisdict ion" 
(I : 1 6 : i ) .  I t  is no wonder that the c lassical story of th is  aggressive t ribe 
of women, who were so powerfu l  that they even defeated Hercules 
h imsel f, was so deeply fasc inat ing to the Christ ian mind .  I t  clearly 
fi t ted the male view of women as strongly in im ical and dangerous to 
men, and yet ,  at the same t ime, ideal ly separate from them, l iv ing in 
the ir  own self-contained world .  However, th is  separat ion was mut i 
lat ing .  The Amazons l i teral ly deformed themselves, j ust as for cen tu
ries people l ike Jerome and Tertu l l ian had been urging women to 
make themselves repuls ive and deform their female bod ies :  

And  in th is  way the women o f  Scythia began t o  carry arms and 
were then cal led Amazons, which actual l y  means the "breast less 
ones, " because they had a custom whereby the nobles among 
them, when they were l i t t le gir ls ,  burned off thei r left breast 
through some techn ique, so t hat i t  would not h inder them from 
carrying a shie ld ,  and they removed the right breast of common
ers to make i t  easier for them to shoot a bow. 

(Ibid . ,  1 : 1 6) 

The idea of a separate world of deformed women was appeal ing to 
both  men and women in the Christ ian world .  Christ ine herself is  so 
used to the female body being someth ing  deformed and repel lent that 
she sees noth ing abhorrent in  the Amazons' self-mut i lat ion .  Women 
were al ready freaks. A further deformi ty  would make no d ifference, 
especia l ly if i t  deprived them of something as specifical ly female as a 
breast .  

Most women have not  had the opportuni ty Christ ine had to study 
the misogyny of Christ ian scholars and lead ing theologians .  It is 
d ifficult  to i l lustrate the effect official Christ ian hatred of women had 
on ordinary women, because un l ike Teresa, Ch rist ine and, later, the 
great women novel is ts  like George El iot ,  who showed how damaging 
i t  was to push women in to a d ifferent world from men,  most women 
have not been able to record the ir  fee l ings .  Uneducated women 
would also have found i t  difficul t  to assess their  feel ings as accurately 
and in te l l igent ly as a Christ ine de P izan and a George Eliot .  For a 
long t ime i t  seems l i kely that women remained as un touched by 
Christ ian misogyny as Grazida of Montai l lou had been un touched 
by the Christ ian hatred of sexual i ty .  The Cathol ic Church has never 
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been very efficient about spreading its doctrines among the masses, 
and, as we have seen,  in Medi terranean countri es which have been 
t rad it ional ly Cathol ic ,  saner and healthier att i tudes to both sex and 
women prevai l .  Victorianism and the Cult of the True Woman in 
America are products of Protestant Christ ianity and Protestantism 
and Puritanism were both far more efficient about promoting Chris
t ian doctrines and Christian att i tudes. In al l  cu l tures some people 
remain impervious to al l  forms of propaganda, and i t  is l ikely that 
many women were not hurt and damaged and that many men and 
women loved each other more than t hey hated each other.  The an
guish that characterizes the male/female relat ionship exists side by 
side with the earthy  fun men and women have together in  Breughel 's 
paint ings, for example .  However, whi le certain peasant cu l tures may 
have remained heal th i ly  immune to the sick misogyny of Christ ian
i ty,  the late 1 5 th  century saw the explosion of the Christ ian hatred of 
women taken to its most ext reme form.  In  the l i terature of the Great 
Witch Craze that raged in Europe for over two hundred years there 
is evidence that t he view of women as evil and dangerous had left the 
cloisters and was deeply affect ing ordinary men and women . The 
Craze also helped to imprint th is  portrait of woman as man 's d ia
bol ic enemy more powerful ly  and more popularly than ever before. 
Ordinary and uneducated women real ly bel ieved that they were 
witches, and ord inary men seem to have become terrified sexual ly of 
women. 



3 

THE FINAL 

S OLUTION 

FOR MEN: 

THE WITCH 

The repress ions of Western cul ture are nowhere more clearly shown 
than in  the great panics of persecut ion that erupt from t ime to t ime 
with aston ishi ng violence and subside j ust as sudden ly ,  leaving every
body bewildered and embarrassed by the temporary madness that 
has gri pped society.  The Nazi persecut ion of the Jews and Mc
Carthy's persecut ion of communists and homosexuals for un-Ameri
can act iv i t ies are obvious examples. The craze of persecut ion is not 
d i rected at real cu lprits or real enemies of society,  but the vict ims act 
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as scapegoats for neuroses which society has  repressed and can only 
express in  this violent and i rrational way. We often call these crazes 
.. wi tch hunts, " because of the great craze for persecuting wi tches 
that raged throughout Europe during the 1 6th and 1 7th centuries. I t  
is a classic example of  these irrational pan ics, and has named them 
with good reason. Yet the great Witch Hunts did more than give a 
name to a curious and disturbing Western phenomenon. They have 
profoundly damaged the relat ionship between the sexes in our soci
ety .  

The Witch Hunts brought together al l  the buried sexual fears that 
had been developing in  the Christian West .  By the late 1 5 th cen tury 
the Church had c learly impressed Europe wi th a terror of sexual i ty 
and a hatred of women that exploded in  the first sporadic Witch 
Hunts .  The panic grew during the 1 6th century ,  reaching its zeni th  
i n  the  late 1 6th century and con t inuing un t i l  about 1 680, when the 
fury had spent i tself. America, the New World, had i ts own Witch 
Craze in  Salem in · 1 692 ,  yet again reproducing the neuroses of Eu
rope on the other s ide of the Atlant ic .  The Witch Hunts were a 
rel igious phenomenon and were engineered by the Church and sup
ported both by the beliefs of devout people and the fears of the 
"wi tches" themselves. There was no pol i t ical or commercial motive 
such as con tributed to the persecut ion of the rel igious order of the 
Templars or the persecut ion of Roman Cathol ics during Queen Eliz
abeth's reign . The Wi tch Hunts were purely the product of Christian 
zeal . It was an exclusively Western phenomenon. The parts of East
ern Europe and Greece which came under the aegis of Orthodox 
Christ iani ty (which had always been a l i t t le  more sane about sex and 
women) were quite unaffected. The panic was equal ly intense in Ca
thol ic ism and in Protestant ism. Some parts of Europe suffered more 
badly  than others :  Spain ,  I taly ,  Portugal and Holland had only l im
i ted and sporadic wi tch hunt ing. There was l i t t le  mass witch hunt ing 
in  England; though hundreds of women were executed for dabbl ing 
in  the occult ,  this was a qu i te separate phenomenon from witchcraft 
proper. The craze was worst in  Scot land, France, the German States 
and Switzerland .  I t  would flare up violent ly in  one area, then cease 
wi th unnatura l  suddenness, only to break out again in the same place 
years later. 

During the Witch Hunts ,  i t  was bel ieved that certa in women had 
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sex with a devi l ,  cal 1ed an incubus. These wi tches would fly through 
the air at night to at tend a sabbath ,  where they worshipped the Devi l 
and indu lged in cannibal ist ic ri tes and perverted sexual orgies. 
Witches could also have magic powers; they were in league wi th 
Satan for the ruin of mankind .  Witches could raise storms and ru in 
crops; they could cause impotence, steril i ty and even death .  The 
witch was a Christ ian creat ion;  she was seen as a heret ic of the most 
dangerous sort , because she was giving to the Devi l  the honor that 
was due to God . I t  was therefore the  duty of al l good Christ ians to 
hunt out these enemies of society and of God . The conspiracy had to 
be uncovered and witches had to be made to confess their  gui l t  and 
reveal t heir  col leagues and fel low-conspi rators. Torture was just i 
fiable to th is  end and was appl ied brutal ly so that women "con
fessed" that they were indeed wi tches, described their sexual in ter
course wi th the Devil and what happened at the Sabbaths ,  prompted 
by the questions of the Inquis i tors .  The I nquisi tors were not involved 
in a cold manufacture of an untruth .  They passionately bel ieved in 
wi tchcraft; learned and soph ist icated men were convinced i t  was 
the ir  duty to hound witches to death and to hunt  them out of their 
h id ing places among v irtuous Christ ians .  I t  was not a logical bel ief; 
indeed , i t  cont radicted many tenets of Christ ian i ty ,  including Jesus' 
command to love enemies. I t  was an emotional conviction proceed
ing from the repressions that Christ ianity had imposed on Europe. 
For centuries sex had been seen as evil and women as the enemies of 
man . Now sex became diabolical and women the arch-enemies of 
society .  

In real i ty ,  of course, there were no wi tches. Accord ing to Marga
ret Murray's researches, there were pagan cul ts  in Europe at that 
t ime,  which were bel ieved to be Satan ic by Orthodox Christ ians. 
These pagans held thei r ri tes secret ly i n  the woods at night .  Belief in 
th is theory, which was popular and widely accepted for a very long 
time, meant that many people sti l l  th ink  that there were wi tches. 
Modern ' 'wi tches" t race their origins back to the "witches" de
scribed by Margaret Murray. However, Murray's theory has now 
been discred i ted .  She was wrong :  there were no pagan cul ts ,  no sab
baths and no magic ri tuals . The "witch" was far more pern icious 
than a secret society .  She existed only in the emotions and imagina
t ions of Chri st ians, but so powerfu l 1y  that many women genuinely 
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believed that  they were witches .  They bel ieved that the dreams they 
had of having sex with the Devil (dreams which were fuel led by the 
panic and propaganda of the Church) had actually happened. Other 
people believed so strongly in the wi tch that they thought i t  their 
du ty to ki l l  thousands of women. I t  is difficult to know how many 
people d ied in  the two-hundred-year craze. Some scholars have 
claimed that as many people died in the Witch Hunts as d ied in al l  
the European wars up to 1 9 1 4. I n  some Swiss vi l lages there were 
hardly any women left al ive. I t  is impossible to est imate numbers 
with any real accuracy, but it seems that the numbers were horrify
ingly high.  

Witchcraft then was a giant collective fantasy of Western Chris
t ians, expressive of thei r  deepest fears. It was an international sick
ness inspired by a rel igion of love. Today i t  has become fash ionable 
to deny that there was any particularly anti-woman bias in  the Witch 
Craze because men died as witches as well as women. However, far 
fewer men than women were accused, and most of the great wri ters 
on witchcraft at the t ime were insistent that i t  was essent ial l y  a 
woman's vice. I f  some men did die, believing that they were witches, 
i t  is evidence of the power the panic exerted over the popular imagi
nation. However, a neurotic panic l ike the Witch Craze cannot af
ford to be too specific in  the way i t  expresses itself. Men had been 
taught to hate women and regard them as their enemy.  However, 
they also knew that it was their Christian duty to love their enemies, 
and that hatred was wrong. The persecutors needed to hide from 
themselves the unedifying and un-Christian fact that men hated all 
women. Just as "token" women today s i t  on committees and directo
rial boards, so in the Witch Craze " token" men were executed. If 
only women had d ied, i t  would have expressed men's terror and 
hatred of women too nakedly and unacceptably .  For centuries Chris
t ian theologians and preachers had been isolating women so that 
their contaminating and sinful sexual i ty should not draw men into 
sin. The Witch Craze simply took this ostracism to its emotionally 
logical conclusion.  Christians had been told that women were abomi
nable beings who were sexual ly depraved . The witch was the ult i 
mate depravi ty ,  and her diabol ic sexuali ty was truly monstrous. 

Norman Cohn,  in his excel lent book Europe 's Inner Demons, 
shows the d ifferent ingred ients that made up this new Christian 
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witch .  There certa in ly had been "wi tches" before the late 1 5 th cen
tu ry,  but up unt i l  then the Church had condemned bel ief in wi tches 
as a pagan superst i t ion .  The witch was part of the pagan world that 
had preceded Christ ian i ty  in  Europe. Peasant  communi t ies bel ieved 
that certain old women had the power of the evi l eye and could cast 
spel ls  on thei r enem ies, damaging thei r crops and raisi ng storms. If  
you suspected that one of these old wi tches had put a curse on you ,  
you could bri ng a legal action against her for maleficium, the techni 
ca l  legal term for these ev i l  spe l l s . There were a lso old pagan bel iefs 
that certain women could fly through the air at n ight  wi th  a goddess, 
who is sometimes cal led Diana, somet imes Hecate and at other t imes 
Herodias, and take part in cann ibal is t ic ri tes. The Church con
demned these bel iefs, but some simple women rea l ly  thought that 
they did take part in these noc turnal adventures. That th is  bel ief was 
rife among women is shown in the l ist of quest ions t hat the l Oth 
cen tury Penitent ia l  of Burchard, of Worms, suggests a woman be 
asked in  confess ion : 

Have you bel ieved what many women,  t u rning back to Satan, 
bel ieve and affirm to be t rue; as that you bel ieve that i n  the 
s i lence of the nigh t ,  when you have set t led down in  bed , and 
your husband l ies in  your bosom,  you are able, whi le  sti l l  in 
your body ,  to go out through the closed doors and t ravel 
through the spaces of the world ,  together wi th  o thers, who are 
s imi lar ly deceived ; and that without vis ible weapons, you k i l l  
people who have been bapti zed and redeemed by Christ 's  blood, 
and together cook and devour their  flesh and that where the 
heart was,  you put st raw or wood or someth ing of that sort , and 
that after eat ing these people you bri ng them to l i fe again and 
grant them a brief spel l of l i fe? If you bel ieve th i s, you sha l l  do 
penance on bread and water for fifty days ,  and l ikewise in  each 
of the seven years fol lowing. 

(V : 1 70) 

It may seem incred ible that anybody cou ld actual ly be l ieve what is  so 
obviously a d ream.  However, an thropologists te l l  us that prim i t ive 
people find i t  very d ifficul t  to dist inguish between dreams and rea l i ty .  
I ndeed , the most sophist icated of us sometimes have d ifficul ty when 
we wake up after a part icularly vivid n ightmare in convincing our-
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selves that  i t  d idn ' t  "real ly" happen. The dream experiences of 
witches would be crucial in  the Witch Craze. At fi rst the Church was 
absolutely clear that these dreams were simply dreams. In his Canon 
Episcopi of 906, Regina, Abbot of Priim, is very scornful about peo
ple who can't dist inguish between these flying dreams and real i ty :  
"who would be so foolish as  to th ink that  th ings that happened only 
in the mind have also happened in the flesh?" Later, wi tch hunters 
would find Regina's and Burchard's condemnations of witch bel iefs 
an embarrassment .  These old pagan superst i t ions were the basis of 
their own creation of the witch who flew through the air not with 
Diana but with Satan, who participated in  orgiast ic sabbaths and 
copulated wi th  demons. 

The essential ingredient for this t ransformation of the pagan 
witches into the Christ ian heresy was the un ique Christian invention 
of Satan. In  no other rel igion is there anything comparable in power 
and fearful  monstrosity to the Christian Devi l .  There are certain ly 
devi ls  in  other rel igions, but these are usualJy  rather playfu l  crea
tures, who possess none of the near omnipotence of Satan.  Satan in 
h is  ful l  horror was a fai rly  late development in Christiani ty ,  and did 
not begin to terrorize the imaginations of Christians unt i l  the Middle 
Ages. When Jesus and St .  Paul talked about demons and about Satan 
they meant something rather d ifferent from what we mean by devi ls .  
They were speaking of the spi ritual beings who had crept into the 
cosmogony of Judaism at that t ime and who were creatures of the 
upper air. They were no threat to the al l -powerful God of monotheis
t ic Judaism. St. Antony and the early ascet ics in  the desert were 
plagued by quite d ifferent demons, the demons of Late Ant iqui ty 
who were seen as extensions of their own personali t ies. Each man 
was connected to a good spirit  or a "genius, . and a bad spirit .  A great 
man was connected to a great "genius. " Antony was wrest l ing with 
the shadow-side of h is personal i ty ,  albeit  in a very neurotic way. 
These sophist icated dist inctions got lost during the Dark Ages, when 
the refinements of Jewish and Greco-Roman cul ture were lost . As 
the repressions of Christ iani ty spread through society to the common 
people, the Devil became the arch-project ion for all the "evi l "  that 
they could not accept in themselves. I t  has been argued that belief in 
the Devil is the final triumph of ethical monotheism. Other religions 
see the Absolute God as beyond Good and Evi l .  The Hindus,  for 
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example, see Evi l  as one of the masks beh ind which the absol ute God 
hides h imself. However, in Christian i ty good and evi l ,  as we l im ited 
human bei ngs concei ve them,  become absolu te forces in  themselves. 
God is Absolute Good and can accept no evi l  in h imself, no shadow 
side. The Devi l  gradual ly emerges as God's  shadow, the evil that we 
know ex ists but for which God refuses responsibi l i ty .  This means 
that we cannot accept the evil in ourselves. We disown the "evil " and 
project i t  outwardly on the Devil because evil can find no acceptance 
by the good God . The Christian creat ion of the Devil in fact makes 
Evil absolu te .  Sexual i ty was one of the "evi ls" that Christian men 
could not accept , and so they repressed i t  and projected i t  on women, 
who became unnatural ly sexual in the Christian imaginat ion. Sexual
ity also becomes diabol ic in the Middle Ages ,  and Satan is repre
sen ted as a vast animal wi th a priapic sexual appet i te and huge sex
ual organs. It cou ld on ly  be a matter of time before the two 
monst rous sexual project ions of medieval Christ iani ty came together .  
Women and the Devi l  final ly merged in  the late I 5th century ,  and the 
impact of thei r com ing together exploded in the Witch Craze. 

The old pagan bel ief in wi tchcraft received its Christian baptism in 
1 484, when Pope Innocent  V I I I  brought out an astonish ing Bul l ,  
Summa desideran tes, where i t  appears that an epidemic of sexual 
anxiety had sprung up in Germany. Men were becoming impoten t 
and their wives unable to conceive. Th is was accoun ted for by the 
wi tches who "have abandoned themselves to devi ls ,  to incubi and 
succubi" and who have bewitched their neighbors .  The Pope com
missioned two Dominicans, Jacob Sprenger and Heinrich Kramer, to 
take the matter in hand. The resul t  of th is part nersh ip  was 
Sprenger's 1\falleus Maleficarum (The  Ham m er of Witches), which 
was a handbook to help Inquis i tors in  the invest igation of witchcraft .  
The Malleus received a reluctant endorsement by  the  Univers i ty of 
Cologne in 1 487 and became a major text of the Inquis i t ion , goi ng 
through nineteen edi t ions .  In the Ma lleus, the creat ion of the witch is 
s t i J J  in  its infancy :  there is no mention of the Sabbath and very l i t t le 
d iscussion of sex with devi ls .  Sprenger concen t rates on the Maleficia 
which women infl ict upon men ,  especial ly the sexual d isasters which 
had so sudden ly erupted. After the publ icat ion of the Malleus there 
was only sporadic witch hunt ing, and the Craze d id not real ly get 
under way unt i l  the early I 6th cen tury.  However, Sprenger's docu-
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ment did influence the later writers on witchcraft , and i t s  influence 
s t i l l  l ingers today in the myth of the castrat ing bitch which bedevils 
the relat ionship of men and women . 

Sprenger is qui te clear that witchcraft is  a woman's vice. Women, 
he says,  are ei ther very good or very evi l :  there is no halfway state. 
This is a preoccupation of Western thinking about women : they are 
e i ther Eve or the Virgin Mary .  Women, he  argues, are far more l ikely 
to be seduced by witchcraft than men, because they are essent ial ly 
perverse creatures .  Sprenger develops Aquinas' theory of women be
ing essen tial ly misbegotten human creatures:  

A n d  i t  should be noticed tha t  there was a defect in the forma
tion of the first woman, s ince she was formed from a bent rib, 
that is, a rib of the breast, which is bent as i t  were in a cont rary 
d i rection to a man. And since through this defect she is an 
imperfect animal ,  she always deceives . . . and th is is indicated 
by the etymology of the word; for Femina comes from Fe and 
Min us, since she is ever weaker to hold and to preserve the fai th .  
And th is  as  regards faith is of her very nature. 

(Malleus Malejicarum, p.  44) 

Women's inferior humanity,  therefore, makes her far more vulnera
ble to the suggestions of the Devi l  than a man is. However, what 
particularly incl ines women to witchcraft is, as by now we should 
expect, her insatiable sexual i ty :  "Al l witchcraft comes from carnal 
lus t ,"  wri tes Sprenger, "which in woman is insatiable. 'There are 
th ree th ings that  are never satisfied, yea a fourth th ing which says : i t  
is not enough. '  (Proverbs xxx) .  That is the mouth of the womb. 
Wherefore for the sake of fulfi l l ing  t heir lusts, they consort even with 
devils" (p .  4) . Just as sex had always been seen as deeply l inked with 
s in ,  so now i t  is essent ial ly l inked with the power of the Devi l .  I t  i s  
the means Satan uses to gai n  power over men and women : 

. . .  God a l lows the Devil greater power against men 's venereal 
acts than against their other actions; and [St .  Thomas] gives th is  
reason ,  that th is is l ikely to be so ,  since those women are chiefly 
apt to be wi tches who are disposed to such acts. 

For he [St . Thomas] gives this  reason , that since the first 
corruption of sin ,  by which man became the slave of the Devi l ,  
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came to us through the act  of generat ion,  therefore greater 
power is al lowed by God to the Devi l  m this act than in al l  
others .  

(Ibid . ,  p .  48) 

The Malleus cont inues the trad i t ion of layi ng the responsib i l i ty for 
sexual des ire at the door of women.  Sprenger thanks God devout ly 
that men are free of th is cursed sexual i ty  and therefore free of witch
craft,  "for since He was wi l l ing to be born and to suffer for us, 
therefore He has granted to men th is priv i lege ."  The aston ishing 
impl ication of this is that God did not save women or die for women,  
and therefore He has abandoned them to sex and thus to the Devi l .  
There had always been a tendency t o  push women outs ide God's 
plan for the world ;  now they have been not only excluded but made 
to assume the posit ion of an enemy, in a l l iance with the enemy of 
God and man . 

What emerges very clearly in the Malleus is the widespread sexual 
fear and neurosis which is manifest ing itse lf  in a regular epidem ic of 
symptoms. Men were find ing sex more and more of a problem.  They 
were complain ing of impotence and of prematu re ejacu lat ion ; they 
complained of frant ic sexual passion wh ich cou ld only express i tself 
in pervers i ty .  The ant i -sex propaganda that the Church had been 
putt ing out for cen turies was taking its tol l .  The fau l t  was woman 's, 
of course. Just as she had been responsible for l u ring men to sin by 
her sexual power, now she was maiming men sexual ly by d iabol ic 
magic . Sprenger l ists seven ways in  which women who are in league 
wi th Satan attack men, nearly al l  of them sexual : 

Now there are, as i t  is said in the Papal Bul l ,  seven methods by 
which they infect wi th witchcraft the venereal act and the con
cept ion of the womb:  fi rst by inc l in ing the minds of men to 
inord inate passions; second by obstruct ing their generat ive 
force; th i rd by removing the members accommodated to that 
act ; fou rth  by changing men into beasts by their magic art ;  fifth 
by dest roy ing the generat ive force in women ; s ixth by procuring 
abort ion; seven th by offering chi ldren to devi ls .  

( Ibid . , p .  4 7) 
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There was a s trong tendency in  Christ ian i ty  to  see sex as an uncon
t rol lable force wi th in men. Now the new witchcraft scare showed 
that this wild sexual longing was fal l ing upon men from the outside. 
I t  was the resul t  of a malignant force, an evi l spel l inflicted upon men 
without any faul t  of thei r own by wicked witches. The old Christian 
project ion had taken a further step forward : women have acquired a 
new and sinister power, which forces sexual i ty on unwil l ing men and 
reduces them to a state of pass iv i ty in the face of women's malign 
force .  

The Malleus i l l ust rates th is  poin t  by a short h istory which is in
struct ive :  

There was in the town of Marburg in  the diocese of Constance a 
certain young man who was bewi tched in  such a way that he 
could never perform the carnal act  with any woman except one. 
And many have heard him tel l  that he had often wished to 
refuse that woman and take flight to other lands;  but that hi th
erto he  had been compelled to rise up in the night and to come 
very quickly back ,  somet imes over land and sometimes through 
the air as i f  he  were flying. 

(Ibid . ,  p .  1 1 8)  

Clearly ,  a l l  that had happened was that the man had got sexual ly 
fixated on one woman so that he was impotent with his own wife .  His 
vivid dreams about her (flying ,  as we al l  know, is about sex) are so 
real that he th inks he has actual ly been to bed with her and has 
t raveled back to h is  own bed over huge distances. What i s  most 
interesting is that he feels "compelled" from without .  When we feel 
passion for somebody we do fee l  possessed by a compulsion that 
seems beyond our control , but the impl ication in  the Malleus is that 
th is  violent affection has been infl icted on the young man by the 
woman herself. I t  is she who forces him, however rel uctant he might 
be, to copulate wi th  her night after nigh t ;  i t  is she who makes h im 
impotent wi th other  women . Women have always been sexual tempt
resses, but now their powers have increased . The Holy Patriarch 
Jacob was seduced by h is  wives, but he was only dragged into his 
own bed, in August ine 's view. Now the power of women is so great 
that a woman can bewitch a man and force h im to t ravel through the 
air to come to her bed at n ight ,  h undreds of mi les away. A man's 
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sexual i ty is projected onto a woman's evi l  powers, which have now 
grown to such proport ions that a Papal campaign has been launched 
in Europe to combat them. 

The Malleus shows that there is a good deal of anger between the 
sexes. Men are seen as the hapless vict ims of these witches, who have 
to be cajoled or appeased into good humor. Women are seen as angry 
creatu res, boi l ing and brood ing wi th hat red and resentment .  This 
may reflect a real state of affairs and may not be a piece of prejud iced 
m isogyny.  After a 1 1 ,  being constant ly  vi l ified in sermons as Eve can
not have made women feel very good about themselves. I f  Christ ine 
de Pizan, some few years after the publication of the Malleus, could 
be reduced to  a crisis of self- loathing because of the misogyny she 
had encountered in her s tudies ,  women who were not so educated 
may we] ]  have fel t  a confused anger and unhappiness at the host i l i ty  
that  the Church encouraged the ir  men to feel  for them . The fact  that  
women are so often seen at th is  t ime as "scolds" with vi le tempers 
and evi l  tongues may mean that th is  was the on ly way a woman 
could express the confused resentment she fel t .  The Malleus shows 
that th is anger is especia1 1y furious when i t  i s  sexua1 1y l i nked, and 
indeed if men were rea11 y showing the degree of sexual d isturbance 
that Sprenger suggests ,  this was a lmost certain ly because of the 
Church's negat ive teaching about sexual i ty .  It must have affected the 
sexual relat ionships of men and women, and women must have fe lt 
bewildered about their own role in the sexual act, which is now 
acquiring a depth of evi l  which is iden t ified with Satan . The Malleus 
describes a woman as s immering with rage : "When she hates some
one whom she formerly loved then she seethes with anger and impa
t ience in her whole sou l ,  just as the t ides of the sea are always heav
ing and boi l ing" (p. 44). There is a state of war between men and 
women, especia11y when a woman has been divorced by her husband 
or rejected by a lover. Sprenger quotes from the B ible to show how 
women have always loved to take revenge on the men who have 
scorned them , as Pot iphar's wife persecuted Joseph when he rejected 
her attem pts to sed uce h im.  But a woman is so angry and resentfu l ,  
Sprenger cont inues, tha t  in  sexual matters even the good women in 
the B ible are consumed with hatred and jealousy : "For you see in 
Genesis xxi  how impatient and envious Sarah was of Hagar when she 
conceived : how jealous Rachel was of Leah because she had no chi t -
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dren : and Hannah who was barren of  the fru i t ful Penninmah" 
(p. 45) .  Women are possessed of "inordi nate affections and passions," 
Sprenger concludes, and "they search for, brood over and inflict 
various vengeances e i ther by witchcraft or some other means. 
Wherefore i t  is no great wonder that so great a number of witches 
exist in th is sex" (p. 45) .  

These women, for whom sexual rejection carried addit ional t rau
mas in  such an age of sexual gu i l t  and resentment ,  may have real ly 
believed that they could bewitch the men who had injured them. 
After all , witchcraft was part of their cu l ture :  the Church had not 
been able to stamp out bel ief in  the old pagan power of maleficium. 
It would have been one way of get t ing back at the male world which 
she must have fel t ,  in  however unformed a way, was unfair ly 
weighted against her. A curse, bel ieved in so readi ly by the men 
concerned , could well have frightened him into a temporary impo
tence. The widespread symptoms show an almost epidemic sexual 
anxiety among men . The "curse" of a "witch" could have added a 
last explos ive element to an al ready dangerous si tuat ion. Worst of al l ,  
women could actual ly cast rate a man, Sprenger ins ists .  A witch "can 
actual ly take away the male organ, not indeed by actual ly  despoi l ing 
the human body of i t ,  but by conceal ing i t  wi th some glamour. " I t  is  
worth  not ic ing what has happened to that word "glamour," which 
now refers to an exotic and powerful feminine beauty, sought after 
and admired by men and women al i ke. It was originally a wi tch 
word : i t  was a magic power that could castrate hapless men who had 
the  misfortune to cross a woman. 

From as early as the 3 rd century, people l ike the great Christ ian 
th inker Origen had fe lt that the only way to free themselves of the 
i rresist ible danger of their sexual i ty  was by castrat ing themselves. 
Later, more spiri tual forms of castrat ion became fashionable. The 
Malleus quotes the old story of St. Hel ias, the early Christian ascet ic .  
He had ruled a convent of nuns, but found that he had to flee be
cause he was overcome by sexual temptat ion.  However, he was saved 
by div ine in tervent ion .  Angels appeared to h im "and made h im an 
eunuch . For one seemed to hold his hands, another his feet and the 
th ird to cut out his test ic les wi th a kn ife, though this was not real ly 
so, but only seemed to be" (p. 94) . Hel ias had no more t rouble wi th 
sex and was able to go back to his vi rgins wi thout any fear of being 
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l u red by them in to  s in .  The story shows ut ter despair  i n  the  face of 
sex. Man cannot con t rol his sexual  u rges, and God has to step in 
violen t l y  to con t rol  i t  for h i m .  Sprenger  also quotes the more recent 
story of B lessed Thomas, the Domin ican , whose brothers wanted to  
prevent h im join ing  the order.  They locked h im up wi th  a prost i t ute ,  
certa in  that the temptat ion would be qu i te i rresist ible, and i ndeed 
Thomas can ' t  have been qu i t e  as cool as he might  have wished about  
the lady as he had to resort to violence to get  rid of her.  He se ized a 
l ighted torch and d rove out  " the  engine  of the  fi re of lus t"  from the  
prison .  He then fel l  in to an exhausted s leep and had a dream in  
wh ich  angels gi rded h im wi th  the  gi rd le  of chast i ty .  As soon as he  
fe l t  the  touch of  th is  g irdle in  h i s  d reams he became so chaste that 
for the rest of h is l i fe "he abhorred a l l  the  del ights  of the  flesh ,  so 
that he could not even speak to a woman except under a compul 
s ion"  (p .  94) .  This  k ind of sexual t rauma shows how extreme were 
the means t hought just ified to preserve male chast i ty .  Cas t rat ion,  
however spiri t ual  and symbol ic, i s  hard ly  a hea l thy  way to deal  wi th 
sexual  temptat ion . Chas t i ty  has to  be imposed by some form of mut i 
la t ion,  physical  i n  the  case of  Ori gen and  spi r i tua l  i n  the case of 
Hel ias or Thomas. The cas t rat ion fear  shows how men were bei ng 
mut i lated by the sexual neuroses of the  Christ ian world as wel l as 
women .  The resu l t  for women is  the  kind of i solat ion t hat Jerome 
had recommended cen tu ries before in  his  le t ter  to Nepot ian .  The 
vi rgins in St. Hel ias' convent may have had no sexua l  des igns upon 
h im,  but because he fel t  tempted ,  they had to be abandoned . Any 
woman who wanted to speak to Blessed Thomas and seek spiri t ual 
advice would also be shunned . In the in terests of male puri t y  al l  
women ,  prost i tu te  or n u n  a l ike, have to be unfa i r ly  ost racized . 

What was new in  the 1 480s was that  i t  was now not on ly  cel ibates 
who were having these cast rat ion fantasies .  Marri ed men were hav
ing them too. Men bel ieved that t he wi tch had l i t eral l y  cast rated 
them by her evi l spe l ls .  Sprenger gives a tel l i ng  account  of one such 
case of glamour:  

In the  town of Rat isbon ,  a certa in  young man who had an 
i n t rigue wi th  a g ir l ,  wish ing to leave her, lost his member; that  i s  
to say some glamour was cast  over i t  so that  he could see or  
touch not h ing  but  h is smooth body.  In  h is  worry over th i s  he  
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went  to a tavern to drink wine ;  and after he had sat there for a 
whi le he got into conversat ion with another woman who was 
there, and told her the cause of h is  sadness, explain ing every
thing and demonstrat ing in his body that i t  was so. The woman 
was astute and asked whether he suspected any one; and when 
he named such a one, unfolding the whole matter, she said " I f  
persuasion i s  not enough, you must use some violence, in  order 
to induce her to restore to you your heal th . " So in the even ing 
the young man watched the way by which the witch was in the 
habi t  of going, and finding her ,  prayed to her to restore to h im 
the health of his body .  And when she maintained that she was 
innocen t  and knew noth ing about i t ,  he fel l  upon her and wind
ing a towel t ight ly  round her neck,  choked her saying "Unless 
you give me back my health ,  you shal l d ie  at my hands!" Then 
she, being unable to cry out and with her face al ready swel l ing 
and growing black,  sa id " Let me go and I wi l l  heal  you . "  The 
young man then relaxed the pressure of the towel and the witch 
touched him with her hand between the th ighs, saying, "Now 
you have what you des ire ."  And the young man, as he said ,  
plain ly  fel t  before he had verified i t  by looking or touching, that 
his member had been restored to him by the mere touch of the 
witch .  

(Ib id . ,  p. 1 I 9) 

It is not difficult  to imagine how the unfortunate "witch" managed, 
out of pure desperation to "cure" her ex-lover by the "mere touch" 
of her hand, but  women ciearly bel ieved in thei r castrat ing powers. 
This "glamour" was a woman 's only weapon in a sexual atmosphere 
which was so unfa irly  weighted against her, and which could so 
suddenly erupt into violence. The c iergy encouraged th is belief in  
"glamour. " Thus Sprenger te l l s  how one of  his fel low Domin icans in 
Spires had a young man come to h im in Confession who "woeful ly 
sa id that he had los t  his member. " The priest was astonished at th is ,  
but  obtained "proof of i t  when I saw nothing on the young man's  
removing his c iothes and showing the place. " The skeptical priest 
h imself, if  we are to bel ieve Sprenger's story ,  immediately joined in 
wi th  the young man's fantasy to the extent of hal lucinat ing along 
with him .  He instant ly  asked the young cast ratee whom he suspected 
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of bewi tch ing h im,  and on being told that the g i rl was now l iving in  
Worms, he said ,  " I  advise you to go to her as  soon as possible and t ry 
your utmost to soften her with gent le words and promises ."  The 
woman had to be appeased . Fortunately, the young man returned 
from Worms cured , though what method the gi rl used has been left 
to the imaginat ion.  

Cast ration did not just happen on a one to one basis . There were 
some wi tches whose glamour  was so strong that they were mass 
castrators : 

And what ,  then,  is to be thought of those witches who in th i s  
way somet imes collect male  organs in  great numbers, as  many 
as twenty or th i rty  members together, and put them in a b i rd's 
nest ,  or shut them up in a box, where they move themselves l i ke 
l iv ing members and eat oats and corn as has been seen by many 
and i s  a matter of common report . 

{Ibid . ,  p. 1 2 1 ) 

The penis in  such a grotesque and humi l iat ing posi t ion is clearly a 
horrified male fantasy of the t ime .  I t  is also interest ing that a matter 
of such "common report" represents a widespread view that the 
pen is has a l i fe of i ts own; i t  does not need to be joined to a man.  
August ine had seen the independent l i fe of the penis  wi th i ts involun
tary erect ions as one of the punishments of the Fal l .  Now men be
l ieve that they are not essent ia l ly connected with their pen ises wh ich 
can get on perfect ly  well without them. Women's sexual glamour can 
mut i late and cast rate a man and the absurd pos i t ion of the penis, 
trapped in a bird's nest, shows the contempt he feels for his dis
carded sexual i ty .  Not even celibates were exempt from this  castrat
ing glamour of the woman . Sprenger goes on to tel l  the story of a 
young man who had lost h is  penis and went to the wi tch who had 
castrated him to ask for i t  back .  She told h im to cl imb up the tree 
where she kept her stock of members and choose one for himself 
from the nest . When the young man "tried to take a big one the 
witch said :  you must not take that one, i t belongs to the parish 
priest . "  

Many of  the  women who d ied in the  later holocausts were o ld  and 
crazy, Cohn tells us .  However, there is noth ing old or ugly about 
these witches in the Malleus. They are al l  women who had been 
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att ract ive enough to induce a young man to have sex wi th them or to 
have had long involvements with them.  Indeed, the Malleus is qu i te  
clear that  part of a woman's danger is her  beauty .  Sprenger quotes 
Valerius' remark to Rufinus about the Chimera, that mythical beast 
who was a l ion , a goat and a v iper all at once. 

You do not know that woman is the Chimera, but i t is good that 
you should know i t ;  for that monster was of th ree forms; its face 
was that of a radiant and noble l ion , i t  had the fi l thy bel ly of a 
goat and i t  was armed wi th  the virulent tai l of a viper. And he 
means that a woman is beaut iful  to look upon, contaminating to 
the touch and deadly  to keep. 

(Ibid . ,  p. 46) 

Yet again woman is seen as a monster, which is beaut iful  and seduc
t ive, foul and dangerous al l  at the same t ime. Women are like the 
Sirens who sang so sweet ly  that they lured sai lors to thei r death :  
"For as she is a l iar by nature, so in her speech she st ings whi le she 
del ights us, " and woman tries very hard to del ight men , Sprenger 
says indignant ly .  "There is no man in the world who stud ies so hard 
to please the good God as even an ordinary woman studies by her 
van it ies to please men" (p. 46). 

It is obvious where Sprenger's witches are to be found today . 
Women today desi re "glamour" and i ts glossy, art ificial beauty to 
enslave men. The beaut ifu l  woman, the vamp who seduces a man so 
that he becomes so obsessed by her that he gives up "all for love" is 
deeply fami l iar to us as part of our mythology in plays, novels and 
films .  Shakespeare drew a port rait of a witch l ike th is in Cleopatra, 
who unmans Antony so that he neglects his empire and even runs 
out of the batt le of Act ium in pursuit of her. Such a femme fatale is 
l i teral l y  fatal to men , not j ust because she can cause his death (as 
Cleopatra caused Antony's) , but because she has in some sense cas
t rated h im .  Antony has been seduced away from h is former manly 
l i fe of war and endurance and has come under the mysterious sexy 
power of a woman . Constant ly his relat ionship with Cleopatra is 
referred to as an "enchantment . "  Cleopatra has t rue glamour. She 
can even seduce Enobarbus, her greatest critic, to ut ter uncharacter
ist ic praise when he recal ls  his first sight of her: 
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Enobarbus: The barge she sat in ,  l ike a burnish'd throne, 
Burn'd on the water. The poop was beaten gold ;  
Purple the sa i ls , and so perfumed that  
The winds were love-sick wi th them; the oars were s i lver, 
Which to the tune of flutes kept stroke, and made 
The water which they beat to  fol low faster, 
As amorous of thei r s trokes. For her own person ,  
I t  beggar'd al l  descript ion .  She  did l ie 
In  her pavi l ion ,  cloth-of-gold ,  of t i ssue, 
O'er p ict u ring that Venus where we see 
The fancy out-work nature .  On each side her 
Stood pret ty d impled boys, l ike smi l ing Cupids 
With d ivers-colour'd fans, whose wind did seem 
To glow the del icate cheeks which they d id cool ,  
And what they undid d id .  

Agrippa: 0, rare for An tony! 
Enobarbus: Her gent lewomen , l ike the Nereides, 

So many mermaids, tended her i ' th '  eyes, 
And made the ir  bends adorings. At the helm 
A seeming mermaid steers. The s i lken tackle 
Swell with the touches of those flower-soft hands 
That yarely frame the office. From the barge 
A st range invisible perfume hi ts  the sense 
Of the adjacent wharfs. The c i ty cast 
Her people out upon her; and Antony, 
Enth ron 'd i '  th' market place, d id sit alone, 
Whist l ing to th' a ir ;  which, but for vacancy, 
Had gone to gaze on Cleopat ra too, 
And made a gap in nature .  

1 1 3 

Glamour is  both erot ic and exotic in our presen t use of the word, and 
Enobarbus dwells on the rich and foreign glossy quality of the opu
lent scene and i ts essen tial unnaturalness .  Nature is "out -worked" by 
fancy and art i fice. Glamour throws a carefu l ly  woven web of art ifici
a l i ty over a woman, and thus conceals her .  The in terest ing th ing 
about th is  famous account  of Cleopatra is  that she herself is absent 
from the descr iption . Cleopatra is h idden by her accessories and 
dazzl ing ambience. Glamour conceals the "real"  woman, and from 
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the start this glamour makes a fool of Antony,  who is  left deserted 
and abandoned by the admiring crowds who have rushed out to look 
at Cleopatra. 

Cleopatra is a secular version of the witch who was persecu ted by 
the Churches during Shakespeare's t ime. Europe wou ld eventual ly 
disown the old witch of the Malleus, but other s l ight ly  disgu ised 
versions of t h is castrat ing witch appeared instead . The witch con
stan t ly  surfaces in  l i terature. She is present in de Sade. His Jul iette is 
a true femme fatale because she does l i teral ly dest roy the men with 
whom she comes in  con tact .  The Sadeian l ibertine is a h ideous inver
sion of the Christian ascet ic :  both try to k i l l  passion in  themselves 
systemat ical ly and both l i ve in a prison of sol i tude, whether it is 
actual ly a prison as in de Sade's case or in the hermi t 's cel l .  De 

Sade's heroines have entered the Western imagination and power
ful ly  but tacit ly  reinforced the myth of the castrat ing woman .  Huys
mans also reinforced the witch fan tasy and showed how psychologi
cal ly  he had been affected by rel igion in his fantasies of female 
degradation and female erot ic power, when he finally converted to 
Cathol ic ism. I n  A Rebours he has a perfect descript ion of the sexy 
witch and the femme fatale: 

I n  this she was altogether female, obedient to her passionate, 
cruel woman 's temperament ;  act ive and al i ve, the more refined ,  
the more savage and the more hatefu l  the  more exquisite ;  she 
was shown awakening man's sleeping passions, powerful ly be
witch ing and subjugat ing his will with the unholy charm of a 
great venereal flower sprout ing in  sacri legious beds and raised in  
impious fields. * 

The wi tch is the essence of woman--cruel , sensual and dangerous .  
In general , the 1 9th  cen tury with i ts cul t  of the sexless woman was 

not a period when one would expect to find many sexy witches, but 
in fact the myth cont inued . Becky Sharp in  Thackeray's Vanity Fair 
is a malevolent witch,  whose sexy charm even makes her a murder
ess . Yet Thackeray was clearly attracted to her far more than to the 
saint ly  Amel ia. the epitome of the good Victorian woman. The witch 
in  the paint ing of the t ime shows that she cont inued to exert the 

• See W.  R .  Hays, The Dangerous Sex. p p .  21 S-20, for H uysmans and the femme 
fatale. 
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same at tract ion over the  imaginat ions of men . Rosset t i ' s  powerfu l 
port ra i ts  of women who have a l l  proved dangerous,  l i ke Pandora or 
Lucrezia Borgia, are bot h erot ic and t h reaten ing.  Above a l l ,  the  
women of the  la te  Burne-Jones are beaut i fu l  and dest ruct i ve to men . 
One th i nks espec ia l ly  of the  mermaid pu l l i ng  the  dead body of a man 
down to The Depths of the Sea, as the  pai n t i ng is  cal led-smi l ing  out 
of the canvas with an  amoral  g lee. Victorian men t ri ed to neutra l ize 
women 's power by mak ing  them sex less,  making them in to  angel ic 
ch i ldren of otherworld ly  goodness, but i n  their imagi nat ions they 
were as aware as ever of t hei r fear  of women and of the ir  powerful  
sexual i ty .  

Our own century has of course pushed the  glamorous woman for
ward as the  ideal woman of male fan tasy.  The fi lm star and t he cover 
g i rl have the same k ind of impenetrabi l i ty  as Cleopatra .  Her g lamour 
makes her i nvu lnerable and untouchable .  H owever, g lamour is a lso a 

qual i t y  that  can make men fee l  i nadequate  and poten t ia l l y  impoten t .  
On our  te levis ion screens  at  presen t  we have a perfect w i t ch  i n  Joan 
Col l ins  as Alexis Colby in  Dynasty. Alexis is essent ia l ly  g lamorous .  
She h as a gl i t tering and exot ic ambience wh ich is expensively erot ic .  
She is sh ielded by g l i t zy c lothes which often sheathe her l ike armor, 
and for al l t heir cont rived sexi ness they actua l ly  say " touch me not . " 
She is  a real  femme fatale, usi ng her glamour to en t rap and enslave 
men, cast rat ing  them emotional ly  and in the bus iness world .  All the 
women in  the  series share the  same touch-me-not  g lamour and the 
same manipu lat ive sexua l i ty ,  usi ng the ir  e rot ic ism as a means of 
power and cont ro l .  In the world of Big Business and Oil Wel ls  i t  i s  
t hei r st rongest weapon ,  and they use i t  sk i l l fu l l y .  

I t  is i n terest ing how many witchcraft terms have survi ved i n  l an 
guage describ ing the way a sexy woman gains  power over men .  Be
s ides "glamour" there is "fasci nat ion , "  which in  the language of 
witchcraft is magic communicated by the evil eye. In the Malleus, 
Sprenger quotes Thomas Aquinas to  the  effect that "fasci nat ion cast 
by the eyes over anot her person" can t ransmit  a "subt le i nfluence" 
over them. People can gain power over other people by looki ng at 
them in  a certain way. 

For the eyes d i rect their glance upon a certa in object wi thout  
t aking not ice of o ther  t h ings and a l though the  vis ion be per-
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fect ly c lear, yet  at the s ight  of some impuri ty ,  such as ,  for exam
ple, a woman during her month ly periods, the eyes will as i t  
were contract a certain impuri ty  . . . and thus if anybody's 
spi ri t  be i nflamed with malice or rage, as is often the case with 
old women,  then thei r  dist urbed spirit looks through thei r eyes, 
for their countenances are most evil and harmfu l  and often ter
rify young chi ldren of tender years, who are extremely impres
sionable. And it may be that this is often natural ,  permit ted by 
God ;  on the other hand ,  i t  may be that these evi l looks are 
i nspired by the devi l .  

(p .  1 7) 

Here Sprenger is s t i l l  puzzl ing over the former pagan wi tchcraft ,  
which at t ributed to old women the  power of  cast ing a spel l  over their 
enemies and inflicting bad luck-maleficium-upon them . He is st i l l ,  
at the outset of  h is thesis, in  the  o ld  pagan world ,  but as he bapt izes 
the old pagan witchcraft and makes it Christ ian the witches become, 
as we have seen , much more sexy .  Fascination, l ike glamour, is seen 
as someth ing deeply malevolen t .  Gradual ly both these words have 
lost their  obvious edge of host i l i ty .  When today we say that a woman 
is  fascinat ing we mean that she is irresist ibly and mysteriously at
t ract ive. The fascinat ing look has changed over the centuries, but it 
is s t i l l  hosti le .  The cool , dangerous aloofness of the Burne-Jones 
woman or the long, chal lenging stare of the fashion model or the 
seductress is always malevolent ,  and men expect this and tel l  them
selves they love it .  A woman who sets out to fascinate a man l ike this 
wants to bring him under her spel l .  

I t  i s  n o  accident that we con t inue t o  use these magic terms to 
describe sexual ly  powerful women. Men often hate the glamorous 
woman at the same time as they drool over her, because she is not for 
them . She is too expensive and out of thei r sexual class. Her ext reme 
sexual i ty  can make a man feel castrated and inadequate :  he has a 
terrible suspicion that if he got her, he wou ldn' t  be able to cope. 
Glamour also protects the "real" women from men. The vamp who 
offers an apparent invi tat ion by her glamorous appearance and fasci 
nat ing stare is often as absen t from th is invi tat ion as Cleopatra was 
absent from Enobarbus' description . I t  is not a real invi tat ion so 
much as a contemptuous chal lenge. Other women hate the vamp 
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because she makes them feel sexual ly second or even th i rd class. 
Witch words l ike "magica l , "  "enchant ing ," "ravish ing ," "bewi tch
ing" preserve the host i l i ty  fel t  for the witch underneath the apparent 
admirat ion .  

Not a l l  women can be glamorous witches, s imply because they 
lack the potent ial  for gloss in thei r appearance, even though many 
women t ry to polish their looks as much as possible. However, i f  a 
woman cannot be El izabeth Taylor, she can cu l t ivate "charm . "  
Women are taught t o  b e  charming far more than men.  I t  is , of 
course, another of those host i le witch words, which has lost its origi
nal malevolent mean ing on the surface but which st i l l ,  while being 
apparen t ly posi t ive, is ambiguous in  both i ts  origin and in  i ts present 
applicat ion .  To say that a woman is  charming is  a compl iment .  We 
rarely th ink of the origi nal mean ing of the word whereby to "charm . .  
somebody is to put an evil spell upon them. It  is pure maleficium and 
i t  used to be pun ishable by law. Nowadays i t  is an asset that is 
pai nstakingly  acqui red . The Malleus had complained that women 
spend too much time and effort t ry ing to please men . We st i l l  do. 
When we set out to be charming we are being placatory .  Charm, l ike 
glamour, is the response of an oppressed woman to the male world 
wh ich she feels, ei ther consciously or in a confused way, is host i le  to 
her. Charm is something that protects us from this hosti l .i ty ,  a magic 
amu let against harm . Behind th is barrier of charm women can be 
"themselves" and th ink their own thoughts. For many women charm 
becomes qui te "natural ,  . .  just as glamour is a "natural . .  way of l i fe 
for others. Both are protecti ve camouflage. Cleopatra's glamour 
meant that she hersel f  remained mysterious in  the midst of her mi
nutely described exot ic equipment in the barge. Those of us who 
can ' t  be glamorous usual ly have to work very hard at charm as a 
subst i tute .  I f  the world doesn't  stop breath lessly when we walk in to a 
room ,  we try to make ourselves magical in  other ways. Charm is a 
way of neut ral iz ing enmity before i t  has t ime to emerge. 

Yet perhaps the way women charm men reveals con tempt : butter 
him up--that 's  a l l  he can cope with .  I t  is qui te possible also that men 
sense th is  d isdain .  In a way charm can be as cast rat ing as glamour .  
To charm a snake is to subdue i t  so that i t  is no longer dangerous but 
complete ly under the charmer's power. To charm a man can be an 
at tempt to subdue him to our female needs wi th a web of sweetness, 
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blunt ing h is  aggressive edge, j ust as Deli lah unmanned and castrated 
Samson when she cut  off al l  his hair, after luring h im to sleep and 
inattention by her soft flattery .  Men may feel  in  some inchoate way 
threatened and despised by our charm. Women too bel i t t le  them
selves by being end lessly placat ing and end lessly charming, as we 
have been taught by our mothers. Perpetual ly charming behavior 
reinforces with in us the fear of a potent ia l ly host i le world and per
haps thus makes the world more host i le than it need be. The charm
ing woman often finds i t  extremely difficult  to lay aside her protec
t ive camouflage if she needs to be tough or direc t .  This web of art ifice 
has become natural .  However, i t  is important that she learns to be 
able to abandon charm when necessary, as men have always been 
able to do. 

What is sad about the Malleus Maleficarum is that i t  reveals such 
a confused and unhappy picture of the relationship between men and 
women . Clearly i t  was as possible then as i t  is today for ord inary men 
and women to conduct a perfect ly  amicable relat ionship .  There are 
even l i t t le g l impses of th is  in  the Malleus, when , for example, the 
man who th inks he's lost  his penis goes into the pub to cheer himself 
up and soon finds h imself pouring out the whole story to a woman he 
meets there. Again ,  when another castratee goes to the witch to ask 
for his  penis  back ,  she is perfectly pleasan t  about returning i t .  Obvi
ously men and women weren ' t  in a state of out-and-out warfare, any 
more than we are today. However, the sexual neurosis which the 
Church had been trying to spread for centuries was certainly mani
fest ing itself in these cast rat ion terrors and fears of impotence, and 
the pic ture the Malleus gives us of embittered women who wi l l  
roundly "curse" men when they are h urt . The neuroses are al l  confu
sions and misdirections of natural impulses. The men hadn' t  real ly 
lost their pen ises, they only fe l t  that they had .  The women couldn ' t  
real ly make men who had hurt them impotent, but a lot of them 
thought they could .  Today we are simi larly confused . The way 
witchcraft has survived in the words we use to describe women 
shows that there is t he same latent host i l i ty  as ever there was. Of 
course men can be glamorous and charming too, but for them glam
our and charm are optional ext ras . Everybody expects a man to get 
tough, but when a woman does she runs the risk of being cal led a 
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castrat ing bi tch,  even though she is perhaps being even more castrat
ing when she is being charming. 

The fact that we prefer to cal l a woman a cas trat ing bitch rather 
than a cas trat ing witch is instruct ive; so is the way we have com
plete ly buried the wi tchy mean ing of words l ike glamour and charm, 
while at the same t ime we have both-men and women--decided to 
use these words instead of d iscarding them for something more neu
t ral .  I t  shows the way we have chosen in our day-to-day l ives to 
"forget" the Witch Holocaust ;  l ike a l l  the great panics, once i t  is over 
we fee l  only embarrassment at the mania that swept through our  
cu l ture. The Wi tch Hunts happened a long t ime ago, but at some 
level we st i l l  remember them in  shame and in fear, so that we don ' t  
want to th ink what  we are rea l ly  saying when we praise a woman for 
being "enchant ing" or "bewi tch ing ."  They have scarred the relat ion
ship between men and women in the West ,  but perhaps the most 
horrifying th ing is that they were deeply typical of the relat ions be
tween the sexes, and st i l l  con t inue to be so subl imina l ly  today. 

The Witch Hun ts, which rea l ly  got under way in the 1 6th and 
1 7th  cen tury, were conducted as a ruth less program of exterminat ion 
of the enemies of society .  Women were rounded up and tortured unt i l  
they  confessed to having in tercourse wi th the Devi l  and having a t 
tended sabbaths; thei r bod ies were prurien t ly  searched for the  st igma 
of wi tchcraft;  they were tort ured unti l  they betrayed other women 
who were hunted up in their turn.  Confession did not mean pardon 
and the witches were burned as heret ics-many of them reneging on 
thei r confessions at the stake, even though they stood to gain nothing 
by this .  

The most f1ighten ing th ing about the Malleus is not the pathet ic 
fan tasies men and women were sudden ly having about  each other, 
but the cold and merci less way Sprenger, in  the service of the 
Ch urch ,  organized this neurotic confusion into a systematic persecu
t ion .  What Sprenger began to do  was to systemat ize the t rad i t ional 
Christian hatred of women, and the later Witch H unts bui l t  on his 
work. The old misogyn ist ic charges were now insufficien t .  Besides al l  
thei r tradi t ional fau l ts, women now became truly d iabol ical-havi ng 
sex with the Devi l and worshipping him in huge orgiast ic sabbaths.  
This ext raordi nary charge was not new. In his book Europe 's Inner 
Demons, Norman Cohn has bri l l iant ly  shown that for cen turies the 
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Church had developed a standard set of charges against heret ics and 
ou tsiders .  The early Christ ians had been accused by the Roman au
thorit ies of having cannibal ist ic feasts and sexual orgies. Such 
charges were useful to authori t ies when they wanted to suppress 
their enemies. They made the outsider monstrous to people and just i 
fied persecu t ion. In 1 022,  for example,  Adhemar of Chabannes de
scribed the pract ices of the Cathars who were burned that year in 
Orleans:  they carry about  with them the ashes of murdered chi ldren,  
he says, they adore the Devi l  who appears to them at first l ike a 
dusky Egypt ian and later as an angel , and who daily brings them 
huge suppl ies of money; at the command of the Devil the Cathars 
ent irely reject the mysteries of Christ ,  and even though on the out
side they appear to be good Christ ians,  i n  secret they commit 
. .  c rimes and atroci t ies which i t  i s  shameful  even to speak about . " I t  
was not enough for the Church to condemn the Cathars' heretical 
opinions :  they had to be feared by the people as abominable enemies 
of society .  There is a real paranoia about the enemies h idden in the 
midst of society that characterizes al l  true Western witch hunts .  The 
same complex of accusations: cannibalism, Satan ism, orgies and sod
omy was brought up  against a number of heret ics including the 
Cathars, the Waldenses and the Frat icel l i .  When in the 1 4th  century 
Phi l ip  I V  of France wanted to destroy the powerful and weal thy 
Order of Knights Templar for ent irely pol i t ical reasons, he had to  
show they were heretics by bringing up th is standard l is t  of charges. 
The wretched Templars were tortured and forced to admit  these 
accusations of sodomy, cann ibalism and devil worsh ip .  Like the 
wi tches, many of them reneged on their confessions at the stake and 
main tained thei r innocence. Later, when the same cluster of accusa
tions was brought against wi tches, it was wi th the same unconscious 
aim of creat ing a stereotype which was so inhuman that the strongest 
measures were just ified to exterminate these evil enemies of society. 
It is su rely sign ificant that th is complex of charges was used most 
intensively of all against women .  The witch craze takes to its logical 
extreme the gradual Christ ian ost racizing of women, so that woman 
is now The Great Outsider in  league with the Inhuman Satan. 

The wi tchcraft craze was, however, not merely the final act of 
host i l i ty  against women , it was also an unconscious and compulsive 
revolt against a rel igion which everybody accepted inte l lectual ly  
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without quest ion but  was too repressive and unheal thy emotional ly .  
I nquis i tors and . .  witches" together in  the tort u re chambers, in  their 
dreams, in  their fears created a fantasy which was a deliberate inver
sion of orthodox Christ ian i ty .  Thus the Black Mass became a horri
fying but perverse ly sat isfy ing ceremony where the Devi l  was wor
shipped instead of Christ ;  where instead of Communion there was a 
cann ibal is t ic feast and instead of sexual repression a giant orgy 
where every type of sexual perversion so strongly forbidden by the 
Church could be enjoyed in fantasy (both by the wi tch, by those who 
dreamed about sabbaths and, st i l l  more significant ly ,  by the Inquis i 
tor) .  The panic spread l ike wi ldfire because the neurosis had been so 
effect ively ,  and yet in so submerged a way, prepared for over the 
cen turies . At  last  men and women were sexual l y  cooperat ing and 
creat ing a giant in ternat ional fan tasy . The resu l t  was that women 
revealed themselves, under torture, to be as evil and perverted as 
Christ ians had always believed them to be. They had always been 
outside God 's plan; now it  was shown that they were the friends and 
lovers of the Devi l .  

I t  was a deeply sick process, where one fan tasy, one dream fed 
another, one account of an inquis i t ion fed another .  I f  the creation of 
the Sabbath showed how deeply people wanted to reject Christ ian i ty 
and showed in fan tastic and detai led form exact ly  what they fel t  
emotionaHy about i t s  repressions and restrictions,  t h e  Incubus fan
tasy showed what the Christ ian world real ly thought of sex .  I t  was 
now convenient for the Church to bel ieve the flying fantasies of 
women i t  had previously condemned ( i t  explained for one th ing how 
the women managed to attend these huge mythical sabbaths, which 
were often held miles away, and get back safe ly afterwards to their 
husband 's beds). I t  a lso sui ted their detestat ion of sexual i ty  to believe 
that demons reaHy did copulate wi th  men and with women. There 
al ready existed a s trong Christ ian con nection between s in ,  sex and 
women , and the idea that a devil real ly did come down and have 
sexual in tercourse with women was s imply an aspect of this deep 
complex, which had exploded in to  a perverse neurosis .  P ruriently the 
Inquisi tors tortured every deta i l  of these imaginary diabol ic cou
pl i ngs out of the unfortunate women , who, crazed wi th pain ,  gu i l t  
and sexual dreams, fed their curiosi ty .  The Devi l 's  penis was fou l  to 
touch and icy cold ;  i t  was so unnaturaHy huge that i t  could not be 
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inserted without excruciat ing pain .  Sex was now being rejected as 
monst rous, evi l and d iabolic in a fantasy which was the logical out
come of everything that theologians and preachers had been saying 
about i t  for centuries. 

In one respect ,  the devils were actual ly  more virtuous than 
women, some of the writers on witchcraft declared . Nider, the Do
min ican Inquisitor, says that the devils themselves hate sex and find 
i t  repuls ive "because of the abominat ion and shame of the sin .  The 
Wicked Angels, because of the nobi l i ty  of the state in which they 
were created, abhor having to undertake these foul sins, whether i t  is 
sodomy or even simple fornication . "  Only the very lower orders of 
devils ,  he declares, as does Henricus Institoris, wiJI take on th is job. 
It is  because women are so lewd and foul  in  their insatiable lust that 
the devils find it a convenient way of enl ist ing them in the service of 
Satan .  These incred ible theories sound l ike the ravings of lunat ics, 
but the writers of these t reat ises on witchcraft were, in all other 
respects, sophist icated and learned men . Girolamo Viscont i ,  for ex
ample, who published his treatise Lamiarum sive Striarum Opuscu
lum in 1 490, was of a very noble fami ly ,  became a Dominican Pro
vincial of Upper Lombardy and was Professor of Logic of the 
Universi ty of Mi lan .  He was not a crazed religious fanatic or a wan
dering lunatic preacher, but a scholar of renown. Yet he could write 
that to dismiss the incubus theory as a mere fantasy was "an ex
t remely dangerous opinion, one which was opposed to the fai th and 
against the honour of almighty God Himself. "  They are not the 
fantasies arising out of a melancholic humour, but actual events .  
Devi ls are summoned to women "because of their carnal desires. "  

Viscont i  concludes by  remarking that a l though there are male 
witches, witchcraft is predominant ly a female heresy .  The Malleus 
would reinforce th is att i tude, and quickly influenced other writers on 
witchcraft who make the same ident ification of witches and women . 
Thus Sylvester Prierias, wri t ing his De Strigmagarum Daemonum
que Mirandis i n  the early 1 6th century,  is ful ly  imbued with the 
doctrines of the Malleus. I t  is women who at tract demons, because of 
their abominable J ust, he asserts, but he is afraid that if women are 
told about witchcraft even more women wil l  invoke demons to grat
ify their passions. Later in the century ,  Arnaldo Albertin i  published 
his very influent ial and esteemed De Agnoscendis Assertionibus 
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Catho/icis et Haereticis Tractatus, where he stated categorica l ly that 
wi tchcraft is cal led a heresy maleficarum not maleficorum because i t  
consists far more largely of women than men because of the frai l ty of 
the female sex and because of the insatiable l ust of women who, 
besides rais ing storms and damaging men's property,  also have the 
power to make men impotent .  The Jesuits Peter Thyraeus and Paul 
Laymann ,  whose wi tchcraft t reat i ses both went through numerous 
edi t ions in the 1 6th century,  both  st ress that i t  i s  a women's heresy 
because of the fil thy lusts of the female sex .  To deny, as male scholars 
l ike Norman Cohn or Kei th  Thomas have both done recent ly ,  that 
the Witch Craze bore any special malevolence to women is to ignore 
a substan t ial amount of evidence in  the principal writers on witch
craft at the t ime of the craze. I t  is t rue that men were also execu ted, 
but  witchcraft is seen as a woman 's vice. The l is t  of reasons for th is  
are perhaps best summarized by Lupa da Bergamo, whose t reat ise 
Nova Lux was published in 1 648 and was reissued by the I nquis i t ion 
twice yearly .  Why, he asks, are women more suscept ible to witch
craft than men? Because they are talkat ive and garrulous, and can 
thus corrupt a whole neighborhood wi th  their gossip and malevo
lence; because they are mean spi rited , so that when they get de
pressed they can ' t  shake off their depression and so are wide open to 
the temptat ions of the Devi l .  Women are deeply v indict ive by nature 
and the Devil offers them the means of revenge; they are credu lous 
and ignorant so that devi ls can eas i ly delude them. Like Eve, they 
are curious and long to know about hidden things .  They are, there
fore , special ly tempted by the occu l t .  Women are softer than men 
and more impressionable :  i f  they are taught by good spiri ts they are 
very devout ,  but if they fal l  under the influence of evil spirits they are 
more wicked than the most wicked men. What sort of women be
come wi tches? he asks. Some people say that they are women whose 
fai th  is weak, others say that it is ambit ious women who are more 
susceptible to witchcraft .  His own feel ing is that i t  i s  those women 
"who are given to carnal vices, l ike adul terous wives and prost i tutes. 
I agree with this last for they principal ly seek to make men impo
ten t . "  

There was a good deal of  skept icism about the  incubus theory,  but 
very often skeptics used their doubts to make another attack on 
women. Thus in his De Spirituum Apparationibus (publ ished in  1 597) 
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Peter Thyraeus says that  he th inks that  many people, especial ly 
women, imagine the whole thing because women have such part icu
larly fi l thy minds.  There was no way for women to win . You could be 
a good and pious woman but s t i l l  deeply su&cept ible to witchcraft 
however virtuous you t ried to be. Thus Nicholas Remy, whose 
Demonolatria ( 1 595) became one of the most important books in the 
movement ,  declares that judges must not be deceived by a woman's 
piety .  There was, he says, a case of a woman in Metz:  she was always 
first  in  Church and the last to leave i t ,  was always praying and 
crossing herself and yet she was burned as a witch.  Convents were 
certain ly  no havens from witchcraft .  Jean Bodin ,  wri t ing in  1 58 1 ,  
says that women often flee to monasteries to hide their witchcraft 
under the gu ise of sancti ty .  The German Jurist J ustus Oldekop, who 
was a fierce cri t ic  of the Witch Hun ts ,  showed caust ical ly how a 
woman could do noth ing to help herself, once accused, because the 
case was rigged against  her no matter what the evidence or what her 
character was l ike. Everyth ing proved her gui l t :  

. . . i f  a woman i s  especial ly regular in  publ ic worsh ip ,  i t  is 
argued that the worst witches make the greatest show of piety
and if she is neglectfu l ,  it is the same. So wi th morals-an ir
reprehensible l i fe is an indicium and so is an evil one. According 
to the absurd j udgements of these j udges everything is an excuse 
for torture and condemnat ion . So i t  is that if a woman brought 
before the j udge has an assured or unchanged countenance, i t  is 
said that only witches carry so bold a front .  If she is terrified 
and cast down, i t  is the consciousness of gui l t  and the pangs of 
conscrence. 

(Observationes Criminales Practicae, 7 ,  8 ,  1 640) 

There were a few brave men l ike Oldekop who stood out against 
the belief in witchcraft, though not as many as one migh t have 
hoped . Perhaps the best known of these was the German physician 
Johann Weyer, who wrote his famous cri t ique in  1 563 ,  when the 
Craze was at i ts  height .  Weyer st i l l  bel ieves in the Devi l ,  but th inks 
that the Devi l has caused th is  fan tasy in men's minds. He is certain 
that a l l  the tales of witches, about  their night fl ights, thei r sabbaths 
and their intercourse with demons, come from sick bodies and sick 
minds. If  wi tches real ly are so dangerous to the human race, he asks, 
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then why doesn' t  Germany employ one ful l  t ime to  work against the 
national enemy, the Turks? Weyer bit terly at tacks priests and monks 
who have no medical knowledge but who rush in as soon as a woman 
fal ls  i l l and start t rying to prove that she is bewi tched. He ridicules 
the book of a German priest of the town of Gueldres, where Weyer 
h imself was pract ic ing medicine .  One of the young nuns in a very 
strict convent fel l  s l ight ly i l l .  The priest declared that she could not 
be cured unless the Mass was performed on her bel ly .  In an age of 
fai th  th is would not just be a dist urbing and k inky experience for a 

gir l ,  but a deeply t raumatic one, so i t  is  not surpris ing that after th is  
Mass she became much more s ick than before. 

What Weyer shows us is  that many women real ly d id  believe that 
they were witches and had in tercourse wi th the Devil  and wor
sh ipped at sabbaths .  He had h imself been called into many convents 
where there was an epidemic of possession by the Devil ,  and had 
usual ly  found that the cause of the possession symptoms was all too 
natural . The c lassic case that he invest igated was at the Convent of 
Nazareth in Cologne in  1 565 .  What he discovered was that many of 
the nuns had had lovers from the town, who used to steal into the 
convent at night .  When th is  scandal was d iscovered and the lovers 
were kept out ,  n uns began to be "possessed" by the Devi l .  I t  began 
with a fourteen-year-old nun called Gertrude, whose lover had been 
part icularly assiduous so that she was now particularly frust rated. In  
her  sleep she would go  through a l l  the  motions of violent sexual 
in tercourse, and her dreams convinced her that she was being vis i ted 
by an incubus. Her roommate observed Gertrude's ant ics and began 
to reproduce the symptoms herself. The symptoms then spread 
through the convent l i ke wi ldfire .  There was nobody left to satisfy 
Gertrude and her fel low nuns but the Devi l .  

Somet imes, however, t h e  cause of these fantasies seems to have 
been pure lonel iness i nstead of sexual frust rat ion.  The Bishop of 
Trier, Peter Binfield, wri t ing in  1 623 , tel ls the story of Anna of 
Rover, who was denounced by her son and burned at the stake in 
1 590. Anna claimed that she had been ill treated by her husband . She 
was lonely and dis traught .  When one of her chi ldren was dying she 
believed that she had been abandoned by God also. There was noth
ing in  orthodox rel igion that could comfort or satisfy her .  In her 
despair she fel t  there was noth ing left for her but the Devi l .  She 
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called upon him,  and he immed iately appeared at her cal l .  Her son 's 
account is equal ly eloquent of the sexual gui l t  that caused witchcraft 
to thrive-it is j ust l i ke a story in the Malleus. He had seduced a 
young gir l ,  and after having sex wi th her, he dreamed that he was 
visi ted by a succubus.  In horror he told Anna all about it ,  and she 
consoled him by . .  taking him with her" to a sabbath . Just as the 
possession had swept al l  through the Convent of Nazareth,  so did 
witchcraft sweep through Anna's home. All her chi ldren fel l  vict ims 
to the craze and started dreaming of sabbaths,  iden t ifying wi th thei r  
mother because of their own lonel iness or sexual gu i l t . The two old
est chi ldren were burned with Anna and the youngest two, who were 
s t i l l  minors, were imprisoned for l ife .  

Another story of a loneliness that led to a woman embracing 
witchcraft is the sad story of Jeanne Harvil l iers, whose case came 
before the Parlement de Paris in 1 578 .  Her mother had been burned 
as a witch when she was a chi ld and she herself, as the daughter of a 
witch, had been scourged by order of the Parlemen t .  The t rauma did 
not end there. The st igma of her mother made Jeanne a complete 
outsider. Constant ly  forced to move house and change her name to 
escape the disgrace of wi tchcraft, Jeanne event ual ly became so lonely 
that she fel t  she had no one to turn to but the Devi l .  Like Anna of 
Rover, she felt t hat God was not in terested in her and that conven
t ional rel igion-which, after a l l ,  was responsible for her sufferings
had no comfort to offer her. Jeanne became convinced that her 
mother had consecrated her to  the Devi l ,  when she was twelve years 
old .  She confessed freely ,  wi thout torture, that a devi l  used to appear 
to her as a tall man, dressed in dark clothes,  booted and spurred and 
wearing a sword . He became her only friend , promising to take care 
of her and to make her happy. He also became her lover, and Jeanne 
had intercourse with h im unt i l  she was fifty years old, when she was 
final ly accused by her neighbors of witchcraft .  By that t ime Jeanne 
had got married , but her husband was clearly not as support ive as 
her handsome devil with whom Jeanne described having sex while 
her husband lay asleep beside her in the same bed . The devi l  would 
leave his horse at her door, she said, but nobody but herself could see 
i t .  Clearly ,  al l  that Jeanne was doing was creating for herself an 
imaginary companion to assuage her loneliness. The isolation of 
Anna and Jeanne shows that women t urned to witchcraft for simple 
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human comfort:  they had no hope in God, no hope in their husbands 
or in  the Church .  Even though Jeanne confessed to her incubus, this 
was not enough for her judges . She had to conform to the whole 
wi tch-package, and was tortured unt i l  she confessed that she had 
also flown through the air, visi ted sabbaths and worshipped Beelze
bub. 

The tort ures inflicted upon these poor women before thei r inevita
ble deaths show clearly the hatred of women that inspi red the Craze. 
Weyer was appal led by what he saw in the prisons. The accused 
women, he insisted, were not heret ics; they were poor, ignoran t 
women who were sick and deluded . They should be t reated kindly 
and shown the errors of thei r ways . Instead 

. . . these wretched women , whose minds have already been 
disturbed by the del usions and arts of the devi l ,  are now upset 
by frequent torture ,  are kept in prolonged sol i tude in the 
squalor and darkness of thei r dungeons, exposed to the hideous 
spect res of the devi l and constant ly  d ragged out to endure atro
cious torment unt i l  they would glad ly  exchange at any moment 
th is most bi t ter existence for death ,  are wil l ing to confess what
ever crimes are suggested to them rather than be thrust back 
into their h ideous dungeon amid ever-recurring torture. 

(De Prestigiis Daemonum et 
lncantationibus ac Veneficiis IV, vi , b) 

The most unforget table depict ion of the suffering inflicted upon 
witches is given by the Jesui t  Fried rich Von Spee, whose hair went 
prematurely gray after his experience at the witch trials in  Westpha
l ia and Franconia. He was certain that innocent people were being 
executed .  I ndeed, when he asked the judges whether i t  were possible 
for an innocent woman who was once brought into the Inquis i torial 
machine to be acqui t ted ,  the judges were unable to answer h im .  Von 
Spee was horrified by the way these women were t reated, and wrote a 
brave denunciation of the injust ice and cruel ty of the system :  

I confess that I would a t  once admit  any  crime and choose death 
rather than such suffering and I have heard many men, re l igious 
and of uncommon forti tude, say the same. What then is to be 
presumed of the female, fragi le  sex? . . . I know that many die 
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under enormous tortures, some are crippled for l i fe, many are so 
torn that when they are beheaded t he execut ioner does not dare 
to bare their shoulders and expose them to the people. Some
t imes they have to be hurried to the place of execut ion lest they 
die by the way. 

Some women , he says, are driven to confess and then th ink that they 
have forfei ted salvation for falsely confessing such a terrible crime as 
witchcraft ,  so that i t  "is incredible what despair they suffer in  prison, 
unless they find someone to comfort and instruct them."  He explains 
what gruesome rea l i ty  l ies behind the phrase "without torture ."  
When judges proudly say that someone confessed "without torture ," 
th is  is a piece of meaningless jargon : 

I made enquiry and learned that in real i ty they were tortured, 
but only in  an i ron press with sharp-edged channels over the 
sh ins, in  which they are pressed l ike a cake bringing blood and 
causing intolerable pain and th is is technical ly  called "without 
tortu re." 

(Cautio Crimina/is, xx) 

To write so c ri t ica l ly of the Inquis i t ion was extremely dangerous, 
and Von Spee is said to have been imprisoned h imself for this expose. 

The wi tchcraft craze had spent i tsel f by the end of the 1 7th cen
tury ;  i ts ferocious lunacy could not survive in the cooler and more 
rational c l imate of the Enl ightenment .  However, in some very impor
tant sense i t  is s t i l J  not over. We have seen that i t  s t i l l  affects our 
language; men and women st i l J  choose to th ink about women sexu
al ly in terms of wi tchcraft ,  however thoroughly we think we have 
empt ied the words of their original host i l i ty .  We are s t i l l  uneasy 
about the Witch Hun ts .  This can be seen in  the theories that keep 
trying to explain i t  away : witchcraft wasn ' t  a host i le fantasy-there 
real ly were witches and Satanic cu l ts ;  there never real ly was a wi tch
craft craze at a l l ,  i t  is just  a myth ;  we mustn ' t  exaggerate the host i l i ty  
to women that  the Witch Craze exhibited . I f  the West has been 
scarred emotional ly by the Nazi Holocaust, the Witch Craze, which 
raged throughout Europe (not just in one country) and which lasted 
for over two hundred years, must have left a scar on Western att i 
tudes. Men and women must s t i l l  look at one another in  gui l t  and 
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fear, however subl iminal our memory of the Craze. I t  shows how 
deeply women were ostracized in the world of Western Christian i ty .  
The extraordinary thing is that so many women managed not only to 
survive in  this dangerous world but even managed to gain respect 
from men and a modicum of power. The methods they used may 
seem foreign to our secular cu l ture, but in fact st i l l  affect the way 
women seek to l iberate themselves from male dominance .  



4 

WHY BE A 

VIRGIN? 

Today women feel tha t  they "ought"  in some sense to be indepen
dent .  A woman is no longer always commended for clinging help
less ly to a man . Yet independence poses certain crucial problems for 
women . Most women, whether they l ike i t  or nor, are financial ly 
dependent upon men , if  only for a certain period of their l ives-when 
they are bearing chi ldren, for example .  Financial dependency in
duces an emotional dependency , even if the woman is not al ready 
emotional ly dependent upon her man. It is s t i l l  t rue that the vast 
majori ty of women feel more secure and "complete" in some kind of 
monogamous relat ionsh ip with a man . I ndeed, the way society is run 
can make th ings very d ifficul t  for a woman on her own . This being 
so, i t  is surprisi ng that the ideal of independence for women has been 
so quickly and firmly established during the last fifteen years. I t  
seems that the ideal i s  spreading .  I t  i s  no longer confined t o  the 
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middle and upper c lasses , but is appeal ing to work ing-c lass women, 
who have always been more dependent financial ly on their menfolk ,  
though perhaps their emotional dependence has expressed i tself in 
very d ifferent ways from the dependency of middle-class women . 
Work ing-c lass women have not been able to afford the luxury of 
being delicate and c l i nging. In  other cu l tures, where a woman is seen 
simply in her relat ion to her men and to her fami ly ,  the ideal of 
female independence would be anathema. In  our society i t  has found 
ready acceptance because i t  is not a new ideal at al l  but has been with 
us for nearly two thousand years. From the earl iest days of the 
Church, a l though the overwhelming majority of women were mar
ried and dependent ,  Christ iani ty kept before them the idea l  of inde
pendent women who could l iberate themselves from the shackles of 
their sex, free themselves of subject ion to mere men and be ful ly  
equal to men.  Later these women were the virgin saints .  

Virg in i ty very soon became a h igh ly respected Chris t ian ideal and 
the Fathers of the Ch urch developed a theology of chast i ty  and vir
gi n i ty .  Inevitably these ideas fi l tered through to the ordinary people, 
through sermons, through art and through stories and song. Far 
more powerfu l  than abst ract ideas were the examples of the role 
models that were placed by the Ch urch before al l  the fai thful in the 
saints .  When the Church canon izes an indiv idual i t  asserts that that 
person has defini tely got to heaven and that he or she pract iced 
virtue to a heroic degree on earth .  Obviously canon izat ion wi l l  not 
benefi t the sain t  in any way . The aim is to put before the members of 
the Church examples of heroic v irt ue and to show the ord i nary 
Christ ian d ifferent ways of l iv ing the holy Christian l i fe .  There have 
been people who were certain ly  very sain t ly  but who have not been 
canon ized because it was fel t  to be inexpedient or pol i t ical l y  inadvis
able to do so. For !}early sixteen hundred years, the l i ves of the saints  
dominated the rel igious l i ves of most Christ ians, and in many ways 
they were more fami l iar figures to the Christ ian than God or Jesus. 

Protestantism stamped out the cult of the saints  with good reason . 
I t  smacked of pagan ism , and even though the Ch rist ian was officia l ly 
aware that  the sa ints  were not di vine, for unsophist icated and unedu
cated people the dist inct ion between a holy saint  and Jesus was d iffi
cu l t .  Everybody knew the l i ves and legends of  the sain ts, especia l ly 
the sa ints  of their  own country or region .  The sa ints  were pat rons, 
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they would take care of you, look after your physical and spi ri tual 
interests and in tercede with God for you. The cult of the saints began 
before the fal l  of the Roman Empire and people would frequent the 
shrines of the saints and martyrs because they were "the friends of 
God . " Hol iness was fel t  to be local i zed almost physical ly in these 
shrines and in the relics that they housed . The sain t  thus provided a 
holy place where people could be nearer to God . The idea of a patron 
was very important in the world of Late Antiquity .  Powerful  people 
would take a promising young man under their wing and help him 
on his  way,  j ust as later during the Renaissance a r ich person would 
become a "patron" of a painter or a poet and give him money and 
help to advance his career. In Late Ant iqui ty this idea of patronage 
was appl ied to the sain t ,  who would help and guide his devotee. 
Later, when Christ ianity moved from the sophist icated Medi terra
nean world to the north and the barbarian nations were converted, 
the sain ts  increased in  importance. Their stories were more immedi
ate ly comprehensible and sympathet ic than many of the compl icated 
doctrines of the church, and people would be as well acquainted with 
them as they were wi th the princ ipal s tories of the Bible or wi th 
pagan legends. Even today Cathol ic chi ldren often have saints whose 
stories are as fami l iar  to them as those of the Sleeping Beauty or Jack 
and the Beanstalk .  Not only were the common i l l i terate people very 
fami l iar with the sain ts' l i ves, they would pray to them too as much 
as they would pray to Jesus or to the Virgin Mary .  Various sain ts  
were-and st i l l  are, in the  Cathol ic world-considered especial ly 
helpfu l  in differen t emergencies or in d ifferen t c ircumstances. Thus 
you would pray to St. Antony if you had lost something, to St. Blaise 
if you had a sore throat or to St. J ude if  you were real ly desperate, 
because he was the patron sain t  of hopeless cases . The legends and 
stories prol iferated and obviously d iffered in  the tel l ing from one 
region to another. In the 1 3 th century Jacobus de Voragine col lected 
as many of them as he could in The Golden Legend, which became 
the fi rst international bestsel ler .  

The sain ts were more than mere characters in legends; they were 
real be ings who had celest ia l  powers and who would in tervene in 
your l ife. and who were more immediate figures than the majestic 
Christ . Thus when St. Joan of Arc heard voices and was pressed by 
her judges to name them, i t  did not occur  to her to th ink that Jesus 
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had spbken to her ;  her "voices" were the voices of her favori te sain ts .  
I n  much the  same way in our own century peasant chi ldren who 
have had visions at Lourdes and Fat ima have seen not  Jesus but the  
V irgin Mary,  who obviously figured more powerful ly  in  thei r imagi
nations and rel igious l i ves than Jesus Christ . Du ring the Fi rst Cru
sade visions abounded, and again the people the Crusaders "saw" 
were the sa ints .  If  Christ appeared , i t was often as a silent figure, who 
stood beside the sai nt but took no part in the conversation . An in ter
est ing feature of the Crusades is that they reveal how very local the 
influence of the saints  were fel t  to be . The saints the Crusaders saw in 
thei r  vis ions were Eastern saints ,  whose cu l ts they had heard of in 
the West but who were not important in  Europe. Instead of "seeing" 
S t .  Mart in  of Tours for example ,  who was a very popular warrior 
saint  in the West ,  the Crusaders saw Eastern warrior sai nts who 
would hi t herto have been very shadowy real i t ies to them: St. Theo
dore, S t .  Demetrius and St. George. St. George became so important  
that when they even tual ly reached h is  birthplace near Ramleh in  
Palest ine the  Crusaders instant ly  created a special bishop to  look 
after his shrine and held a service there, making up the ceremonial 
for the occasion. S imi larly ,  although Pope Urban II had played an 
important role in  the Crusade, when the Crusaders referred to St .  
Peter they referred to him and prayed to h im as the Bishop of Ant i 
och in  Syria, not  as  the Bishop of Rome. In  the East ,  Peter's powers 
and functions were fel t  to be qui te  d ifferent from his powers i n  the 
West .  The saints ,  therefore, d id not occupy some vague and universal 
celest ia l  sphere. Thei r power was local ized. Thei r presence was fel t  
to belong to th i s  world and to  be  physical ly present in some places 
more than in others. It is c learly a pagan concept ion . The Romans 
had sp iri ts  which were the "gen ius" of certain places and in the 
newly Christian mind, these gen i i  were the saints .  Clearly,  to the 
primit ive mind the dist inction between the saints and Jesus was very 
marginal . They were both heavenly beings, but the saints  could seem 
to be-even physica l ly  and material ly-more immediate and real .  

When women looked to the  women saints  for role models, they 
had lots of examples . However, women cou ld not have fai led to be 
impressed by one th ing :  nearly every single sain t  was a vi rgin .  I f  she 
had unfortunately lost her v irgi n i ty ,  as often as not she would revert 
has t i ly  to ce l ibacy in  order to achieve t rue sanct i ty .  The message was 
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clear. The only serious Christian women were usually cel ibate and 
nearly always virgins.  Sex and marriage did not figure as saint ly 
attributes, but were for the second-class women of the Church .  This 
was indeed the teaching of Christ ian i ty  unt i J  the Reformation, and i t  
was so firmly establ ished as a Christian real i ty that even Calv in ,  who 
wrote very pos i t ively about marriage, found i t  impossible to deny 
that v irgin i ty  was a h igher vocation.  Furthermore, the legends and 
stories began to offer qui te powerful  images of vi rgini ty which made 
the more abstruse teaching of the Fathers graphic and immediate. 
They were images not only of independence but of autonomy. In 
many of these legends the whole point  of the woman saint ' s  story 
seems to have been v irgin i ty .  She holds on to i t  at all costs. Often the 
story seems to have been more about  "How to Keep One's Virgin i ty 
in  Difficult  Circumstances" than about  the love of God.  The virgin is  
indeed a woman who holds hersel f i ndependent of man,  but in  doing 
so she becomes autonomous. The dict ionary tends to define the 
words "autonomy" and "independence" in  terms of one another, but  
they do have s l ight ly d ifferent mean ings .  Independence, as appl ied to 
women,  means that a woman is not subject  to a man and can exist 
apart from men . Autonomy carries more of a feel ing of self-suffi
ciency .  The autonomous person could exist very satisfactori J y  on a 
desert is land .  This ideal of self-sufficiency is one that is  much ad
mired in our own t ime and indeed theologians l ike Don Cupitt  have 
argued that because man today wants to be autonomous-to create a 
l i fe and ident i ty by h imself instead of being weakly dependent on an 
omnipotent Dei ty-the old ideas of God are no longer mean ingful  to 
h im .  The autonomous person remains at some level indifferent and 
impervious to his surroundings. However unpleasant they migh t  be, 
he remains himself; h is  in tegri ty  is  not threatened, he is master of his 
own dest iny and does not have to wai t for circumstances to improve 
before he acts in the way that is characterist ic of h im.  On a desert 
island or in  sol i tary confinement he wi l l  not go mad .  In  a pol i t ical l y  
corrupt system he wi l l  no t  become venal ,  because he  has h i s  own 
standards and his own sources of mot i vation that do not depend on 
the outside world .  Al though such a person need not be at all i nsensi
t ive ,  he does remain at one level impervious to the world about h im.  
The Fathers of the Church offered women independence of men and 
equality with them if  they embraced the holy state of v irgin i ty .  The 
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way this independence worked i tsel f out pract ica l ly  in fact  meant 
autonomy-an autonomy that cou ld be damaging, not only because 
the women concerned often lacked the psychological s trength to be 
truly and maturely autonomous but because they were forced to 
become impervious to rea l i t ies that they should have taken in to ac
count .  

The myth of v i rgin i ty  which Christ ianity imposed on the West i s  
st i l l  with us today. Sixteen hundred years of sermons propagat ing the 
theology of vi rgin i ty  and sixteen hundred years of devotion to v irgin 
sai nts put the ideas and images of both independence and autonomy 
for women deeply in to the Western consc iousness. Women today s t i l l  
s t rive after an independence and wrest le with the problems that  both 
independence and autonomy impose upon them . They may not real
ize that they have a good deal in  common with the virgins of Catho
l ic legend and history, and that they con t inue to l ive according to the 
old virginal mythology . Like the vi rgins of old, they are seeking 
equal i ty with men . Given the cl imate of sexual hat red and misogyny, 
i t  i s  obvious that vi rgin i ty was a good solu t ion for women if they 
wanted to gain equal i ty wi th  men and win thei r respect .  I f  a woman 
before the Reformation wanted a career and did not feel  that she 
would be satisfied by marriage and motherhood, the on ly way to an 
independen t career lay in adopting the virginal state wi th in the 
Church . 

I t  might seem that the ideal of virgin i ty was not "the women 's 
solut ion" at a l l ,  but the solut ion imposed upon them by men. I t  was, 
after a l l ,  the male neurosis about sexual i ty that made it logical for a 
woman to give up sex and remain a v irgin .  Not many women could 
do th is .  Only those with money would dispense with the support of a 
man, and when vi rgins started to congregate together in conven ts, 
after monast icism had been imported in to the West from the East ,  
you needed to have a dowry before you could enter one of them. 
Nevertheless, by the end of the 2nd century vi rgins formed a dist i nct , 
e l i te class in the Church .  By the 4th century v irgins had formed 
themselves into a separate Order, thei r vows of chast i ty now taken 
for l ife ,  instead of temporari ly as they had been h i therto .  By the 6th 
cen tury the Consecration of a virgin was such an important event in 
the Church that the Bishop had to do i t ,  at a t ime when marriage 
had no spec ia l  Christian ceremony. Women who renounced their 
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dreaded sexual i ty gained great honor in the Church, just as  in  the 
heret ical sects which abjured sex women were both powerful  and 
respected . A woman who kept herself unsu l l ied by sex escaped the 
curse of Eve : she was holy because she was sexless, as Leander of 
Sev i l le says : 

Eve heard the wel l -deserved sentence that punished her s in :  You 
will be subject to your husband and will bring forth children in 
sorrow. But you, wise vi rgin ,  have freed your neck of such a 
yoke; you wi l l  not be bowed down to the ground by the impris
oning fate of marriage, but wi th your head held h igh you look 
up to heaven . By her old act of presumpt ion Eve fel l  from 
heaven , but you are al lowed to cl imb heavenwards albei t  in fear 
and t rembl ing. Eve ate from the forbidden t ree and lost her 
v irgin i ty ;  a v irg in  is al lowed to marry but i f  she doesn ' t  she 
belongs to the company of angels. 

(Regula Episcopi, Preface) 

A v irgin wi l l  not be subject to any man,  the Fathers never t ired of 
explain ing. Only Christ is her lord . She is free of the petty confines of 
married l i fe: 

And what i f  I ask besides, that i t  migh t seem od ious, how the 
wife stands who hears when she comes in her baby screaming, 
sees the cat at the fl i tch and the hound at the hide, her cake 
burning on the stone hearth and her calf suckl ing all the mi lk ,  
the crock running in to the fi re and the churl chiding? 

(Bali Meidenhad, p. 36) 

The v irgin knew "no pain  of pregnancy and chi ldbirth ,"  as St .  Am
brose pointed out, so she is  freed of the curse of Eve, which could 
cost her "sorrow" and even her l i fe. From the beginning the Church 
leaders were-somet imes-pol i te about marriage, but gave it second 
place to vi rgin i ty  and cel ibacy. For sixteen hundred years in our 
cu l ture, married women knew that they were inferior to their v ir
ginal s isters. 

Today, of course, we th ink  that cel ibacy is  an unheal thy way of 
l i fe. Only a few people, we maintain ,  are natural cel ibates;  today, 
with typical Christian imbalance in sexual matters, we tend to go to 
the opposite extreme and insist that a good sex l i fe is essential for 
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"sal va t ion ."  Today's l iberated woman is usua l ly  not a v i rgi n ;  on the 
contrary, a necessary part of the freedom she is striving for is sexual 
l ibe rat ion . However, l ike the v irg in the modern femin ist is striving to 
be independent of men . She may not care very much about the curse 
of Eve, but she is concerned not to be "subject" to her husband, her 
neck bowed under the yoke of a servi le  and imprison ing married l i fe .  
This is a difficul t  idea l .  Psychologists te l l  us that dependency poses 
d ifferent problems for men and women . When the boy separates 
from the mother and tries to at tach h imsel f to his father as a model ,  
he has to seal h imself  off from the maternal world and adopt st iff
upper- l ip  mascu l ine toughness because he feels rejected by his 
mother. The gir l never has to make such an abrupt t ransi t ion ,  but 
she has d ifficult ies in another way : she finds i t  harder to real i ze her
self as a separate indiv idual .  She needs to be attached, and th is  at
tach ment often expresses i tself as dependence. L i l l ian Rubin in  her 
book lmimate Strangers shows that many women fee l  furious when 
they have to support their fami l ies financia l ly for a whi le, and that 
thei r husbands feel emasculated. She herself found th is  a problem . 
When her husband wanted to give up his career and tried to wri te 
fu l l  t ime, they discussed the possib i l i ty  for months beforehand .  She 
had a prosperous career as an analyst ,  writer and lecturer  at Berke
ley, and real ly wanted to g ive her husband this chance. Yet to her 
astonishment she found she fel t  angry for the first s ix months of the 
new arrangement ,  even though she was convinced that she wanted to 
do it .  Women are so deeply condit ioned to expect their men to pro
tect  and support them that a rat ional ,  cerebral theory cannot stand 
up to thei r huge subconscious need to be dependent .  

The bias against independence i n  women is s t rong. When we say 
that a man is independent i t  is a compl imen t :  a "strong and indepen
dent woman , "  on the other hand, is often ambiguous praise, h in t ing 
at a lack of "t rue" femin in i ty .  Stat ist ics show that women who are 
"too" independen t ( i . e .  they feel  fewer dependency needs than they 
"shou ld")  are less l i kely to make successfu l  re lat ionsh ips with men 
than their more c l inging sisters .  Emot ional dependence certa in ly 
goes along with the financial dependence that  most women experi
ence, and i t  runs very deep. Some of the women Rubin interviewed 
were wel l  able to support themselves and enjoyed thei r abi l i ty  to do 
so, but even so would often be st ruck by the " terrible" i rrat ional 
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thought "What would I do without h im?" which they found hard to  
explain .  A l though the h usbands " l iked" their wives' new indepen
dence, they fel t  i rrat ional ly but st rongly threatened by i t .  S ince de
pendency seems to play such an in trinsic part in the relations be
tween the sexes, i t  is  in terest ing that the need to be independent is 
being fel t  by more and more women, despi te the fact that it often 
brings many problems in i ts wake. 

It is not merely femin ists or middle-class professional women who 
no longer fee l  the need to be dependent and whol ly  subject to their 
men.  There is a good deal of evidence that the concept is spreading. 
One s trong indication is  the flood of popular novels that are neither 
femin ist nor highbrow which have been imposing on a large audience 
the ideals of female power and independence. The modern heroine is 
no longer the abject and passive Cinderel la of the romance. Novels 
by Judi th Krantz ,  Shi rley Conran and Barbara Taylor Bradford, for 
example, show the heroine breaking into the male world with ex
t raordinary success. These novels have been extremely popular and 
have reached an even wider aud ience by being serial ized on televi
sion , both here and in  Great Britain .  Very often the woman who is  
presented as the heroine starts from a posit ion of female inferiori ty 
and dependence; she is perhaps pregnant with an i l legi t imate baby or 
deserted in some way by her husband and in financial straits (Lace, A 
Woman of Substance, Mistral 's Daughter). Sometimes she is poor and 
ugly (Scruples), but later sheds her layers of fat and emerges as a 
dazzl ing beauty .  Somet imes she has emotional as well as financial 
problems (Princess Daisy). Somet imes these women marry rich men , 
but they are not content wi th a purely passive role. They wi l l  e i ther 
use his assets or they will capi tal ize on their own talents to carve out 
a fabulously successfu l  career for themselves . They become tycoons 
with a chain of l uxury apartment stores that belong exclusively to 
them, they become film stars ,  models, run model or publici t y  agen
cies, become business women , wri ters or corporation lawyers.  These 
new heroines have apparent ly  shed dependency, and despite their 
glamorous femin in i ty ,  they break into the male world and beat men 
at thei r own game. They move from female slavery and inferiority to 
a posi t ion of power that was hitherto only for men. 

But not ent i rely .  At  the end of each of these novels, women have 
to submi t  and accept a certain dependency in  the name of " t rue 
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love" or "true womanhood. "  They al low themselves to drop their 
tough business exteriors and fal l  in love,  get married or become preg
nant .  At that poin t  the novel ends, so we do not see how these tough 
vi ragos cope with the difficul t ies of marriage after years of success 
and independence. The message is u l t imately a muddled one. I nde
pendence clashes with autonomy for these women, because in  the 
end i t  is fel t  to be unfu lfi l l ing .  S im ilarly,  fashionable magazines l ike 
Cosmopolitan and Company, which tend to promote the "new" i nde
pendent woman more than the housewife, are ambivalent in  just the 
same way : art icles about  autonomy sit  side by side with artic les that 
tel l  women how to achieve a "secure" re lationsh ip, how to achieve a 
convent ional ly femin ine appearance to get their men and how to 
fu lfi l l  t rad i t ional female tasks l ike cooking or home-making.  The 
desi re for autonomy is clearly fe l t .  It i nforms not only  femin ist  works 
and femi nist novels, but popular magazines and pulp fiction . As I 
have said ,  there is nothing new in this autonomous idea l .  For cen tu
r ies, un t i l  the Protestant Reformation t ransformed and upgraded the 
status of marriage, women were made to fee l  that dependency w as  

second bes t .  Today we st i l l  desire autonomy. We may not be v irgins ,  
but if  we wish we can be "masters" of our own body .  Cont raception 
means that even if our bodies are no longer impregnable to male 
desi re, as were the v irginal bodies of old,  we can at least guard 
against unwanted impregnat ion .  We can admit male invasion on our 
own terms wi thout  the inhibi t ing factor of unwanted pregnancy. Our 
Lady ·remained virgo in tacta al l  her l i fe, even after chi ldbirth .  We 
may not be virgo, but many of us, in our new independence, are seen 
by our men to be virago in tacta. The on ly real d ifference is that for 
cen turies, a "v i rago," a mann ish woman,  was a term of praise; it was 
what women were supposed to aspire to .  The more recent  cu l t  of 
marri age in  our cu l ture has made a vi rago an ambiguous term,  but 
the old virginal ideal has remained ,  despite all the difficult ies, and is 
becoming more widespread than ever before. 

One of the fi rst of the v irgin saints to act as an important role 
model for women was Thecla,  the legendary disciple of St .  Pau l .  Her 
l i fe was recorded in the 2nd-cen tury Encratist text The Acts of Paul, 
which, despite i ts  heret ical  assert ions that on ly by celibacy and vir
gini ty could a Christian be saved, enjoyed great populari ty  in  the 
Early Church even among the Orthodox . We find Christ ians of un-
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impeachable orthodoxy, l ike St .  Ambrose, quoting Thecla's story in 
a sermon as though i t  were wel l -known to every Christ ian.  For a 
long t ime The Acts of Paul enjoyed the status of the Gospels and 
Epistles of the New Testament .  Unt i l  the 4th centu ry, Thecla was 
one of the most important of the holy women of Christ ian i ty .  We find 
St. Methodius, in his Symposium celebrat ing the glory of v i rgini ty ,  
ranking Thecla as the most i l l ustrious virgin of the Church .  Later 
she would lose th is  posit ion to the V i rgin Mary. Her story celebrates 
the Early Church's at t i t ude to v irgin i ty ,  putt ing the theories of the 
theologians into a myth ical form that the uneducated layman could 
eas i ly  understand .  It demonstrates how vi rgin i ty could bring a 
woman l iberat ion as well as showing her some of the dangers the 
vi rgin would encounter in her pursuit  of th is  difficult ideal . So per
fect ly did Thecla's story express the vi rgi n i ty  myth that we find ex
act ly the same elements being used when the l ives of other v irgins are 
written up, centu'ries later. Her story is st i l l  being told today. The 
Acts of Thecla are strongly remin iscent of novels describing how a 
woman frees herself of the shackles of her sex and becomes a l iber
ated feminis t .  I t  migh t  seem that novels by Marion French or Lisa 
Al ther have nothing in common with a 2nd-century Christian text ,  
but in fact the modern femin ist is s imply translat ing into a secular 
idiom a myth that has always exerted a strong pul l  on the Western 
imaginat ion : the myth of the l iberated independent woman . The fact 
that she was once cal led a v i rgin and is now cal led a femin is t  is only 
of minor importance. Like the feminist , the v i rgin is a woman who 
has learned to do without men. Like the femin ist ,  the v irgin claims 
equal i ty with the male world and insists that privi leges ( l ike Apostle
ship and Min istry) that were once for men only can eas i ly  be as
sumed by women. Like the modern femin ist ,  the v irgin of old had to 
make a painful t ransit ion from dependency and acceptance of sexism 
to l iberation, and she often makes use of the same comforts as v irgins 
l ike Thecla once did .  

One of the first Gent i le  Chu rches founded by St .  Paul was in 
Icon ium in modern Turkey , and it was there, The Acts of Paul te l ls  
us, that Thecla saw h im for the fi rst t ime. For Thecla i t  was love at 
fi rst sight .  She sat enraptu red, l istening to h im tel l ing his hearers that 
cel ibacy was the on ly means of being saved and that Christ iani ty 
meant renouncing "filthy coi tus . " Thecla was instant ly converted to 
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Christ ian i ty ,  a l though her conversion proved to be very dangerous to 
her .  She was engaged at the t ime to a young man cal l ed Thamyris, 
but she renounced him on the �pot and embraced a l i fe of Christian 
vi rgin i ty .  Thus she not only enraged Thamyris but also her parents ,  
who wanted her to make this fash ionable match. They tried to force 
her to change her mind ,  and when nothing would dissuade her she 
was brought before the tr ibunal and sen tenced to be burned al ive. 

Despi te this heroism in rejec t ing and defying the male world ,  
Thecla sti l l  has a long way to go.  She is s t i l l  the typical passive 
woman of a l l  femin ist tales before their heroines are converted to 
feminism.  She is hormonal ly  and emotional ly dependent upon her 
man, the extremely reluctant St . Paul . Despite the vei l of pious lan
guage i t  is clear that she has fal len in  love with h im,  al though he 
gives her no encouragement and is posi t ively embarrassed and un
pleasant about her dogged pursu i t  of h im.  For three days Thecla 
l istens to Pau l ' s  preaching,  shaken by "a s trange eagerness and an 
awful  emotion . "  When Thamyris gets Paul thrown in to jail for inci t 
ing Thecla to rebel ,  Thecla visi ts h im in  prison and spends the whole 
night "k iss ing h is bonds . "  When Paul is let out the next morning 
Thecla is d iscovered "enchained by affect ion . . . wallowing(!) on 
the place where Paul had sat in prison . "  During the fi rst part of her 
story she hard ly  speaks a word but  remains in a passive t rance. Even 
when she herself appears before the tr ibunal she is u t terly s i lent and 
has nothing to say in  her own defense-no fiery and courageous 
proclamation of the truth of the Gospels, which is the sort of behav
ior we wi l l  later come to expect of Christ ian martyrs .  Thecla simply 
s tands there moon ing over her man; "she stood looking only for 
Pau l . "  Paul by this t ime shows so l i t t le  concern for Thecla that after 
bei ng released himself, he cal lously leaves town , so that Thecla is  s t i l l  
looking in va in for Paul  when she is led out to be burned at  the stake. 
It is clear that Jesus i s  a very secondary feature in  Thecla's conver
sion . Whi le she stands in the arena looking desperately for Paul ,  
Jesus has to stand in for him, appearing to her " in the l i keness of 
Paul . "  Thecla may be a vi rgi n ,  but she sti l l  hasn ' t  understood the 
most important freedom that vi rgi n i ty  brings with i t ,  which i s  a 
freedom from the male world. However, she does d iscover some of 
the other benefits of vi rgi n i ty .  When they try to l ight the pyre to 
burn her to death,  her naked vi rginal body is enveloped modest ly  by 
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a nimbus from heaven,  j ust as during another of her ordeals in  the 
stad ium her body is concealed by the clouds of perfume that the 
admiring spectators have hurled into the arena. The virginal body 
remains inviolable, impenetrable to the l ascivious gaze of men and 
male host i l i ty ,  so that Thecla cannot die .  She is released by the bewil 
dered Roman governor. 

However, Thecla is s t i l l  un liberated ,  and instant ly  sets out in pur
su i t  of Paul ,  who behaves l ike a real male chauvinist . Whenever 
Thecla rea l ly  needs him he is conspicuously and callously absent .  
When she catches up with h im at Daphne and begs for baptism, he 
refuses to bapt ize her because he fears that she could become "mad 
after men," an att i tude that we have now seen to be typical of the 
Christ ian and Western male. Even when she is publ icly assaul ted by 
one lustful Alexander at Antioch, Paul cont inues to disown Thecla :  
" I  know not  the  woman . . . nor is she  m ine. " He then abandons 
her and goes on his way, even though Thecla, because of the spite 
and machinations of Alexander, i s  to be th rown yet again into the 
arena, this t ime to face ordeal by wild beasts .  

I t  is at th is poi nt that Thecla finds support in other women and so 
shakes off her humi l iat ing dependence on unworthy men . A woman , 
Tryphema, takes Thecla into her house and is converted by her. 
When Thecla arri ves in the arena i t  is the women who take up the 
cudgels for her against thei r menfolk in the audience, crying, "Evi l  
Judgment !  Impious Judgment !"  and indeed it i s  a l ioness who de
fends Thecla against the male wi ld beasts in  the arena, t ragica l ly  
dy ing whi le  s tr ik ing a mortal b low to the most dangerous l ion .  I t  is 
here, as a l l  true femin ists would expect ,  that once she has experi 
enced the sisterhood, Thecla d iscovers her own female d igni ty .  She 
lays aside her besotted passiv i ty  and in one of the most absurd scenes 
in the story she baptizes herself-she is no longer dependent upon 
Paul 's  min istrations. She flings herself  in to a trough of man-eat ing 
seals that conven ien t ly  stands near her in  the arena, crying aloud the 
words "I bapt ize myself i n  the name of the Lord Jesus!" Needless to 
say , Thecla is saved from the seals by d ivine in tervention, is released 
and sets off to find Paul at Myra, dressed , as befi ts the l iberated 
woman, in a man's cloak. She cool ly informs Paul that she is now his 
equal : " He who wrought along with thee for the gospel ,  has wrought 
in me also for baptism ."  Paul , "greatly wondering," is forced to 
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agree, confirms her in her mission , and Thecla goes off to preach in 
Pau l 's  stead in !con ium,  her home town . 

In  some manuscripts Thecla's story of acceptance by the male 
world has a rather inst ruct ive epilogue. She spends some seventy 
years l i ving as a hermit in  a cave in  the deserts of Seleucia. However, 
she is s t i l l  much sought after for advice and also for her heal ing 
powers, for she has a miraculous gift .  Her success infuriates the male 
physicians of the local i ty ,  because she is taking away their trade, so 
they come to her cave in a body to rape the n inety-year-old vi rgin ,  
convinced that if  she loses her techn ical v irgi ni ty she wi l l  a lso lose 
her miraculous powers . Thecla's posi t ion seems hopeless, but with 
God 's hel p  she remains in tacta to the end . The men find (not surpris
ingly) that they cannot rape her so they rush forward to kil l  her . God 
miracu lously opens up the rock in  fron t  of which Thecla is  standing, 
and she d isappears into i t .  Her i nvu lnerable v irginal body doesn ' t  
even have to d ie ,  and she remains superior to the male world and 
proof against i ts host i l i ty  to the end .  

Advocates of sexual equal i ty in  the  Church certainly used the 
story of Thec la to further their cause, for we find Tertu l l ian wri t ing 
very angrily against those who quote the case of Thecla in  support of 
the ordination of women . The virgin may have been honored in the 
church from the beginning,  but she was not  a l lowed to fulfi l  any 
male tasks. She was not al lowed to preach or to bapt i ze. In the 
Eastern Ch urch women became deaconesses wi th pastoral power, 
but this arose from the social condit ions in the Eastern Empi re, 
where women were t radit ional ly  segregated from men. Deaconesses 
could visi t  women and min ister to them more easi l y  than the male 
priests .  I n  the West ,  however, where there had never been such seclu
s ion, the v irgins had no chance of becoming deaconesses . However, 
even though the Church would not a l low her to do male jobs, the 
theologians were clear that the v i rgin became an honorary man . 
Thus Jerome: 

As long as woman is for birth and chi ldren , she is differen t from 
man as body is from sou l .  But when she wishes to serve Christ 
more than the world ,  then she wil l cease to be a woman and wi l l  
be cal led man (vir). 

(Commen tary on the Epistle to the Ephesians. I I I ,  5) 
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I t  is i nterest ing that Jerome should compare women with the body.  
We have seen how he regarded his body as an enemy which had to be 
starved and brutal ly put to death ,  so that the spirit cou ld be free. The 
body was responsible for the disgust ing lust which bubbled forth and 
produced lewd hal lucinations. If  a woman cou ld free herself from 
her sexual i ty ,  she became spiri tual  and mascu l ine.  Ambrose is just as 
clear that in  order to be saved a woman has to become a male. 

. . . she who does not believe i s  a woman and should be desig
nated by the name of her sex, whereas she who bel ieves pro
gresses to perfect manhood, to the measure of the adulthood of 
Christ .  She then d ispenses with the name of her sex, the seduc
t iveness of you th ,  the garru lousness of old age. 

(Exposition of the Gospel of St. Luke, l ib. X. n .  1 6 1 )  

For Ambrose, salvation for a woman means shedding her femaleness 
and becoming ful �y human and ful ly  adu l t ,  that is, becoming male. 
Leander of Sevi l le  makes the real poin t  very clearly :  

. . . a virgin remains a woman and yet knows noth ing of the 
drives and compulsions of her sex. Forgetful of her femin ine 
weakness, she l ives in mascul ine s trength ;  nor has she any need 
to become a slave to her body which by natural law should be 
subservient to a man. Happy the virgin who takes her body 
from Eve but not her punishment .  

(Regula Episcopi, Preface) 

M uch modern femin ism is  equal l y  scornfu l  about "femin in i ty" and 
urges a mascul ine style of dress and behavior on women. Yet to 
enforce "mascul in i ty" (whatever that real ly means) on women is as 
art i ficial as the "feminin i ty" that both feminists and the early Fathers 
denounce. I t  can also be a dangerous solut ion : Thecla found that her 
v i rgin i ty  was deeply threaten ing and constan t ly  resulted in  her get
t ing thrown into the arena. Eventual ly her mastery of male ski l ls  
caused the physicians to attempt rape and murder. 

The legends of the women virgins frequent ly  show that Ch risten
dom admired a mannish woman. We have seen how fascinated Chris
t ians were by the classical legend of the Amazons. Certain women 
saints ,  l ike St. Martha and St. Margaret of Antioch, are envisaged as 
female versions of St. George, s layers of d ragons .  St. Margaret 's  
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dragon was Satan himself. She was dedicated to v irgin i ty ,  but  unfor-
tunately Olybrius, the Roman prefect, l usted after her and had her 
thrown into prison when she refused him. There she encountered a 
m uch worse foe,  because she was tempted by the Devil to abandon 
her v irgin ity .  In the 1 2th-century English version of her l i fe in which 
Satan attacks her first in  the form of a horrible dragon and then as a 
frighten ing Ethiopian, the ferocity of this saint ly  v i rago is gleefu l ly  
dwelt upon. 

That mild ( !) maiden grasped that grisly thing which frightened 
her in no way and firmly  took h im by the h ideous hair of his 
head and hove h im up and dusted him adown right to the 
ground,  and set her ri ght foot on h is  rough neck and began thus 
to speak,  "Lay off now, wicked plague, at least now that you, 0 
deceit fu l  dark dev i l ,  afflict me no more, as my virgi n i ty  has been 
of l i t t l e  help to thee!" 

Certain ly  vi rgin i ty  could give a woman a t ru ly  mascul ine strength ,  
and even though Olybrius final ly had Margaret executed she remains 
tr iumphant over the male world in moral strength . 

Another sain t ,  S t .  Pelagia, i l l ust rates another facet of the saint ly  
virago : the transvest i te. Pelagia was a rich woman of Ant ioch  who 
was somet imes cal led "Margaret" because of the beaut iful  pearls she 
used to wear. She had a reputat ion for lewdness and used to dress 
herse lf up in the kind of provocative clothes that the Fathers had 
st igmatized . One day she was seen by the Bishop of Hel iopal is ,  who 
wept b i t terly because, he said , "she has arrayed herself  so studiously 
to give pleasure to her earth ly  lovers, while we have given so l i t t le  
care to pleasing our Heavenly Spouse. " Pelagia heard th is  ho ly 
Bishop preaching at Mass la ter  that day ,  and was overcome with 
remorse at her sinfu l  l i fe. She begged to  speak to the Bishop, who, 
with the usual lack of confidence in his abi l i ty  to withstand the pow
erful sexual i ty of women, would on ly  see her in the company of other 
people. Pelagia fel l  at h is  feet cry ing :  

I am Pelagia, a sea of wickedness overflowing wi th the waves of 
sin, I am an abyss of perdi t ion I am a quagmire and a pitfal l  of 
souls .  

(The Golden Legend, p. 6 1 1 )  
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The Bishop bapt i zed her, and Pelagia then set off for the Holy Land, 
where she became a hermit ,  dressed as a man and l i ved a holy l i fe on 
Mount Ol ivet .  She was known for her v irtue and acquired a wide 
reputat ion as Brother Pelagius .  Years later the Bishop went to visit 
her and discovered . .  a creature wasted and haggard with fast ing.  Her 
eyes were trenches in  her face. " He did not recognize her and cer
tain ly  did not real ize that she was a woman . This was only discov
ered when she died three days later, causing her mourners to cry out 
in aston ishmen t :  .. Glory be to thee, Lord Jesus, for thou hast many 
h idden treasures on earth ,  as well female as male!" 

Another version of this same story is the story of St . Margaret .  She 
had been betrothed, but on her wedding day God inspired her to give 
. .  thought to the loss of her vi rgin i ty and the s inful rioti ngs with 
wh ich i t  was celebrated ; and prostrating herse lf  upon the ground, 
and weighing in  her heart the glory of v irgin i ty  against the cares of 
wedlock,  she deemed al l  the joys of this l i fe as dung. " Hence, that 
night she refused to al low her unfortunate husband to touch her ,  cut 
her hair ,  put on men's clothes and presented herself to the abbot of a 
distant monastery as Brother Pelagius .  She was admi t ted to the 
monastery, where she l ived such a holy l i fe that when the abbot died 
she was appoin ted his successor. Unfortunately ,  th is penetration of 
the male world brought disaster. Pelagius was also the ru ler of a 
nearby convent of nuns, and when one of them got pregnant "he" 
was assumed to be the culprit, because he was the only . .  man" who 
had access to the convent .  The monks therefore drove Pelagius out of 
the monastery and imprisoned her in a cave on a mountain, fed her 
on a scanty d iet of bread and barley water and left her in sol i tary 
confinement .  Pelagius endured this for many years "nor was trou
bled thereby, but comforted herself with the example of the sain ts . ' '  
On her deathbed she wrote to the abbot explain ing everything,  the 
mon ks rushed to the cel l  but arrived too late . Pelagius was buried 
with great honor in the convent (ibid . , pp. 6 1 3- 1 4) .  

There are other versions of this story . S t .  Marina was brought to a 
monastery disguised as a boy when she was only a chi ld .  Her father 
had decided to be a monk ,  but could not bear to be separated from 
his beloved l i t t le  girl . She l i ved a very holy l i fe as Brother Marinus 
for years. One of her jobs was to collect suppl ies for the monastery in 
the nearest harbor, necessi tat ing an overnight stay in an inn. A local 
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pcasan
'
t girl accused Marinus of making her pregnant ,  and rather 

than admi t  that she was a woman, Marinus was cast out and for five 
years she l i ved as a begger with her "son" at the gates of the monas
tery. Even tual ly she was readmi t ted, but made to perform al l  the 
fi l th iest jobs in the house and to fetch water for the latrines. Final ly 
worn out with austeri t ies she died and, of course, her sex was discov
ered amidst great consternation and remorse. 

Thecla had donned male clothes to symbol ize her new l iberation, 
and these later sa ints  fol lowed th is t radi t ion .  The 9th-century Synod 
of Ver ind icates that th is phenomenon may have been more than a 
pious legend when i t  says, " I f  women who choose chast i ty  in the 
cause of re l igion either take on the clothes of a man or cut  their hair 
in order to appear false to others, we resolve that they should be 
admonished and cri t ic ized , because we consider that they err 
through a great ignorance rather than zeal . "  Women plain ly  thought 
that male clothes would help them on their path to salvation which 
entai led becoming fu l ly  human and so male .  However, in  these sto
ries of canon ized sai nts there is  no hint of censure. I t  doesn ' t  matter 
that the policy of transvestism involves a l i fe of l ies, deception or in 
some cases a perversion of justice. The important thing is that the 
saint has shed her femaleness and thereby achieved great sanct i ty .  
Another of these t ransvest i te  monks was St .  Eugenia of Alexandria, 
whose great virtues made her a provost of her monastery. When she 
revealed her sex to her monks, by baring her breasts to them, she 
justi fied her conduct in this way : 

His  [Christ 's] rule I have wholeheartedly embraced , and out  of 
the fa i th I have in Christ, not wishing to be a woman, but to 
preserve an immacu late vi rgini ty ,  I have steadfast ly acted as a 
man. For I have not s imply put on a meaningless appearance of 
honor but rather . . .  I have acted the part of a man by behav
ing wi th manliness , by boldly embracing the chast i ty  which is 
alone in Christ . 

(Quoted by Marina Warner, Joan of Arc, The Image of 
Female Heroism, p. 1 5 8) 

Virtue was the property of the male sex; chastity and vi rgin i ty en
tai led becoming male because chast i ty  was a male and not a female 
v irtue. The male clothes were not a "mean ingless appearance" but an 
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honorable expression of  the virgin's wish to shed her  femin in i ty .  
Whi le transvestism for men was seen as  d iabolical and could lead to  
accusations of  witchcraft ,  t ransvest ism for women was, in the stories 
and legends about the sain ts, seen as a vi rtuous act and a way of 
promot ing oneself  on the ladder of perfect ion. There were many 
other saints, not v irgins ,  whose con version to the holy l i fe involved 
donning male at t i re .  S t .  Athanasia of Ant ioch , for example, sepa
rated from her husband by mutual consent ,  and both of them became 
hermits in different deserts, with Athanasia disguised as a man. Years 
later they met up agai n on a pi lgrimage to Jerusalem and became 
inseparable friends without recogn izing each other (because they 
were both so wasted and worn by penance). After the pi lgrimage 
they entered the same monastery, and Athanasia's husband only dis
covered who she was after she had died. The pursuit  of virtue j ust i 
fied any deception, any heart lessness i f, by adopt ing a male appear
ance, a woman managed to escape her sex. 

However, one of the interest ing aspects of these stories is  that sex 
i s  a lways present and dangerous. Pelagia's l i fe of mascu l ine peni tence 
is a penance for her years of sexual s in .  It is as though becoming 
male gives her an honorary vi rgi n i ty ,  j ust  as her sanct i ty  makes her 
an honorary man. Margaret may have wanted to flee the " legi t i 
mate" sex l i fe of marriage, which i s  seen as a hotbed of s in ,  but  she is  
accused of violat ing a v irgin later. Margaret and Marina both suffer 
for sexual crimes of which they are quite innocent .  I t  is almost as 
though a woman is guilty of sex, however innocent she might be 
technical ly .  As August ine said ,  even vi rtuous women were Eves and 
temptresses . It i s  also noticeable that women who enter the male 
preserve of the monastery may be very successfu l ,  but they are al
ways l acerated and wounded i n  some way. I t  may be that this is only 
the resu l t  of excessive mort ification, as in the cases of Pelagia and 
Athanasia. I t  may, however, be the resul t  of male host i l i ty .  Again ,  
neither Margaret nor Marina ever th ink of disclosing their t rue sex 
to escape the appal l ing punishments that were meted out to them. 
Marina explici t l y  says that she would rather suffer than admi t  that 
she was a woman and resume her true sexual ident i ty .  I t  is as though 
simply being a woman is a worse crime than any sin that a man 
might commit ,  even the sin of violating a v irgin .  There is also in 
these stories the  underly ing feel ing that even if a woman succeeds 
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perfect ly as a man, e i ther because of her excessive v i rt ue or in "ca-
reer" terms by becoming abbots or provosts, she has to suffer for i t .  
Suffering and humi l iat ion must be a woman's lot , no matter how 
hard she tries to shed her femin in i ty  and no matter how holy and 
mascul ine a l i fe she tries to lead . Thecla had l ived very successfu l ly  
in the male  world ,  but  u l t imately she encountered i t s  host i l i ty .  How
ever holy the vi rgin might be, she could never rea l ly  shed her wom
anl iness, nor the pun ishment that belonged to her sex .  Entering the 
male world remained a very risky business. 

The great example of the Christian t ransvest i te  is ,  of course, Joan 
of Arc, who preferred to die rather than rel inqu ish her male c lothes. 
The charges against her at her t rial declared : 

The said Jeanne put off and ent irely abandoned woman 's 
clothes, with her hair cropped short in  the fashion of young 
men, she wore shirt breeches, doublet ,  with hose joined to
gether, long and fastened to the said doublet by twenty  points, 
long leggings laced on the outside, a short mantle reaching to 
the knee, or thereabouts, a close-cut cap, t ight-fi t t ing boots or 
buskins, long spurs, sword , dagger, breastplate, lance and other 
arms in the style of men-at-arms. 

(Quoted by Warner, Joan of A rc, p.  1 49) 

Joan insisted that God had revealed to her that she m ust wear male 
clothes. When she recanted and promised to don female dress, it was 
her final resumpt ion of her male clothes that led to her arrest .  When 
she was asked why she had resumed i t ,  Joan answered that "she had 
taken i t  of her own wil l  under no compulsion as she preferred man's 
to woman's d ress. She was told that she had promised and sworn not 
to wear man's d ress again and answered that she had never mean t to 
take such an oath .  Asked for what reason she had assumed male 
costume, she answered that i t  was more lawfu l  and conven ient for 
her to wear i t  s ince she was among men,  than to wear women 's 
d ress" (W. P .  Barret t ,  Trial of Jeanne d 'A rc, London, 1 9 3 1 ,  p .  1 5 8) .  
Even though at one point  Joan claimed that the quest ion of her dress 
was un important ,  the tenaci t y  with which she c lung to her  male 
costume shows that i t  was in  fact a matter of deep s ignificance to her,  
"since i t  pleases God that I wear i t" (ibid . ,  p. 66) . Marina Warner 
has shown how Joan 's adoption of male cloth ing reveals a desi re for 
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independence of the male world .  When i t  was sugges ted that a man 
had told her to lay aside her women 's clothes, she was very indignant 
and denied i t  vehement ly .  Un l ike the transvest i te monk saints, Joan 
never pretended that she was a man, but called attent ion to her 
female, vi rgin status in  her name, La Puce/le, the Maid. Her virgin i ty 
and her clothes meant that she was shedding female dependency, as 
the Church had always advised women to do. Like S t .  Margaret ,  she 
too had once rejected a suitor chosen for her by her father, and when 
she ran away to join the army she had had to keep her mission secret 
from her father, who had vowed to k i l l  her if  she attempted any such 
th ing. Joan's l i fe and mission were original ly  a declarat ion of inde
pendence from the patriarchal world of power and authority.  I t  was 
also, as her clothes suggested , a declaration of her equal i ty as she 
successfu l ly  penet rated the mascul ine sphere of war. 

The l i fe of Joan shows very clearly how both sexes cooperated 
together in  the bui lding of the Christian myths about women. The 
author of the Book of Thecla was a male c leric, i f  we are to believe 
Tertu l l ian, and later another man would preserve the l ives of the 
saints  for us in  The Golden Legend. Yet women too had told these 
stories to thei r  daughters and must often have cont ributed to thei r 
con tent .  Unl ike the male theologies, which preached misogynism as 
part of the div ine order, the world of legend was probably a joint 
c reation of both  sexes .  Christ ine of Pisan, for example, also wrote 
down versions of the l ives of saints  for posteri ty .  Joan of Arc con 
ceived her mission very much in terms of the Christian tradi t ion of 
v irgin i ty .  Her assumption of male at t i re was well within the transves
t i te myths .  S imi larly ,  the men around her contributed to the mythol
ogy . Joan presented herself  to them as a Holy Virgin, and they re
sponded to her in terms of the vi rginity myth .  Her body,  whole, 
unpenetrated and virgina l ,  was seen to be as invulnerable as Thecla's 
had been . There was the famous occasion when she was pierced by 
an arrow during a batt le ,  but rose up and cont inued as before, appar
ent ly  unaffected by the wound.  I t  was, her companion Dunois 
records, the turn ing poin t  of the batt le :  the French were instant ly  
heartened by th is  miracle and proof of d iv ine a id ,  and on the other 
side the Engl ish were appal led by i t .  Again ,  when she was in  prison, 
she tried to escape by leaping out of the window of her tower and
miraculously-survived th is suicidal fl ight .  However, it was not 



Why Be a Virgin ? 

merely that Joan was impervious to pain .  She was also impervious to 
male l ust . Thus her squ ire ,  Jean d 'Aulon, later declared at her reha
bi l i tat ion t rial : 

Al though she was a young gir l ,  beaut ifu l  and shapely ,  and when 
helping to arm her or otherwise I have often seen her breasts ,  
and a l though somet imes when I was dressing her wounds I have 
seen her legs qui te bare, and I have gone close to her many 
t imes-and I was strong, young and vigorous in those days
never, despi te any sight or con tact I had with the Maid was my 
body moved to any carnal desi re for her ,  nor were any of her 
soldiers or squi res moved in this way . 

(Quoted by Warner, Joan of A rc, p. 36) 

He also declared that she never menstruated, which, whether it was 
t rue or not ,  shows that the legend bui lding up around her was based 
on her in tact and virginal body .  It was not only Jean d 'Aulon who 
reported on Joan's abi l i ty  to repel lust .  Another knight, Gobert 
Thibaul t ,  declared : 

I n  the field she was always wi th  the soldiers, and I have heard 
many of Joan 's in t imates say that they never had any desi re for 
her. That is to say t hey somet imes had a carnal urge but  never 
dared to give way to it ; and they believed that it was impossible 
to desi re her. And often if  they were ta lking among themselves 
about the sins of the flesh , and using words that might have 
aroused lecherous thoughts ,  when they saw her and drew near 
to her, they could not speak l ike th is any more. Suddenly their 
sexual feel ings were checked . I have quest ioned several of those 
who often slept at nigh t close to Joan, and they answered me as 
I have said ,  add ing that they never fel t  sensual desi re when they 
saw her. 

(Ibid . ,  p .  37) 

Joan had inst igated the cult of her virgin i ty ,  but  she needed the men 
around her to perpetuate it .  Joan's cal l ing, which had begun as a 
declarat ion of independence from and equal i ty  wi th men , had re
sul ted in autonomy and imperviousness to the world about her. Her 
body was sealed off from the dangers and potent ia l  lust in her envi
ronment in a vi rginal cocoon of safety ,  just as Thecla's had been. I f  
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any men refused to cooperate wi th  the myth ,  they d id so  a t  the i r  own 
peri l .  Rene de Ceri ziers, a Jesu i t  in  t he cou rt of Louis  XI I I ,  later 
reported the legend that "Whenever anyone looked upon her w i th  
impuri t y  or  thought  d i rt y  thoughts  about  her, he was im med iate ly 
st ruck impotent forever " ( ibid . ,  p. 3 8) ,  and an earl ier story te l l s  of a 
man who was fool hardy enough to voice h is  lecherous thoughts in  
her hearing  and was d rowned i n  the  R iver Vien ne an hour later .  

This  essen t ia l  i nvu lnerabi l i t y  of the  v i rgi n which const i tu tes her 
au tonomy is most clearly seen in the  myth of the  v i rgin martyr .  Like 
Thec la ,  a l l  t hese martyrs are presented by wri ters l i ke Jacobus de 
Voragi ne and Ch rist i ne of P izan as dy ing  more for thei r vi rgin i ty  
than for the i r fai t h ,  and i t  i s  th i s  which d i s t inguishes the i r  s tory from 
the story of the male martyrs .  I use the  word "story" i n  the s ingu lar  
ad vised ly ,  because the  legend of the impregnable vi rgi n martyr  is  
fu ndamen ta l ly  always the  same, no mat ter  how many s l ight  and 
acc identa l  variat ions are played in  the l i fe of each sain t .  The v i rgin ,  
l i ke  Thec la ,  refuses to marry. Very often the  Roman prefect l usts 
after her and forces al l  man ner of tortu res upon her after she has 
refused h im .  Frequen t ly  he th rows her i n to  a brothe l ,  which is  a clear 
i nd icat ion of the rea l v iew of a woman 's place in  the world :  despi te 
the  ad u la t ion she recei ves, the  ho ly  virg in  i s  s t i l l  Eve, st i l l  a whore. 
However, not h i ng can hurt the  v irgin ,  who stands in  the heart of a l l  
t h is sad is t ic  host i l i t y  completely unharmed .  

S t .  Agnes was probably  t h e  most popular  o f  t hese ear ly v i rg in  
martyrs. The Golden Legend te l l s  us tha t  the  son of the loca l prefec t 
fel l  i n  love wi th  her, bu t  that  even t hough she i s  a mere ch i ld ,  Agnes 
answers h im w i th  und isgu i sed horror when he  t ries to woo her :  " Be
gone, s t ing  of s in ,  food of crime,  poison of the sou l !" ,  which hard ly  
seems a ba lanced or chari table way of saying  "no ."  However, sanc
t i t y  for women i s  not a q uest ion of charity and balance. Agnes, the  
orig ina l  vi rg ina l  tease, rubs i n  her refusal by te l l i ng  her  su i tor  that  
she h as another lover without revea l ing  that  i t  i s  Christ ,  quot i ng  
extens ive ly from the  officia l  r i t e  for t he  consecrat ion of  a v i rg in ,  
words that  are s t i l l  spoken by n uns  when t hey make Profession of 
Vows: 

He whom I love is nobler than thou. The sun and moon wonder 
at his beau ty .  H i s  riches are inexhaust ible. He is mighty enough 



Why Be a Virgin ? 1 53 

to bri ng the dead to l ife and His love surpasses al l  love. He has 
placed his ring upon my finger, has given me a neck lace of 
precious stones, and has clothed me in a gown woven with gold .  
He has  graven a sign upon my face to keep me from lov ing any 
other  than h imself and he has  sprink led my cheeks wi th his 
blood . Already I have been embraced by his pure arms, a lready 
his body is wi th my body .  And he has shown me an incompara
ble t reasure and has promised to give i t  to me if  I persevere in 
his love. 

(The Golden Legend, pp. 1 1 0- 1 1 )  

This d ishonest and sad istic account  of her div ine nupt ials natural l y  
d ist resses Agnes' sui tor, who becomes i l l .  Suspect ing witchcraft ,  h is 
father has Agnes summoned before the tr ibunal ,  hears that she is a 
Christ ian and th reatens to lock her up in  a brothel if  she refuses to 
become a Vestal Virgin .  Of course Agnes refuses, so she is stripped 
and l ed into the brothel ,  but her hair grows miraculously and in  such 
abundance that i t  covers her body and protects i t  from the lascivious 
gaze of the passers-by. When she enters the brothel there is  an angel 
wai t ing for her with a vest of dazzl ing whi teness. Her v i rgin i ty  
makes her  physical ly  invulnerable. I t  is a celest ial  shield that  miracu
lously protects her and makes her qui te unconscious of her envi ron
men t :  "Thus the place seemed for her a house of prayer, and the 
angel cast about her a supernatural l igh t"  (ibid . ,  p. 1 1 1 ) . This image 
of the protect ive shield about the v irgin was so firmly establ ished in  
the  minds of  the  French sold iers that they instant ly  gave one  to Joan . 
The outside world cannot impinge upon the vi rgin and neither can 
the men in the brothel sexual ly penetrate Agnes. 

However, all this autonomy is only a prelude to death .  St. Am
brose had sa id cen turies before that virgin i ty was a type of martyr
dom, requ iring a dai ly death to self. Even tual ly Agnes is stabbed in  
the  throat, and " in th i s  manner her  heavenly spouse claimed her  for 
His bride, " wri tes Jacobus de Voragine, "having decked her with the 
crown of martyrdom. "  Death is the consummat ion of a virgin ' s  l i fe. 
That degree of imperviousness to the world is a kind of death .  Agnes' 
body is as indifferent to the world as a corpse. Jacobus de Voragine 
was wri t ing this story hundreds of years after St. Agnes had d ied 
during the Roman persecutions of the 2nd and 3 rd cen turies. By th is 
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t i me, t he or ig i na l  s tories had changed somewhat a s  t he  myth  of  v ir
g i n i t y  had developed . However, i n  the 4 th  cen t u ry t he Doctor of 
V i rg in i ty ,  S t .  Ambrose, had been wel l  aware of the  con nect ion be
tween vi rgi n i ty  and dea th ,  and J acobus quotes h im at the end of h i s  
accoun t  in The Golden Legend. In h i s  add ress to the  vi rgi ns of h i s  
Church  in  Mi lan ,  he had to ld  t hem the  s tory of  Agnes and ended i n  
th i s  way : 

This  was a new marty rdom . She who was too weak to suffer was 
s t rong enough to conquer ;  she who could not figh t  yet won the 
crown . . . .  No br ide h urr ied to her  bridal chamber as  d id  the 
sai n t  to  her place of j udgemen t ,  joyous ly ,  wi th  hu rried pace. 

By the  4th  cen t u ry ,  therefore ,  Ambrose, who was so influent ial i n  
shaping the  myth of vi rgin i t y  and  whose sermons were so  powerfu l  
t ha t  wea l thy  parents  used to keep thei r daugh ters away lest they 
vowed v i rgi n i t y  on the spot and refused a fash ionable marriage, has 
shown that the au tonomy of vi rgi n i t y  ca n be a k ind  of dea th .  He te l l s  
h is  vi rg ins  t he s tory of a contemporary of h is, a g ir l  who h ad been 
put i n to  a brothel l ike  Agnes, w i th  much the  same resu l t :  . .  A brothel  
can not defy chast i ty ,  but  chas t i ty  can purify even such a place ."  
Lust fu l  people had  gathered a round bu t  ins ide "Our  chaste dove, " 
Ambrose says, was "enc losed , "  sealed off from the cruel and l ustfu l  
"vu l tures" in  wai t outs ide .  After being  released , however, the vi rgin 
had hu rried a long to  t he s tad i u m  to offer hersel f as a vol un tary 
martyr. "My body refused viola t ion but not dea th , "  she expla ined .  
"A vi rg in  may n o t  accept profanat ion ,  b u t  s h e  m a y  accept t h e  blows 
of marty rdom."  Sex is seen as l i tera l l y  bei ng a fate worse than deat h .  
However, conversely ,  v i rgi n i ty  can  be  dea th-bearing .  I t  i s  a refusal of  
and a wi t hd rawal from l i fe and rea l i ty .  The on ly  way  forward for the 
vi rgin i s  death . 

The stor ies of vi rgi n i t y  a l l  i l l ust rate the ex t reme host i l i t y  of the  
ma le  world surround ing  the  vi rgi n .  Men want  to  k i l l  her :  they  t h row 
her i n to bro t hels or  to t he wild beasts .  They cut her th roat . Joan of 
A rc was even t ua l ly  burned at  t he s take. Bu t  th is ret reat was a source 
of power.  The vi rgi n i ty  my th  developed the  image of t he ' 'whole ' '  
female bod y, whose hymen remains  unbroken and possessed of the 
i nnocent " in tegri ty"  or wholeness that Eve enjoyed before the Fa l l .  
For, S t .  August ine had  expla i ned ,  Eve may  have had  sex w i th  Adam 
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before
' 
she fel l  in to s in ,  but  techn ically she remained a v i rg in wi th an 

in tact hymen : 

. . .  wi th  no loss of corporeal integri ty d id the husband pour 
out his  seed into the womb of his wife . . . .  At  the same t ime 
that it was possible for the man's seed to enter into his wife's 
womb with the i n tegri ty of the female organ unbroken , just as 
now i t  is possible, with that same in tegrity preserved , for the 
menstrual flux to proceed from the womb of a vi rgin . . . .  For 
as there were no groans of pain in chi ldbirth but  an impulse at  
matur i ty  relaxed t he female organs, so for gestat ion and concep
tion there was no lustfu l  appet i te ,  but voluntary exercise united 
in both natures. 

(The City of God, XIV,  xxvi) 

Th is prurient speculat ion about Eve's hymen is degrad ing .  However, 
that such tortuous specu lation was deemed essen t ial  and worthwhi le 
is  evidence of how ear ly in  the Church's h istory the magical associa
t ions of the in tact vi rgin body was establ ished . The vi rgin i ty of 
women like Thecla and Joan of Arc could ,  for a t ime at  least , protect 
them from the host i le and indeed murderous male world and make 
them essent ia l ly  autonomous. Writers spoke of the Virgin Mary as a 
"garden enclosed" or a "well  sealed up," shut  off, self-sufficient and 
therefore innocent and holy. 

That this closed-off invulnerabil i ty  can be damaging can be seen 
today in the number of women who remain vi rginal even though 
t hey have been married for years and even borne ch i ldren.  The vi r
g in i ty  is not technical ,  of course, but many women find sexual plea
sure difficul t  if  not impossible . In sex men and women are at thei r 
most vulnerable. An essential part of sexual pleasure for many peo
ple seems often to be a balance of fear wi th pleasure in one's ex t reme 
vulnerabi l i ty ,  and i t  seems that for both men and women t rust i s  i n  
some way necessary for sexual pleasure or even potency. For many 
people i t  is the only t ime that they can ever " let  go . "  People feel that 
they can "lose themselves" in sex,  that the feel ings i t  arouses can be 
frighten ing because "who knows where they wi l l  end?" Such open
ness to another person means that you are giving that person the 
power to invade not only your body but your ent i re personal i ty .  To 
seal oneself off from al l  th is  emotional turbulence and vulnerabi l i ty  
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could certain ly  give a man or a woman a certain protect ion that  
would be emotional i f  not physical . There are married people-par
t icularly women-who remain completely vi rgi nal in personal i ty ,  
not  because they have not had any sexual experience, but because 
they themselves have remained qu i te unaffected by it . They have not 
a l lowed themselves to be penet rated and made vulnerable by their 
experience, and have put themselves into a sphere of sexual auton
omy. Some people are "natura l" cel ibates and lack a sexual d imen
sion. Other "vi rgins" are s imply emotional ly  repressed . This type of 
"v i rgin i ty" is certain ly  a state of impoverishment ,  yet in a dangerous 
world this k ind of vi rgi n i ty will ensure that a woman is not as deeply 
damaged by male host i l i ty  as she somehow fears she might be. The 
woman who is sexual ly  experienced but who cannot enjoy sex and is 
frightened and threatened by passion is a common phenomenon in  
our cul tu re .  Even in  these days of sexual l iberation, sexual trust and 
therefore sexual pleasure are often d ifficul t  to achieve. In her novel of 
the 1 960s, Loose Change, Sara Davidson explored the problems for 
women in  a generat ion that had "ease wi th sex but  d ifficul t ies w i th  
love . "  Men and women can very easi ly  remain v irgins  in our  cul ture 
because we have made sex seem such a dangerous and frighteningly 
uncon t rol lable act iv i t y .  

I f  women s t i l l  feel the need for the shield of v irgin i ty  when they 
have in t imate con tact wi th just one man, they wi l l  feel the need of i t  
even more when they are attempt ing to penetrate the male world as 
Joan of Arc did .  Joan was able to gain  male support by drawing on 
the strongly establ ished popular myth of vi rgin i ty ,  but th is male sup
port and cooperat ion proved to  be unrel iable .  When Joan stopped 
winn ing bat t les, the French army who had so obl igingly helped cre
ate her legend d i tched her overn igh t ,  and for Joan as for Agnes the 
autonomous state was merely a prelude to death .  However, Joan 's 
career was a truly remarkable one whi le i t  las ted . Despi te  the dan
gers that were involved for a woman in  the male world ,  there were 
always some women who braved that  world using the protection of 
the ir  v irgi n i ty to gain an entree in to mascu l ine preserves and a free
dom which would have been impossible for their married sisters. 
V i rgi n i ty cou ld open new doors for a woman. If i t  made her an 
honorary man , then there was no reason why she should not ,  in 
theory, take a fu l l  and act i ve part in the male world. Thus before 
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Joan, S t .  Colet te of Corbie and S t .  Catherine of Siena both  left the ir  
sol i tary l i ves to play a very successfu l  ro le in the social and pol i t ical 
worlds of their t ime. Catherine played qui te an important part in t he 
pol i t ics of Northern I ta ly and was often invi ted to act as a mediator 
in d isputes . She even advised the Pope, and was popularly associated 
with his return to Rome after the Avignon Capt iv i ty .  Yet however 
ega l i tarian the theory, in rea l i ty the men s t i l l  wan ted thei r  women 
locked away in a separate world .  They put their v irgins, t hei r career 
women, into enclosed convents wh ich mirrored the state of v i rgin i ty 
itself. Only a few women cou ld safely ven ture outs ide the female 
world of home or convent and surv ive involvement in  the great 
world outside. Yet they persisted in doing so. Women l ike Joan, 
Catherine or Colette were the first feminists, and the t rad i t ion to 
which they belonged bequeathed to the West  the idea of the l iberated 
woman who carves out for herse lf  a successfu l  career i n  worlds 
which have h i therto been strict ly for Men Only .  

For cen turies, i f  a woman wan ted to enter the male world and 
have a "career ," the on ly way she could do i t  was to be a vi rgin ,  but  
i t  was usua l ly  the case that most v i rgins made no attempt to enter 
the male world but ret reated from i t  in  enclosed convents .  So much 
so that when v i rgins started coming out of thei r conven ts and doing 
good works in  society ,  this caused a scandal in the Church .  Today we 
are used to seeing nuns scurrying round the st reets, drivi ng cars, 
nursing and teach ing so that most people do not real ize what a re la
t i vely recent development this is .  One of the fi rst of these "act ive" 
nuns was the English woman , Mary Ward, who founded the Inst i tu te 
of the Blessed Virgin Mary in  the early 1 7 th century .  Instead of 
never leaving the convent grounds, Mary's nuns worked " in the 
world" founding schools and col leges and organizing themselves l ike 
the large religious orders of men. This cal led fort h the wrath of the 
Ch urch .  A Board of Card inals reviewed Mary's case and declared 
that they d id not bel ieve in "the power of women to do aught of good 
to any but themselves in a l i fe consecrated to God . "  Al l  a woman 
could hope to manage rel igiously was to look after herself; she was 
incapable of helping others. In  1 63 1  Urban V I I I  suppressed the Or
der. 
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Certain women,  taking the name of Jesui tesses, assembled and 
l iving together, bu i l t  col leges and appoin ted superiors and a 
General ,  assumed a pecul iar  habit wi thout the approbation of 
the Holy See . . .  carried out works by no means sui t ing the 
weakness of the ir  sex , woman ly modesty ,  v irginal pur i ty . . .  
works which men most experienced in the knowledge of the 
sacred scriptu res undertake wi th d ifficul ty  and not without great 
caut ion. 

(Quoted by M. Daly in The Church and the Second Sex, 
p. 64) 

Mary's  real offense was that she and her nuns were running an Order 
as though they were men.  

Women s t i l l  had to remain in a separate sphere and m ight not 
come out, even in a good cause, or some terrible but unspecified 
danger would ensue. Since the days of Jerome, priests had been cau
t ioned to avoid even virt uous women and leave them alone, and by 
Mary's t ime the Counci l  of Trent had decreed that a l l  nuns must be 
"enclosed . " An enclosed nun must l i ve in a conven t where she has no 
contact w i t h  the  outside world and which she never leaves during her 
whole l i fe .  No lay person,  even other women, is  a l lowed to enter the 
convent except the Parlor, where they speak to nuns through a gri l le .  
Even in church another gri l le separates the nuns from the lay con
gregat ion .  It is an image of the segregation that the Church had for 
centuries desired for i ts  women . The nun was locked away from men 
in to a separate,  whol ly female world .  The gri l le certa in ly reminds the 
visi tor of prison bars ,  despi te the nuns' cheerful  reminder t hat the 
gri l l e  is there not to keep the nuns in but to keep the world out . 
Chris t iani ty wanted women locked away from them ; Tertu l l ian had 
said  that they were "prisoners at t he d ivi ne bar. " For a nun to break 
th is symbolic ideal of the way th ings ought to be was extremely 
dangerous, and that  was what Mary Ward d id .  

I t  was obviously impossible for the nuns to carry on  a serious work 
of education for women under the cond it ions of an enclosed convent ,  
so Mary refused to accept enclosure. For twenty-s ix years the Inst i 
tu te  of the Blessed Virgin Mary had spread through England, Flan
ders, Germany, Austria and I ta ly ,  clearly fu lfi l l ing a st rongly fel t  
need , not on ly for women who wan ted to join t he  Order and lead a 
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consecrated but act ive re l igious l ife, but for the g ir ls  who were flock
ing to be educated seriously in the schools. Nevertheless, the repri
sals were severe . Mary herself had a symbolic punishment .  She had 
refused to accept the enclosu re which was the proper place for 
women, so she was locked up.  She was l i teral ly imprisoned in a 
convent of Poor Clares, and because she was a "heret ic" she was 
placed in a room apart from the communi ty .  The pun ishment was 
ruth lessly made to fit the crime in every particular .  I t  was a real 
prison cel l : the cei l ing was very low and the two smal l  windows were 
almost en t i rely boarded up. A dying nun had been in there and had 
vacated the room for Mary, so the room stank .  Not surprisingly, 
these condit ions made Mary i l l ,  and she went down with a violent 
fever which brought her to death's door.  She was not ,  however, 
cowed by th is monstrous t reatment ,  but wrote during her i l lness :  

I have never done or said anyth ing,  e i ther great or small against 
his Hol iness (whose holy will I have offered myself and do offer 
myself now, whol ly  to obey) or the authority of Holy Church.  
But on the cont rary, and as far as i t  was possible to me, em
ployed for honour and service of both .  

(Gasquet , p .  9 5) 

I f  th ings were bad for Mary, they were not much better for her 
nuns. At the t ime of the suppression there were between 200 and 300 
sisters. The revenues of the Order were confiscated by the Church 
and the women were turned out of their convents, friendless, home
less and penni less . It was hard for some of the women to rejoin their 
fami l ies, especial ly the Engl ish women , for in England it was danger
ous at that t ime to be a Catholic ,  let alone an ex-nun ,  and many 
conven t women would have been ut terly cast off by thei r fami l ies. 
The nuns of at least four  of the convents had to beg for bread and 
were t reated as criminals because they were suspected of heresy . One 
sister, Catherine Kochim,  wen t to confession dressed in her habi t ,  
and the  sacristan h i t  her  and drove her  ou t  in to  the  s treet .  

Eventual ly ,  when she recovered from her dangerous i l lness, Mary 
managed to extricate herse lf  from her prison and made her way to 
Rome to plead her cause before the Pope, who had the gal l to reply 
in th is way to her when she protested that she was innocent of heresy 
and a loyal daughter of the Church : 
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We believe i t ,  we bel ieve i t .  We and the Cardinals are wel l  in
formed as to yourself, and your habits and your exemplary con
duct .  We and they are not only satisfied but edified, and we 
know that you have carried on your Inst i tute wel l .  We have, 
nevertheless, permitted the trial of your vi rtue, nor must you 
th ink it much to have been proved as you have been, as other 
Popes, Our predecessors, have done in similar cases, who have 
exercised the endurance of the Servants of God. 

(Gasquet, p. 1 05) 

I t  is pleasan t to record that Urban "pardoned" Mary and let her l ive 
privately in  Rome with a few of her most impoverished compan ions. 
He could afford to be generous, as the Church had ach ieved i ts objec
t ive. N uns were safely back in the c loister, where they belonged . 

Yet despite the dangers of braving the male world, there were 
women throughout the s ixteen centuries before the Reformation who 
did try to influence the world of affairs and found liberation in  the 
state of independence and autonomy.  The Reformation of course 
shut down convents and abol ished celibacy as a desi rable way of l i fe . 
Protestantism, however, had its drawbacks for women . The suppres
sion of the cu l t  of the Virgin Mary and of the female sain ts meant 
that Christian i ty was now more of a male rel igion than ever. It also 
meant that women were deprived of any official way of leading an 
autonomous and independent l ife. The convents were certainly not a 
perfect solut ion, but they did offer an alternative to marriage, and the 
ideal of v irgin i ty  did offer some women a career, whereas the spinster 
and the old maid were not revered but seen as pathetic and deprived . 
St i l l ,  the memory of women l ike Thecla did not die. In the 1 9th 
century certain famous spinsters saw the unmarried state as  a chance 
to break into a new and excit ing world of freedom and l iberation. 
Florence Night ingale, for example, compared herself to Joan of Arc 
and saw her very secular career in terms of a divine cal l ing .  Like 
Joan she saw visions and heard voices cal l ing her to a special task .  
When she final ly real ized that she was destined for the s ingle l ife, she 
saw i t  in rel igious terms as a new freedom : "I  am thirty ,"  she wrote 
in her diary on her birthday, " the age Christ began his mission . Now 
no more ch i ldish th ings .  No more love. No more marriage. Now, 
Lord, let me think only of Thy Wil l ,  what Thou wi l iest me to do. " A 
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year later, reviewing the year 1 8 52 ,  she writes, "al l  my admirers are 
married . . .  and I stand with al l  the world before me . . .  it has 
been a bapt ism of fire th i s  year . " She then began a career that took 
her not merely to the Crimean War but in to the mascu l ine world of 
government papers and commit tees. I n  1 84 1  Charlotte Bronte wrote 
enthusiastica l ly of her friend Mary Tay lor, who had emigrated to 
New Zealand : 

Mary alone has more energy and power in her nature than any 
ten men you can pick out in the united parishes of Birstal l  and 
Gomersa l .  I t  is vain to l imi t  a character l ike hers within ordi 
nary boundaries-she wi l l  overstep them.  I am moral ly certain 
t hat Mary wi l l  establ ish her own landmarks. 

(Quoted by Nina Auerbach,  Woman and the Demon, 
p. l l 1 - 1 2) 

Mary Taylor's emigration to New Zealand and Florence Night in
gale 's  exped i t ion to the Crimea seem,  as Nina Auerbach has poin ted 
out ,  emblematic of t he sense of adven ture and possibi l i ty  that the 
Victorian spinster fel t .  Charlotte Bron te herse lf, in  her fictional auto
biography Villette, recalls her journey to Brussels as an odyssey 
which ignored a l l  home t ies and a l l  fami ly  obligat ions .  Again ,  the 
Victorian femin ist Frances Cobbe went to the Holy Land at the start 
of her career. When Charlotte Bronte received her first letter from 
Mary Taylor she was shaken powerfu l ly  by the idea of th is search for 
a brave new world which reached beyond the l imi tat ions imposed on 
women by t rad i t ional Western society .  

I hardly knew what  swelled to my th roat as  I read her letter 
. . . such a s t rong wish for wings-wings such as weal th can 
fu rnish-such an urgent th i rs t  to see-to know-to learn
something in ternal seemed to expand unexercised-then al l  col
lapsed and I despai red . 

( Ibid . , p. 1 1 2) 

It was not only the women themselves who fe l t  that the spinster 
was tapping new human possibi l i t i es .  I t  w a s  apparent to some Victo
rian men also that the old maids were becoming a new evolut ionary 
"type" or "species . " Blackwood 's magazine denied that " the highest 
type of old maid" was an unfortunate and unfu lfi l led human being .  
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Rather, she has courageously refused to compromise an ideal and i s  
fundamental ly independent of the male world :  "marriage as a state is  
not necessary to her idea of happiness. . . . She is a woman who 
has never met her ideal and who has never been cunningly persuaded 
to accept anything short of i t"  (Blackwood 's Edinburgh Magazine, 1 2  
Ju ly ,  1 872) .  Not only was she a brave and independen t ideal ist ,  but 
an " important variat ion in  the types of womanhood" : 

The unmarried woman today is a new, sturdy,  vigorous type. 
We find her neither the exal ted ascet ic  nor the nerveless inact ive 
creature of former days. She is in tel lectual ly t rained and socia l ly 
successfu l .  Her physique is as sound and as vigorous as her 
mind .  The world is before her in  a t ruer and better sense than i t  
is before any  ind ividual . 

(Westminster Review, 1 2 1 ,  1 8 84) 

Th is was of course the t ime when evol ution was on everybody's l ips 
and i ts  concepts banded about fashionably. The spinster was seen as 
something new and d ifferent from anything that had exi sted before. 
However, it took a true scientist to see that the whole point  of evol u
t ion is that "new" developments are simply adaptations of old types 
to d ifferent condi t ions. The myth of the v irgi n was reappearing, but 
th is t ime not in  a rel igious context but in a secular idiom, right at the 
begi nn ing of secular Western society. S ir  Charles Lyel l ,  the geologist , 
told Frances Power Cobbe this at a di nner party: 

Suppose you had been l iving in  Spain 300 years ago, and had a 
sister who was a perfect ly commonplace person , and bel ieved 
everyth ing she was told .  Wel l !  your sister would have been hap
pi ly married and had numerous progeny,  and that would have 
been the survival of the fit test ; but you would have been burnt at 
an auto-da-fe and there would have been an end of you . You 
would have been unsuited to your environment. There! that's 
Evolut ion for you! 

(Auerbach, p. 1 46) 

Lyel l  could see that there was nothing new about the Victorian inde
pendent woman, but it is interest ing that he ident ified this vi rago 
wi th the witch.  Frances Cobbe was actual ly more l ikely to have been 
a vi rgin l ike Joan of Arc or Thecla. 
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The
' 
sense of brave new worlds open ing out for women ebbs and 

flows: the wave of femin ism in the early 20th cen tury was succeeded 
by the apathy of the '40s and ' 50s, and the opt im ism of the early 
1 970s seems now to have waned somewhat .  The brave male worlds 
seem rather hollow once they have been penet rated; they are sti l l  as 
fu l l  of neurosis and host i l i ty  as the worlds the early Christ ian vi ragos 
encoun tered . Part of the problem is the ideal of the vi rago. The aim 
of the l iberated woman in the Church was to become male, even 
though the male worlds in  both the v irgi n i ty  stories and in actual 
fact were so cruel and neurot ic .  Instead of seeing vi rgini ty as leading 
to completely d ifferent human possibi l i t ies, as  the  Eastern Church 
Fathers did, the vi rgin was simply invi ted to exchange one human 
l imi tation for another by changing sex. The Eastern Fathers saw the 
celibate l i fe as being l ike the l i fe of the angels ,  because angel ic l i fe 
"surpassed the ordinary possibi l i t ies of human nature. " (St .  Basi l ,  
Sermo asceticus, i i ) .  Surely both sexes should now be seeking to  t ran
scend the old l imi ted categories of gender. Instead, fem in ists st i J J  
tend to see the male  as  the  standard of equal i ty ,  power and privi lege 
just as the Christ ian vi rgins d id .  I t  is real ist ic perhaps to see the male 
world as powerfu l ,  but surely the emphasis should be on new ways of 
being women . Some feminists have got no further than a pathetic 
aping of the male world, and that inevitably brings disappointment ,  
i f  no t  neurosis. Of  the  Victorian vi ragos we have considered , Flor
ence Night ingale, who hated women and wanted the company only 
of men,  was a neurotic a l l  her l i fe .  Charlotte Bronte, whose elation 
over Mary Taylor's letter col lapsed even while she was read ing it ,  
reneged on her earl ier rebel l ion and married convent iona l ly .  The 
vi rago George Eliot, who had so impressed the American femin ist 
and ·novelist El isabeth Robins ("She is th ree parts man . . . abnor
mal . . . looks awfu l .  Her picture frightens me!") even tual ly mar
ried the conservat ive Cross. To become a "man" is not only a disap
poi nt ing experience, i t  is also both impossible and undesi rable. The 
"wish for wings" is often not sufficien t ly imaginative and so is 
doomed to frustration and dis i l l usion . 

I t  can also be damaging and frighten ing. Those women who 
achieve independence--or a modicum of i t--often find the price too 
high or find that it is  potent ia l ly  wounding. Independence may not 
bri ng us the death or persecu tion it brought to Mary Ward or Joan of 
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A rc,  but i t  can bring us male antagonism nevertheless. I t  can imperi l 
our relat ionsh ips wi th the men closest to us, because dependency is 
wri t ten so closely into heterosexual relationsh ips. Men may say that 
they want thei r wives to be independent ,  but t heir own deep but 
unexpressed dependence upon thei r wives makes the real i ty hard to 
take. One of the husbands interv iewed by Li l l ian Rubin ,  who had 
u rged his wife to learn to d rive and get a job, fel t  threatened if she 
overstepped the mark by going out with a friend in  the evening or 
fai l ing to be in the house when he came home. He claimed that he 
l iked his wife to be independent ,  but added , "There's such a th ing as 
a woman being too independent ,  you know ."  In  her turn ,  his wife 
t ried to persuade h im that they st i l l  had a valuable relat ionsh ip by 
convincing him that she was dependent upon h im,  even though that 
was no longer as t rue as i t  had been in  the past : 

I keep t rying to make h im understand that I 'm st i l l  dependent 
on h im .  I keep tel l ing him, " Look, I'm not independent ;  we do 
most everything together; I fee l  very t ied to you; how can you 
say I 'm  independent?" But then I real ise that those aren ' t  the 
th ings he's talking about ;  I understand that now. He worries 
because I real ly am more independent inside myself, and even i f  
I t ry not  to le t  h im know that , i t  shows and he knows. 

(Intimate Strangers, p. 1 5 5) 

I f, however, the wife has become as powerfu l  or more powerful than 
her husband in the male world of careers and affairs, the dependency 
structu re of a close relat ionsh ip  can be shot to pieces . A woman who 
is • • too independent" or too successfu l  can be seen as a castrating 
wi tch,  as Lyell poin ted out  to Frances Cobbe. This  male host i l i ty  can 
make a woman give up her autonomy and rebel l ion,  as the heroines 
of novels by Jud i th  Krantz do or as George Eliot d id .  There is also 
the danger that the male aggression she encounters may destroy 
sqmething within a woman. It can destroy her personal integri ty if  
she t ries to juggle with dependence and independence together in 
incompatible si tuations. 

W h at made a woman l ike George Eliot renege on her role of 
vi rago may well have been the lonel i ness of autonomy. We have seen 
that  the protect ive shield it provides can be lethal .  It can seal a 
woman off from real i t ies that she ought to confront .  I t  can mean 
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isolat'ion that involves not only personal lonel iness but an isolat ion 
from important  elements of her envi ronment .  To erect a barrier be
tween herself and the world can mean impoverishment and damage 
psychological ly .  Not everybody has the stabi l i ty  or even the desi re to 
become truly autonomous, and th is  can resul t  in grave neurosis. Yet 
to be tru ly independen t does involve an inner autonomy to some 
degree, or the i ndependent ,  equal l i fe for women becomes a mere 
career game, whi le  in  rea l i ty  the woman is st i l l  in  a state of emotional 
ens lavement to  a man, st i l l  feels that unless she has a man she is 
incomplete. Insofar as autonomy means a mature independence of 
one's envi ronment and an abi l i ty  to be alone when necessary , i t  is  
vital for the l ibera ted woman.  

From the earl iest days of the Church v irgins had been urged to 
withd raw from the world i nto a seclusion that excl uded even other 
women . Before convents were establ ished i n  the West , the v i rg in was 
encouraged to leave t he world and seek sol i tude.  Thus Jerome u rges 
Eustoch ium to safeguard chast i ty by proud isolat ion :  

I would not have you consort overmuch with married women or 
frequen t the houses of the great .  I would not have you look too 
often on what you spurned when you desi red to be a v i rgin .  
Women of  the  world you know, p lume themselves i f  the i r  hus
band is a judge or holds some high posi t ion .  . . . Why should 
you, who are God's bride,  hasten to visi t the wife of a mortal 
man? In  this regard you must learn a holy pride; know that you 
are bet ter than they. And not on ly  do I desi re you to avoid the 
company of those who are puffed up by thei r husband's honours 

_ . . . you must also shun such women as are widows from com
pulsion not choice. 

(Letter 22) 

The impl ication is that celibacy can only be main tained e i ther by the 
sort of div ine aid that  ThecJa experi enced or by a qu i te unnatura l  
sol itude and segregation which is a refusal of rea l i ty .  Ambrose is 
equal ly severe about vis i t i ng. A v i rgin should not even visit her re la
t i ves : 

For the younger [vi rgins] I th ink that vis i ts ,  i f  they have to be 
made to parents or companions should be few. In t hese acts of 
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dut i fu lness modesty wears away,  boldness of manner appears 
and levity creeps in .  Modesty goes whi le you are t ry ing to be 
courteous. If  you fai l  to reply to a quest ion you seem impol i te ;  i f  
you do reply you are caught in idle gossip .  

(De Virginibus, I l l ,  9) 

Tertu l l ian told v irgins that they had to be a walking fort ress: "Put  on 
the panoply of modesty; surround yourself with the stockade of bash
fu lness; rear a rampart for your sex, which must neither al low your 
own eyes egress nor ingress to other people's" (On the Veiling of 
Virgins). I t  is a defensiveness and an embatt led sol i tude that is remi
n iscent of many feminists today as they walk determinedly away 
from the male world .  

What was a v irgin supposed to do inside th is  fortress which saw 
enemies everywhere? It is  here that we see the first of the dangers 
that th reaten such a defensive female autonomy .  The Fathers tell a 
vi rg in to entertain  ·ch rist ,  her bridegroom, who alone can penetrate 
her defenses .  The fantasies they conj ure up for thei r virgins are im
plici t l y  sexual and look forward to the wish-fu lfi l lment that we saw 
in St. Agnes. St. Ambrose reminds the v irg in that she is entertain ing 
the spi ri t ual and sublime Word, who existed wi th the Father in a 
total ly spir i t ual world : 

This is the way to find and hold Christ who puts h is  hand 
through your  window. This window is the eye of the soul ,  the 
vis ion of the mind,  th rough which we see the works of Christ . 
V i rgin ,  let Christ enter through your latt ice, let Christ put h is  
hand through i t ;  for the love of the Word not that  of the body .  
But  i f  the  Word puts  h is  hand through your  window, make sure 
to prepare i t .  

(De Virginitate, 79) 

I t  is al l  very we l l  for Ambrose here to remind the v irgin that he is not 
speaking of sexual and physical pleasure, to insist that he is not 
ta lk ing about the man Jesus but the mysterious and spiri tual  Word 
who dwelt wi th the Father from al l  Etern i ty .  When he says that th is  
Word wi l l  put his hand ins ide the v irgin ,  he nevertheless plants in her 
mind a powerfu l ly  erotic image, especial ly because he is loosely quot
ing the Song of Songs, the Bibl ical love poem. Jerome does the same: 
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�et the sec l usion of your  own chamber ever guard you;  ever let 
the B ridegroom sport w i th  you wi th in  . . . .  If you pray you 
are speak ing  to your spouse: i f  you read,  He is  speak ing to  you . 
When s leep comes on you He wi l l  come beh ind  the  wal l  and wi l l  
put  His hand th rough the hole in  the  door and wi l 1  touch you r 
flesh.  And you wi l l  awake and rise up  and c ry :  " I  am sick wi th  
love. " 

(Let ter  22) 

Jerome h i msel f had not coped too wel 1  wi th  the  sol i t ude of the des
ert , and here, in  view of the ext reme sec lusion that he designs for 
Eustoch ium and h is  opi n ion of the ram pant sexua l i ty  of women ,  i t  
seems ext raord inary t hat he should exci te her i maginat ion wi th  such 
erot ic  wri t i ng .  I t  is n ice to have someth ing  good to  say about  Jerome, 
and i t  is therefore i m portan t  to  remember tha t  both i n  Rome and in 
the Holy Land he did keep h is  t rou pe of vi rgi ns fu l l y  occu pied wi th  
B ib l ical  scholarsh ip .  When he wri tes panegyrics of  his  favori te 
women disciples he loves to praise thei r  i n te l lects and to show how 
thei r keen mi nds constan t ly  chal lenged and even outwi t ted h im 
when t hey d iscussed Bibl ical  topics .  I t  i s  a pi ty-but  not  perhaps 
very surpris ing-that none of t he ir  work has survived , or  we might  
have an i n teres t ing group of Mothers of the  Ch u rch . Jerome may 
have kept them in  physical sec l us ion ,  but he did i n t roduce them to 
the mascu l ine  world of scholarsh ip .  Th is  i n te l lect ua l  d i sc ip l ine  
wou ld  have helped them to guard aga ins t  the  peri ls of the sol i tary 
and cel ibate l i fe .  

Jerqme and Ambrose had suggested to vi rg ins  that  they create 
their own worlds in fan tasy . But the fan tasies that  women created 
were often depart u res from real i ty .  By the Middle Ages the  men who 
wrote devot ional  works for women were no longer as carefu l  to ins ist  
that  these erot ic fan tasies with Christ were en t i rely spi ri t ua l ,  as S t .  
Ambrose had  been .  The  A ncrene R iwle promises the  bride of Ch rist 
t hat  she can get her spouse to do anyth ing  she wan ts :  "s t retch out  
thy  love to Jesus Chris t  and you have won Him . Touch Him wi th  as  
much love  as you somet imes show for a man,  and He is  th ine  to do 
wi th  a l l  t hat you w i l l "  (p .  1 86). H is readers were anchoresses who 
l i ved en t i re ly sol i tary l i ves; often ,  l ike J u l ian  of Norwich , t hey l i ved 
alone in  a smal l ce l l  bu i l t  onto the Ch u rch ,  which t hey never left . 
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Deprived of al l  normal consolations and al l  ord inary sexual i ty ,  such 
advice was an open invi tat ion to a woman to let her sexual imagina
t ion run wi ld .  The separateness the v irgin enjoyed was seen as espe
cial ly conducive to a private " int imacy" with Jesus which is deeply 
sexual . In the 1 2th-century text The Wooing of Our Lord, the vi rgin  
is to ld  to remind Christ : "Thou has  brought me from the world to  
the bower of  my birth .  There I can so sweet ly kiss and embrace and 
of thy love have infin i te del ight"  (p. 3 3) .  The same text urges the 
v irgin to contemplate not Christ , the Word of God, but Christ 's 
physical body :  

Ah ,  who may not  love thee, lovely Jesu? For wi th in  thee alone 
are all the th ings united that ever make any man worthy of thy 
love to another. Beauty and lovesome face, flesh white under 
cloth ing make many a man the rather and the more to be be
loved. 

(p. 20) 

The virgin finds herself th inking of Jesus suffering on the cross in 
masochist ic and erotic terms :  "Let my body hang with thy body 
nai led to the cross, enclosed t ransversely wi th in four walls, and I wi l l  
hang wi th  thee and nevermore come down from my cross unt i l  I die .  
. . . Ah Jesu! sweet i t  is wi th thee to hang!" (ibid . ,  p .  36). Shut up in 
her cel l ,  the v irg in had achieved what V i rginia Woolf has said that 
every woman should have: A Room of Her Own . I t  is an image that 
has haunted a l l  autonomous women.  In her private female world the 
v irgin was indeed i ndependent of men . She could create her own 
perfect ly legi t imate sexual i ty for herself without them . I t  was even 
"holy" for her to have these fantasies. However, i t  was a lonely 
world, and loneliness and deprivation often creep in to these fan ta
sies, as a v irgin is urged to strive to real ize these fantasies physical ly ,  
despi te Christ 's  . .  real" absence. 

Ah, sweet Jesus, why do I not embrace thee with arms of love so 
fast that nothing from thence may tear away my heart? Why do 
I not sweet ly  kiss thee in spiri t ,  with sweet remembrance of thy 
good deeds? Why do I not feel  thee in my breasts as sweet as 
thou art? 

(I bid . ,  p. 3) 
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Th� reason why a vi rgin could not · � real ly" embrace Christ and 
feel h im in her breasts was, of course, that no such erotic rela t ionship 
was possible with Ch rist . The v irgin was bei ng del iberately encour
aged to depart from real i ty into an ent i rely imaginat ive world of 
wish-fu lfi l lment which had no basis in fact .  It would not be "sweet" 
to hang on the cross with Jesus; i t  would not be an erot ic experience, 
and to imagine otherwise is an unhealthy self-deception. I t  has noth
ing to do with what the Christ ian l i fe is supposed to be about .  Christ 
had not invi ted the virg in in to her own private room to satisfy her 
sexual ly .  Women were encouraged to make Jesus do with them what
ever they wanted , and he was often forced to go through some very 
strange scenarios .  As the cen tu ries wear on, many of the sain ts imag
ine wedding ceremon ies wi th Jesus where they become h is  bride. 
Many of them, l ike Catherine of Siena and Teresa of Avi la ,  claimed 
that he had given them a "real" ring,  which was invisible to every
body else but themselves; some of them, l i ke St. Catherine de Ricci 
(d. 1 589) ,  produced marks or "st igmas" on their ring fingers which 
looked l ike ri ngs, psychosomatical ly  act ing out ther own desi res. I t  is  
t rue that these fantasies were not doing anybody any harm and were 
merely giv ing these women a pathet ic satisfact ion , but by encourag
ing women to create these fantasies the Church was damaging them. 
Further, by canon iz ing these women, the Church put them forward 
as role models for other women, encouraging all women to seek a 

fan tasy sat isfact ion that was impossible for them in the  real world. 
Women who chose the vi rginal  l ife took the advice of these devo

t ional writers .  St .  Margaret Mary A lacoque, who l ived in France in 
the second half of the 1 7 th cen tury ,  had had an unhappy chi ldhood 
where she had been deprived of much normal affection. When she 
entered her convent at Paray le Monai l  she withdrew in to the en
closed female world of the Visi tat ion Order. There was no reason 
why such a wi thdrawal from men should inevi tably have meant neu
rosis .  The Vis i tation nuns were extremely suspicious of s trange mys
tical sta tes and discouraged nuns from seeking them out .  The way to 
God they sought was the ord i nary road of  prayer and a good l ife. 
The Foundress , Jane Frances de Chantal ,  had dis trusted abnormal 
and hysterical raptures and ecstasies, so that Margaret Mary's v i 
s ions and errat ic behavior were st rongly disapproved of by many 
nuns in her communi ty .  The wi thdrawal from the world ,  in  Marga-
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ret Mary 's  case, was no t  caused by her  entering a convent ;  she 
brought neurosis with her. The cloistered condi t ions, the long hours 
of si lence and sol i tude, the difficul t ies and inevitable repressions of 
the celibate l i fe certain ly seem to have enhanced th is neurosis and 
driven Margaret Mary to make a further withdrawal into her head, 
where she "entertained" her spouse in most dubious ways. I t  is to 
Margaret Mary t hat Jesus revealed his "Sacred Heart ,"  and i t  is to 
her therefore that we owe that very st range Catholic devot ion,  where 
Christ bares his breast to reveal a bulbous heart surrounded by a 
n imbus of flames (of love) and a crown of thorns.  The way this heart 
becomes separate from Jesus h imsel f  shows that for Margaret Mary 
love is not a part of the whole person , but a smal l ,  local ized part of 
the person that can be spl i t  off from the rest of the personal i ty .  I t  
c learly gives to  Margaret Mary compensation for a l l  the love she 
never had herself: 

I make you heiress of My  Heart and of a l l  i ts  t reasures for t ime 
and eternity ,  al lowing you to use them accord ing to your desi re, 
and I promise you to use them according to your des ire ,  and I 
promise you that you shall fai l  on ly  to receive assistance when 
My Heart shall want power to give i t  you. You shal l be for ever 
Its beloved d isciple the sport of I ts good pleasure and the vict im 
of  I ts  wishes. I t  shal l  be the sole del ight  of al l  your desi res; I t  
wi l l  repair and supply for your defects ,  and discharge your obl i 
gations for you . 

(Tick el l ,  p. 22 1 )  

Margaret Mary was imagining a "love" which would supply her 
with every satisfact ion,  "discharge al l  her obl igat ions," and which 
made her "special" in a conventual world where women were re
qu i red to submerge their indiv idual i ty in the common l i fe . Margaret 
Mary had always been deeply averse to sex . She tel ls us that the very 
idea of marriage was repugnant to her as a young girl; she was 
clearly a chi ld of her cu l ture and had been st rongly affected by the 
hatred of sex that Christ ian i ty  inspi red . Yet the fantasies she created 
for herself  were intensely erot ic .  Jesus speaks to her like an ardent 
lover: " Let me do my pleasure .  There is a t ime for everyth ing. Now I 
want you to be the plaything of my love and you must l ive th is 
wi thout resistance, surrendered to my desi res, al lowing me to grat i fy 
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myse lf \H your expense. " The sol i t ude of  the cloister a s  well a s  Mar
garet Mary's neu rot ic reject ion of sex, led to her creat ion of a per
verse sexual i ty ,  where she was al most Jesus' geisha.  I t  is pure emo
t ional compensat ion which, because i t  is a complete  departure from 
rea l i ty ,  is a form of madness. It is the del iberate adopt ion of a world
view that in  no way corresponds to the " t rue" world .  Margaret Mary 
saw the v i rginal l i fe in prec isely the same ways as Jacobus de 
Voragine had in The Golden Legend. She was to be impervious to the 
world ,  as impervious as Agnes in  a l iv ing death .  She had clearly 
absorbed the v irgin i ty  myth i n  i ts  ent i rety ,  and wan ted on ly to be 
separated from rea l i ty by a shield of " ind ifference ."  On her Profes
s ion day Jesus said that she was to l ive a l i fe which made her total ly 
insensible to the world around her: " . . . a l l  your powers and senses 
must be buried in Me .  You must be deaf, dumb,  bl ind and insensible 
to a l l  earth ly  objec ts . "  She was bei ng asked to become a "l i v ing 
corpse . "  Margaret Mary knew that a v i rgin was to be a defensive 
fortress . Yet wi th in  this fort ress she enacted scenarios in which 
Ch rist was offering her a rather repulsive physical sat isfaction . One 
day, when she had had a very bad t ime overcoming her nausea at the 
jobs she was requ i red to do in  the convent infirmary, Jesus gave her a 
spec ial reward : 

The fol lowing n igh t He al lowed me for two or th ree hours to 
hold my mouth close to the Wound of His Sacred Heart . I t  
wou.ld be  very d ifficult  for me  to express what I then fel t  o r  what 
marvel lous effects th is grace produced in my soul .  

( Ib id . ,  p .  1 92) 

The in terest ing thing about th is  incident is that i t is a fantasy that 
Margaret Mary "caught "  from another v i rgin sain t .  Three hundred 
years before, Catherine of Siena had also had a hard day nurs ing an 
old woman .  She overcame her repugnance by drink ing  the fet id wa
ter in which she had washed the cancerous wound, and " I  assu re 
ycu, father, " she said to her Con fessor, "never in my l i fe t ime did I 
taste anyth ing one half so sweet and del ightfu l . "  The next n ight Jesus 
appeared to her and showed her h is  five wounds .  He reached out h i s  
a rms  and  pul led her  c lose to h im so  that her  l i ps touched the wound 
of his s ide. "Drink ,  daughter ," he said , "d r ink thy fill of the Founta in  
of Life . "  The coincidence is obvious and is only one of many exam-
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pies which shows how th is deeply unheal thy fantasy world was 
transmi t ted from one "sa int" and role model to another, crossing 
boundaries of t ime and distance and creat ing a special mode of be
havior for women seeking the autonomous l i fe .  

When th is autonomous l i fe is as morbid as the one Margaret Mary 
created for herself, i t  is mut i lat ing for the v irgin .  Margaret Mary's 
Ch rist is an appal l ing creat ion . He is neurotic, mawkish and sel f
pi ty ing.  In  1 682  she recal ls  how he appeared to her just before Lent :  

. . . covered a l l  over with wounds and bruises . H i s  adorable 
Blood was streaming over Him on every side. "Wil l  no one," He 
said in a sad and mournful  tone, "have pity on Me and compas
sionate Me, and take part in My sorrow, in the piteous state to 
which sinners reduce Me especial l y  at th is t ime. " 

(Tickel l ,  p .  2 58) 

What Margaret Mary was doing was invent ing a Christ in  her own 
neurot ic image. She was also making him extremely "femin ine. " Her 
Jesus is  complete ly d ifferent from the abrasive and vigorous figure of 
the Gospels. Yet in Margaret Mary's mind he could only be femi
n ine .  Other female sol i taries also femin ized Christ . Some of them 
have even made h im in to a woman . Jul ian of Norwich, a much more 
robust woman than poor Margaret Mary, saw Jesus as a kindly nurse 
in whose breasts we find comfort .  Indeed, women were encouraged 
to make this t ransformation by the spi ri tual writers .  Thus the author 
of the 1 2th -century English text ,  The Prayer of Our Lord, sees Jesus 
as a mother who is  standing with outstretched arms: 

He openeth them as doth the mother her arms to embrace her 
beloved chi ld .  Yea, of a tru th !  And thou, dear Lord , goes spiri
tually towards us and to thy darl ings with the same embrace as 
a mother to her chi ldren .  

(p .  2)  

The A ncrene Riwle also sees Jesus as a mother, for He "plays with us 
as the mother does wi th her young darl ing .  She flees from it and 
h ides herself and lets i t  s i t  alone and look longingly about and cal 1s ,  
"Mama! Mama!" and weep awh i le and return longingly" (p. 1 03) .  
Women of power and s trength ,  as wel l as the neurotic vi rgin ,  have 
made Jesus or God female. Thus as early as the 3rd century the 
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Monta n ist p rophetesses c la i med t h a t  they were t h e  reve la t ion of God 

i n  female  form . M other  A n n  Lee's  fol lowers made m uc h  t he same 
kind of c l a i m  for her, and M a ry Baker Edd y  of Christ ian  Science 
spoke of a God who was bot h  Fat her  and Mot her .  This  could a l l  be 
see n as a va l i a n t  a t t e m pt by women to  wrest Jesus and God from the 

male  world a n d  t rans la te  the rel ig ion i n t o  female  t e rms.  Yet however 

va l i a n t  the a t t e m p t  to c reate a female i m age of Jesus m ig h t  be, i t  is  a 

fa lse consol a t i o n .  Jesus was not a woman;  fu rt h e rm o re,  t he re i s  no 
ev idence in the Gospels  of h is possess i n g  any of the gen t l e  and play

fu l c h a racter is t ics asc ri bed to h i m  here.  If  t h i s  seems too l i t era l  a 
c ri t ic i s m ,  t here is t h e  far more profound objec t ion t hat God is be

yond sex and gender, just as he is  beyond h u man categories of G ood 

a n d  Evi l .  To say t ha t  he is e i ther  Man or Woman is to l i m i t  H i m .  lt i s  
to  make the sa me mistake as t h e  o ld  v i rg i n a l  a n d  t h e  new femi n i st 

m y t h  m a k es today,  by con fi n i n g  God and ideal  rea l i t y  to  a l ready 

est abl i shed and rest ri c ted h u m an cat egori es of gender.  Women who 
i m agi ned Jesus  as a woma n  or a:: a very  fem i n i n e  man were forced t o  

do so beca use t h e i r  exc l us ively  female  w o r l d  made i t  i m poss ib le  for 
t h e m  t o  see h i m  i n  any o t h e r  way.  The v i rg i n 's sec l usion had d i s
torted her idea of God and i m poverished her  u n d ers t an d i n g  of rel i 
g ton . 

I a m  not i n te n d i n g  to i m p l y  t h a t  i n  t h e i r  search for a u t onomy 

women today are prod uci n g  n e u rot ic fa n t as ies l i ke Margaret Mary 's .  

However, t h e  march away fro m  t h e  male  wor ld  by e x t reme femin is ts  

can p rod uce a d efens ive a t t i t ude which  i s  a reject ion .  The fu ry wi t h  

w h i c h  a poss ib ly  sexist  remark u t t e red b y  ei t h e r  a man or  a woman i s  
sei zed upon is a rejec t ion of the  rea l i t y  t h at t h ese sex is t  hab i ts  are 
deeply engra ined and w i l l  take  a long t i me  to erad ica t e .  Fu ry i s  an 

i n appropria te  respon se, espec i a l l y  in cases where sex ism was not  i n 
tended . There is  somet i mes a fee l i ng t h a t  t h e  reject ion of the  male  
worl d c rea t es a female  world wi t h  i n tensely female  preoccu pat ions 
that  i s  a d is tor t ion of rea l i t y .  Certa i n fem i n is ts ,  l i ke  M a ry Dal y ,  for 
example ,  h a ve c reated t hei r own l anguage because they feel  that  men 
and pat ri a rc h y  h a ve dam aged t he language far too deeply for women 
t o  use .  U n fortunate ly ,  her tortuous-al though very i ngenious and 
c rea t i ve ly  i nsp i red-language i s  an i m poveris h m e n t  beca use, besides 

neglec t i n g t he r ich resou rces of t h e  Engl i sh  lang uage, i t  a lso makes i t  
d i ffi c u l t  for a l o t  of people to  u n ders t a n d  h e r  ideas,  so  the  com m u n i -
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cat ion is l imi ted. Similar ly ,  when Christmas t rees are denounced be
cause fir t rees used to symbol ize the woman and the ritual slashing of 
women at Yule represents the male des ire to exterminate the female 
race, one cannot help feel ing that we are in  the world of fanaticism. 
Just as the Christ ian virgins femin ized Jesus and thei r rel igion , the 
radical femin ist is in danger of get t ing a twisted view of the world by 
viewing and judging everything in terms of women. The view of 
femin ists l ike Kate Mi l le t t  that women are "superior" to men is also 
l imi t ing and false. There is l i t t le evidence for i t ,  and however consol
ing the idea of t he superiority of women over men might be, i t  is 
again probably untrue. It is  making The Female an absolute instead 
of t ranscending the neurotic conceptions of gender in our society .  
Neither men nor women are very great ,  and both sexes have great 
problems. The extreme femin ist who rejects the male world certain ly  
rejects a good deal of mascul ine corruption , but also many of  the 
good th ings of l i fe. in  the only world we have. To retreat to a room of 
thei r own can only confine and distort women . It is  understandable 
that in a world which had no room for her, a woman should have 
desi red a small space for herself: but women should now feel that 
they can inherit the whole world ,  not merely a small  and l imi ted 
view of i t .  

The modern feminist  can ret reat from the  world as  rad ical l y  as  the 
Christ ian virgin .  Mari lyn French, in The Women 's Room, has created 
a femin ist who moves so far away from real i ty  that there is noth ing 
for her but death .  The character of Val ,  a feminist  who had original ly 
been a warm and charismatic figure, dominates the book.  After her 
daughter's rape, however, Val severs her l i nks wi th the rest of the 
world ,  saying, "All men are the enemy" ;  that a l l  men are potent ial  
rapists is her u l t imate tru th .  She withdraws herself ent irely from the 
world of men . She also ret reats from the world of pol i t ics and social 
concern in to a female autonomy:  

. . .  ha l f  the  people I was trying to he lp  were males, males who 
would as soon rape me or my daughter as look at us. They'd 
take your body i f  they could, your sou l if they can , get you in 
control and then abuse you or discard you. I have been spending 
my l i fe helping them! A bunch of rapists! Because there is no 
turn ing back once you've faced this .  All men are the enemy! 
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. . . I used to pick up male h i tchhikers! No more. Let them 
use their own feet ,  fight their own fucking batt les, no man , ever 
again,  wil l  get any help from me. Never again wil l  I treat a man 
as anyth ing other than the enemy . . . .  ' ' I 'm sorry . "  Val 
glanced at Mi ra's face. " I  know you have sons. That's good . 
That wi l l  keep you able to l i ve in  the world ,  keep you, " she 
drawled the word sarcast ical ly ,  "sane. " 

( 1 978  ed . ,  pp .  586-87) 

She abandons her Ph . D.  thesis at Harvard because even the world of 
thought and scholarsh ip is tainted by men . She banks at a femin ist 
bank, shops in a femin ist market , she wil l  work only in a mi l i tant 
femin ist organ izat ion.  Her former love of "pleasure, joy, fun"  she 
sees as compromise in  the l ight of her new real ization . Her new 
at t i t ude, she insists ,  is  not an impoverishment but an enrichment :  

What you see as my deformity ,  I see a s  m y  purification . Hate is 
a great definer. You lose someth ing, but develop someth ing else 
to ful lness. Like bl ind people learning to hear wi th exquisite 
acuteness, or deaf people learn ing to read l ips ,  eyebrows, faces . 
Hate has made me act as I should have been act ing a l l  along. 
My fucking love of mankind kept me from being a friend to 
womankind .  

(Ibid . ,  p .  5 88) 

If  the v irg in was mut i lated psychological l y  by an impoverishment ,  
there are people who wi l l  see such an ext reme femin ist posit ion as  a 
deformity and mut i lat ion,  instead of a t rue vision of real i ty .  Like t he 
Christ ian v irg in whose v irgin i ty  has created a wall around her which 
makes her surroundings i rrelevant ,  the world has nothing more to 
offer Val .  She dies a martyr's death in a femin ist cause; her body is 
exploded by the bullets of the male police force. For both the extreme 
feminist and the extreme virgin death is u l t imately the only possible 
fate .  Mari lyn French has created an extreme, but the book's popular
ity shows that she has touched something that  women recogn ize. 
Her characters have walked away from the male world j ust as the 
Christ ian virg in did .  They may not have Christ ian fantasies, but their 
fantasies are as exclusively female and, as Val admits ,  they are a form 
of madness that has noth ing to do wi th "the world . "  French means 
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us to take Val very seriously ,  and indeed enthusiast ic feminism must 
i n  some sense mean withdrawal . 

I t  could be argued that a woman can make herself autonomous 
today, whereas once a woman had lost her virgini ty ,  there was noth
ing in the myth t hat could make her a virgin again .  Once you had 
been penetrated by the male you could never again be truly virginal .  
The very early Fathers, l ike Jerome, would have agreed with this 
posit ion.  However, ways were evolved to get round th is . The l ife of 
St .  Margaret of Cortona shows how i t  was possible for a woman to 
achieve an honorary virgin i ty .  St .  Pelagia, we have seen , managed by 
becoming a "male" hermit to lay aside her s inful  and sexual past. 
Margaret of Cortona did not become a t ransvest i te, but she did 
achieve autonomy which she claimed made her a virgin ,  although 
her technical vi rginity had certa in ly  been lost. 

Margaret of Cortona, who l ived in  the 1 3 th  century ,  had l ived a 
s infu l  l i fe before her conversion. She had e loped with a man and 
l ived with h im without being married to him. She also had a son by 
h im.  However, after n ine years her man was murdered and Margaret 
found herself in an impossible posit ion.  Her fami ly d isowned her, as 
indeed did the respectable world of Tuscany.  There was nothing else 
for it : she ei ther had to become a sain t  or a professional whore. 
Margaret was converted and built up a great reputation for sanctity, 
achieving a small local influence as she intervened in  the pol i t ics of 
her district .  Her "virgini ty" gave her an entree into the male world. 
She recovered her virgin i ty by two standard methods. First ly ,  she 
mut i lated herself by h ideous penances and by fast ing.  Fast ing was 
considered the Christ ian way of achieving chast i ty .  Christ told her 
that "no Christian can be perfect who does not restrain his bodi ly 
appet i te ,  for without abst inence from food and dr ink the war of the 
flesh wi l l  never end; and those suffer most from the rebel l ion of the 
flesh who refuse this saving remedy" (Legend of Margaret of 
Cortona, by her confessor Fr. Giula,  i i i ,  7). Margaret put herself on a 
l i fet ime's regime of strict fasting, te l l ing Fr. Giula that unti l  she d ied 
she could  not afford to spare her body ,  a lmost as if she could fast her 
body back not only to chast i ty ,  but to its original "in tegri ty ."  Christ 
commended her because 
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. . . thou d idst beg in to hate and abhor thy beauty of which 
hi therto thou hadst such care, and which thou hadst nurtured 
and sought to increase. But now by thy abst inence and macera
t ions thou d idst endeavour to destroy i t ,  even going so far as to 
bruise thy face with stones and smear i t  with soot . 

( i ,  2) 

The second means of recovering her lost v irgin i ty  was the del iber
ate cu l t ivat ion of autonomy, an independence of the world and an 
imperviousness to it, which in Margaret 's  case seems somet imes a 
cal lous lack of responsibi l i ty  or even del iberately cu l t ivated insan i ty .  
At the beginning of her  pen itential l i fe she caused a certain  scandal 
by sending her son away from her to leave her free for her new 
career: 

For whilst he l ived with her Margaret was unwil l ing to look for 
h im lest she should lose t ime for prayer, and she but rarely 
conversed with him. "My son ,"  she would say, "when you come 
home take what food you find and keep s i lent ,  for I wi l l  not 
spend on you the time I owe to the divine Presence. " 

(Ibid . ,  i ,  6) 

She sent her son to the Franciscans at Arezzo, where he was proba
bly a lot better off. It is hard, however, to forgive Margaret the 
occasions when she ignores ordinary human concern for other peo
ple .  When her son 's schoolmaster came to col lect the fees, for exam
ple, Margaret was forbidden by Jesus to speak to h im and the poor 
man had to return home to Arezzo understandably furious. There 
was also the night when Margaret was so overcome by remorse for 
her sins that she rushed out onto her balcony, crying and weeping so 
loudly and so long that she woke up all her neighbors. These neigh
bors did not seem to mind, i f  we are to believe Fr. Giula,  but instead 
al l  got up and "grieved with her and gave thanks to God who had 
placed Margaret in their midst . "  This kind of behavior seeks an 
autonomy not by sol i tude so much as by remain ing as sealed off from 
the surrounding world as the v i rgin martyrs had been . This type of 
autonomy is a kind of madness because i t  bears no relation to mun
dane responsibi l i t ies. However, Margaret was rewarded . Her vi rgin
i ty  was restored . Christ te l l s  her that her great heroine, Mary Mag-
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dalene, was the  greatest v i rgin of al l  the  v irgins in heaven except for 
his mother and Catherine the martyr. I t  is  true, Christ says, that 
Mary Magdalene was not a v irg in technical ly ,  but she recovered her 
virgin i ty by her holy pen itential l i fe. Simi larly, Jesus assures Marga
ret that "Thy manifold sufferings shall cleanse thy soul from al l  
attraction to s in and in thy suffering and contrit ion thou shalt  be 
restored to vi rginal purity ." After her death Margaret was promised 
that her "place shal l  be amongst the seraphim, with the virgins 
aflame with love. " Margaret 's cul t ivation of physical mut i lation and 
autonomy have restored her physical integrity (iv, 3- 1 5) .  

The Lord told Margaret that fast ing was the only way to preserve 
chasti ty ,  and it was always part of a vi rgin 's  program. The virgins 
starved themselves so that they were sometimes unrecognizable to 
their nearest and dearest .  I f  women's lust was insatiable ,  then exces
sive fast ing wou19 bank it down. Food and sex had long been con
nected in the Christian mind .  Jerome had been quite clear when he 
wrote to Eustochium that fast ing was an essential part of her l i fe as a 
virgin :  "Not that God, the Lord and Creator of the universe takes 
any delight in the rumbl ing of our intestines or the emptiness of our 
stomach or the inflammation of our lungs; but because this is the 
only way of preserving chast i ty" (Letter 22) .  Tertul l ian also com
pares the puri ty of the "virgin" body before a meal ,  when the sou l  is 
a l ive and sensi t ive, and the state of the soul after the body has been 
penetrated and invaded by food : 

. . .  when that whole habi tation of our i nterior man, stuffed 
with meats, inundated with wines, fermenting for the purpose of 
excremental secret ion, is already being turned into a 
premed itatory of privies, where plain ly  nothing is so inevitable 
and natural as the savouring of lust . "The people d id eat and 
d rink ,  and they arose to play . "  Understand the modest language 
of the Holy Scripture :  "P lay" : unless i t  had been immodest 
would not have been rebuked . 

(On Fasting, VI) 

The nourished body wi l l  rise up against the soul and fl ing a man into 
a vio lent sexual orgy, against his wil l  and better judgment .  Fasting 
was a particularly rel igious activity for women because i t  tamed the 
unruly female body .  Today some form of fasting is st i l l  a major 



Why lje a Virgin ? 1 79 

factor in the l i ves of the most secu lar women and i s  a cu l t  that is 
growing to epidemic proportions. The devotees of the cu l t  of s l im
ming are often unaware that what  they are doing has a st rongly 
re l igious d imension . 

The new sl imming craze goes beyond a cred i table campaign 
against obesi ty .  It is especia l ly d i rected against women , of course . 
S l imming magazines are ent i re ly female in  image and preoccupat ion .  
Men are t ry ing to lose weigh t ,  s tay t rim and cut down on the choles
terol ,  but for women the matter of s l imming is much more complex. 
If we can be sl im,  we incoherent ly  feel ,  we wil l  be loved, sexy and 
acceptable. I t  wi l l  mean that we have taken our l i ves creat ively in to  
our own hands and starved them in to  shape. We Western women are 
excessively self-conscious about our  physical fai l ings. We a l l  nourish 
some secret d isgust wi th some part of our anatomy :  our th ighs are 
too flabby , our noses ugly,  we are too ta l l ,  too short . I t  somet imes 
staggers us to learn that even women whom the world considers 
ravish ingly beau t i fu l  th ink  they are fat and ugly .  Today we are con
scious i n  a way that  is en t i rely new of our weight and calorie intake. 
Even i n  the Victorian period,  when women were supposed to be 
weak and feeble, portra i t s  show that they were real ly rather buxom . 
Certa in ly they bear no resemblance to t he Twiggy models of today . 
We have l i t t le choice: to be beaut iful we ha ve to be s l im.  I t  is not 
always men who foist t h is upon us :  men often l ike women to be more 
cu rvaceous and to  be a bosomy annful .  We are doing th is  to our
selves. The less there is  of the female body,  the happier we are wi th  
i t .  We wan t  our female form to disappear, and we wi l l  s tarve our 
bod ies wi th almost the zeal of a St .  Margaret to achieve our aim .  We 
regard food which is  fat ten ing wi th the same prurient horror as Ter
tu l l ian . When we have "pigged out , "  as we say, and put on a few 
pounds, we feel gu i l ty .  I t  has been said that women feel gu i l ty  today 
about food and thei r weigh t in the same way as they used to feel 
gui l ty about sex . Th is is hard ly  surpris ing ,  because Ch rist iani ty has 
made a connect ion for us between food and sex. 

To say, as Susie Orbach d id ,  that "Fat is a Femin ist I ssue, " could 
be a misrepresentat ion of the facts .  The relat ively new cul t  of sl im
ming i s  en t i rely due to concern with good heal th which affects men 
and women equal ly ,  a crit ic would say . Yet th is object ion seems an 
over-simpl ificat ion . Women's s l imming i s  not usual ly a matter of 
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simple concern for heal thy l iving. Women are bombarded wi th  im
ages of  excessi vely s l im models who are presented as  the  ideal of  
female beauty in  a way that  men simply are not .  Most women may 
not go to an extreme of s l imming enth usiasm, but to fai l  to live up to 
the images of unreal ist ic female perfection given to them by the mod
els induces a gui l t  which the presen t concern with hea l th  seems 
merely to reinforce . However, there are signs that men are j ust begi n
n ing to be affected by this aesthetic gui l t  a lso in  addit ion to their 
concern with hea l th  and fitness, to want a streaml ined shape and to 
shed potbel l ies . The new streaml ined woman is a lmost androgynous, 
and th is un isex theme is of course reflected in fashion and clothes.  If 
un isex fashion seemed to l iberate women from the padded bras and 
boned corsets that had defined the old hourglass female shape, sadly 
i t  seems to have passed on a female gui l t  and obsession to men also. 
Anorexia nervosa used to be a d isease for Women Only, but today 
men are developing i t  and dying of it too. 

Rel igion springs from the convict ion that there is something 
wrong with us and with the world. This convict ion leads to theolo
gies l i ke the doctrine of Original Sin. The rel igious person undertakes 
the d iscipl ines and ri t uals of a rel igion convinced that they wi l l  lead 
him or her to salvation and l iberation from this imprisoning sense of 
rest l essness and d issatisfact ion .  A Margaret of Cortona starved her
se lf  because she hated hersel f and her s inful sexual ity .  By ridding 
herself of flesh she fel t  that she had l iberated herself from her sin and 
regained a former lost innocence. The zeal wi th which a woman 
today often adopts a puni t ive s l imming regime has a rel igious d imen
sion to i t :  by shedding those odd pounds she wil l cause a new s l im 
and perfect sel f to appear, losing t he old fat fai lure .  The rel igious 
undertones of s l imming are never far away in i ts pious l i terature, and 
s l imming has many of the characteristics of an organized rel igion . 

The s l imming cu l t  l ike a rel igion offers salvation and l iberation 
and a whole new way of l i fe :  i t  not on ly  offers d iets and exercise but 
also pat terns of se lf-d iscipl ine and self-knowledge. I f  the s l immer 
appl ies herself virtuously she will gain new l i fe. In the magazines 
week by week the Sl immer of the Month explains how she has 
reached salvat ion and her l i fe has changed since she was l iberated 
from her fat sel f. Her husband loves her again-because of her fat
ness and the neuroses arising from it her marriage had been on the 
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rocks-she is now happier and k inder to those around her, she has 
more friends and has reached a new peace of mind .  Before, she hated 
herse lf  and s tuffed herself  wi th food . Now she starves herself  and she 
loves herself; she has become sexy and desirable to other people. She 
has been liberated from a prison of obes i ty .  One woman in Slimmer 
recent ly  was a l i teral prisoner, because her fatness made her agora
phobic . There is a definite rel igiosi ty about al l  th is, and i t  is in terest
ing that i t  should have surfaced round the old Christ ian shibboleths 
of fast ing and women 's bod ies. The rel igios i ty is often self-conscious. 
Jane Walmsley has writ ten an art icle cal led "The Unprincipled 
Body :  Confessions of a Lifelong S l immer" (Company, June 1 985)  
where the fact tha t  s l immer si len t l y  rhymes wi th s inner says a lot 
about how women regard their flesh . "Thin people get more breaks 
than fat ones ,"  says Jane Walmsley.  (A recen t edi t ion of Slimmer 
confirmed th is :  people l ike th in  people better; in fact ,  one employer i s  
quoted as saying that  he would not employ a heavy person because 
he would assume that she was feck less , lazy and without d iscip l ine 
and motivation . )  So the answer, Walmsley concludes, is a l i felong 
d iet ,  because after a short diet the fat just comes back on . "Figure 
con t rol , "  she concludes, " requires sustained and determined effort .  
There's nothing moderate about  i t .  Many women give up from t ime 
to t ime, bu t  find no peace of mind .  They ' re ever aware of a l ingering 
aspiration left unfulfi l led . "  The rel igious tone i s  unmistakable. I t  i s  
good for us not  to  be overweigh t and to be  pleased wi th  our bodies, 
but when we reject  "moderation" we go all out on a masochist ic 
regime, which is  becoming for an ever- increasi ng number of women 
a chronic i l lness . 

The vi rg in 's pursui t  of autonomy and del iberate rejection of the 
outside world is cont inued today in a stark and terrible form by the 
woman who suffers from anorexia nervosa. This d isease, which 
makes i t  impossible for a woman to eat , causes chronic loss of weight 
and amenorrhea, is  on the increase at present .  I t  was recent ly est i
mated that I in every 200 teenage gi rls is starving herself severely, 
and of these 1 5  percen t wi l l  die of the i l lness. Anorexia used to be a 
disease that afflic ted the upper and middle classes only ,  but  working
class women are now being affected also, as confusion about the role 
of women spreads .  The anorexic is l iv ing strict ly according to the old 
Ch ri st ian myth of vi rgin i ty ,  and indeed many of the Ch rist ian sain ts 
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suffered from i t .  The anorexic is , l ike the virgin ,  del iberately rejecting 
her femaleness. Her woman's shape d isappears, menstruation ceases 
and she becomes a neuter figure. As Shei la MacLeod says in her 
prize-winning book The Art of Starvation, the anorexic feels the im
potence and helplessness of being a woman. She wants to shed the 
burden of womanhood : 

The miracle of anorexia is that this wish can be fulfil led :  one 
does not have to grow up; one does not have to become a 
woman, even in the biological sense; one can reject a l l  foreign 
substances, for which food is a metaphor, and subject them to 

one's wi l l .  This is power indeed . Once the process is under way, 
it all seems easy : the only at tribute required is an ini t ia l  and 
stupendous effort of wi l l .  My non-eating started from posit ions 
of helplessness, of hopelessness, of a bare ly  deniable adul thood 
and an even less deniable womanhood. 

(p. 70) 

I t  is a terrible parody of the rejection of the world and an impervi
ousness to real i ty that we have seen the vi rgin cul t ivating. By refus
ing to be nourished by food, the anorexic is striving to achieve an 
autonomy which she sees as being incompatible to her femaleness. 
Like the virgin ,  like the radical feminist ,  she refuses to be nourished 
by the world . 

Shei la MacLeod shows how the anorexic seeks to "become an 
autonomous adul t ,  and indeed an autonomous woman."  However, 
she sees that her sexual i ty makes a woman deeply dependent .  She 
sees that women's bodies and women's l ives are invaded and pene
t rated by men, by babies and by vulnerabi l i ty .  Like the Christian 
virgin she wants to cast off these female weaknesses, and become 
impervious to the world about her. Her rejection of sexual i ty is very 
deep. Stat istics show that it is rare for the recovered anorexic to have 
a completely normal sex l ife after her i l lness (MacLeod, p. 1 50). 
However, she does achieve the type of invulnerabl i ty that we have 
seen the v irgins achieving. She feels protected from the world by a 
screen of distance and separateness. Sheila MacLeod during one of 
her relapses in adu l thood wrote a novel cal led The Snow White Solil
oquies, which tel ls the story of a girl who endures a l iving death in a 
g lass coffin  and is t rai led around the country in a glass vehicle by a 
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mot ley col lect ion of social misfits ,  the dwarfs of the Snow Whi te 
story .  

I t  was on ly  later, when I was forced to  admit  that ,  a t  the  t ime of 
wr i t ing ,  I had begun to become anorexic again ,  that  I real ised in 
add it ion how c losely the cen tral character's c ircumstances re
sembled those of anorexia nervosa . Later s t i l l ,  my real isat ion 
was confirmed for me when I read the fol lowing statement from 
one of Bruch's  patients : "I am completely isolated , I sit in a 

glass sphere. I see other people through a glass wal l ,  thei r  voices 
penetrate to me. I long for being in rea l con tact wi th  them. I t ry 
but they don ' t  hear me. " 

. . . As l i fe i n  general was un real and remote-seen through 
a sheet of glass-so my own suffering seemed unreal . The s ight 
of, say,  a field of corn interspersed wi th poppies on a sunny day 
didn' t  move me; the spectacle of a woman who had sl ipped and 
fal len in the st reet d idn ' t  move me-either to sympathy or to 
rid icu le .  . . . What was going on in  my body was as unreal , as 
devoid of meaning , as were t he events in the outside world . The 
t wo were part of one whole, a whole of which " I "  was no part . 

( Ibid . ,  pp.  1 07-8) 

It should be obvious how the anorexic is experiencing the v irginal 
ideal ,  which the story of Agnes expresses so clearly .  Like the virgin 
the anorexic rejects the world and is protected but also impoverished 
by th is reject ion . A beaut ifu l  vision of poppies does not affect her, 
any more than the brothel affected Agnes. Like t he vi rgin ,  the an
orexic is  enduring a l iv ing death in  a glass coffin .  If  she does not 
recover she wi l l  die of her i l lness, but the world is  as meaningless to 
her as if she were - dead al ready .  Such autonomy is  mut i lat ing physi
cal ly ,  and the anorexic ' s  appearance reminds us of saints  l i ke Pelagia 
and Euph rosyne, whose fast ing and penance made them gaunt and 
unrecognizable. Her i l lness is as sexual ly distu rbed and as psycholog
ical ly mut i la t ing as was the vi rgi n 's  when she fantasized erot ical ly 
about  Christ .  I t  is  on ly fai rly recent ly t hat anorexia has been recog
nized as an i l l ness. Today an anorexic is treated as a sick person; a 
few hundred years ago she was canon ized as a sai n t .  

The legend of St .  Uncumber shows us how anorexia is historical ly 
l inked to the v i rg in i ty myth .  There were a number of sai nts with the 
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same story .  I n  Germany she was called "Wilgefort is" (virgo fonis, 
the strong v irgin) and in France, I ta ly and Spain " Livrade," " Liber
ata" or "L ibrada ,"  which like "Uncumber" all suggest a fl inging 
aside of l imi ta t ions, a l iberat ion.  The s tory is that Uncumber had 
dedicated her l i fe to v irgin i ty ,  but her father betrothed her to a sui tor 
of his choice. She fasted and prayed and God preserved her vi rgin i ty :  
i nstead of being protected by a nimbus of flame or a celestial vest ,  
God made her mascul ine-he sent her a beard . She looked so mon
s trous that the sui tor instant ly  wi thdrew his offer and the  en raged 
father crucified Uncumber. An art icle in the British Medical Journal 
has suggested that th is  martyr for v irgin i ty  may not have been a 
fancifu l  invention of the Christ ian fai thfu l  but may have suffered 
from anorexia nervosa. Anorexics qui te frequent ly  grow a good deal 
of facial hair, as the hormonal balance is d istu rbed , and Uncumber's 
fast ing and aversion to sexual i ty ,  as wel l  as her desi re for the v i rginal 
and autonomous state, a l l  poin t  to typical anorexic symptoms.  I t  
would not be surpris ing if  anorexia were common in medieval Eu
rope. The hatred of sexual i ty ,  of women's bod ies and of femin in i ty ,  
together wi th the ideal of v irgin i ty ,  created perfect condi t ions for the 
d isease to  spread , j ust as the sexual confusions of today are increas
ing the i l l ness. 

The l i ves of many Christian saints show that thei r fast ing induced 
chronic anorexia. This is not to deny that, unl ike the modern an
orexic ,  their fast ing had a strongly rel ig ious mot ive. I t  is s imply that 
the regime they adopted when combined with a tendency towards 
obsession u l t imately made it impossible for them to eat .  Treat ing 
your body in certa in ways wi l l  bring on certain  physical and psycho
logical symptoms, whatever your original intent ion.  Often , though, 
the modern anorexic's mot ives and compu lsions overlap with the 
saint ' s .  Margaret Mary was horrified by sexuali ty ,  as we have al ready 
noted . She was never  tempted aga inst puri t y, she writes, but she had 
great temptations against g luttony "of which I had a greater horror 
than death . "  The connection between sex and food could not be 
more neat ly  made. Any anorexic wi l l  recognize th is  syndrome: 

I 
The Devi l made me feel a ravenous hunger; he presented to my 
imagination whatever was most calculated to grat ify the taste, 
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and th i s  during  the t ime of my  spiri tua l  exerc ises. This  was a 
terr ible torture to me. 

(Tickel l ,  p.  225 )  

Yet a s  soon as  she  en tered the  refectory she  fel t  so  s ick tha t  she 
cou ldn ' t  eat  anyth i ng .  Anorexics very com mon ly  fantasize or d ream 
about del ic ious and fat ten ing  food . U l t i mately Margaret Mary found 
eat i ng  absol ute ly impossible ,  and ,  l i ke the modern anorexic ,  gu i l t  
seems to have played a major par t  in  her abandonment  of food . One 
n ight  she had a vis ion of God in  h i s  puri ty  and was convi nced that  
she was a "s ink of contempt  and humi l ia t ion . "  

From th is  t i me eat ing  became to  m e  a torment .  I went t o  the 
Refectory as to a place of punishment to which I had been 
condemned for my s ins .  I endeavoured to eat ind ifferent ly  a l l  
t hat was  presen ted to me but  I cou ld not  preven t  myself from 
always taking the  least amoun t ,  and what was most i n  confor
m i ty  with my poverty and noth ingness .  I t  was represen ted to me 
that  bread and water was sufficient  for me and t hat  a l l  e lse  was 
superfluous.  

( Ib id . ,  pp. 1 98-99) 

The q uest ion is  not so m uch whether Margaret Mary's  aversion to 
food was mot ivated rel ig iously or neurot ical ly but  what  her rel ig ion 
consisted i n .  She, l i ke  many other women of her t i me, was being 
encouraged in  a fa lse re l igion to see her aversion to food as holy 
i nstead of a s ickness. Real rel igion is about  the loss of the  self and the 
q uest for God . Margaret Mary's rel ig ion was se l f-obsessed and there
fore unheal thy .  

Catherine of  S i ena  also fasted hersel f  in to  anorexia ,  and  her  emaci 
at ion and inabi l i t y  to eat won her considerable renown and prest ige .  
Again  she was being encouraged i n  an unheal thy  concen t rat ion on 
the sel f  (which is what gu i l t  is) away from t he t ru ly  re l igious q uest .  
She,  l ike  the modern anorexic ,  found her  iden t i t y  bound up wi th  her 
fast ing .  Right  up to the  end of her l i fe she vehemen t l y  refused food, 
leav ing her confessor floundering when he t imid ly  t ri ed to persuade 
her to eat someth ing.  Emaciat ion was certain l y  a cause of her early 
death .  Like Margaret Mary ,  her gu i l t  was deeply bound up  in  her 
rejec t ion of food , and the adulat ion she recei ved which confirmed her 
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in  her  suicidal path led to a certa in sel f-exhibi t ion.  The anorexic can 
somet imes be j ust as flamboyant and defiant as Catherine, who used 
to ca l l  at tent ion to her eat ing d ifficul t ies wi th a ghast ly spright l iness : 
"Come along!" she used to cry en route to a meal ,  "the prisoner is 
now going to execut ion . "  The euphoria often experienced by the 
anorexic is  very evident in Catherine's determined , reasoned argu
men ts against eat ing .  Most anorexics are now diagnosed as sick peo
ple and treated by doctors and lay people a l ike most unsympatheti
cal ly ,  and cannot afford such sel f-advertisement; they have to resort 
to subterfuge. However, for both the sain t  and the anorexic of today, 
fast ing is an essen t ial part of identity and a refusal of l i fe .  Catherine 
was seen as holy because she was seen to be devoted to a l iving death 
and to be preserved supernatu ra l ly  by God . She was seen by lay 
people and clerics as a walk ing miracle, which shows how mistak
enly d i rected so much Christ ian i ty was at that t ime. She was said to 
l ive for long periods ent i rely on Holy Communion.  Eat ing was al
ways a torture to her, as Father Thomas Antonio Caffarin i  tel ls us. 
When he first met her in 1 3 66 she was a young woman, but her 
anorexia was so engrained that a lready 

. . . her d igest ion had become so weak that she was i ncapable 
of retain ing any solid food . Nevertheless to please and satisfy 
her paren ts, she would force herself to swallow something, and 
would cal l  the summons to the fami ly meal , "going to execu
t ion," so terrible was the suffering i t  cost her. "Nevertheless ,"  
he con t in ues, " I  always saw her  cheerful . " 

(Drane, p. 5 8) 

Catherine certa in ly enjoyed the anorexic "high ,"  and that her symp
toms were ext remely exhibit ionist can be seen in the Miracoli, the 
anonymous account  of her l i fe wri t ten during her l i fet ime. Yet the 
cheerfu l  rel ish ing of her i l lness was not morbidi ty for i ts own sake. 
Catherine  as well as her contemporaries saw her rejection of food as 
miracu lous: 

Th is holy v irgin always has with her two or three sisters who 
wear the same habi t ,  and who never leave her; and not for her 
own consolat ion but theirs, she sits down with them to table. 
Her companions do not eat meat, but only herbs, vegetables and 
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frui t ,  w i th  bread and wine, and other coarse food , cooked and 
ra w .  She takes something in to her mouth, accord ing to what 
may be on the table, somet imes a morsel of bread as big as a nut ,  
sometimes a leaf of salad or an a lmond,  or other such th i ngs, 
and in l ike quant i t ies. She swal lows noth ing that she puts in to 
her mouth , but when she has masticated i t ,  rejects  it into a l i t t le 
vesse l ,  ri ns ing her mouth wi th  some cold water. And th is  she 
does only once in the day. 

( Ibid . ,  p .  1 7 3) 

Stephen Marconi tel ls us that often the art i ficial means she was 
obliged to use to reject what she had swal lowed caused her to vomit 
blood . To inqui rers she admit ted that she had a "st range k ind of 
infirmity" that made eat ing impossible for her because of her great 
s infulness. " I t  is bet ter to expiate my sins here, " she would say, when 
u rged to eat .  "God susta ins my l i fe wi thout  food . "  However, God 
seems not to have done a very good job. She died when she was just 
under th irty years old as a resul t  of her morti fications, wasted and 
emaciated . 

We cannot afford to sneer at the clerics who admiringly noted al l  
these anorexic symptoms and hai led them as mi raculous evidence of 
sanct i ty .  A satisfactory cure for anorexia has s t i l l  not been found,  
and it is possible that  the i l l ness is now more ri fe in our cu l ture than 
i t  has ever been before. The anorexic sums up the dangers of the 
myth of vi rginal autonomy :  mut i lated, and denying the world's nour
ishment she is slowly dying a sol i tary death ,  refusing the world , the 
flesh and her gender. I t  is interest ing that the disease should be rife 
now that the ideal of female autonomy is also increasing.  Autonomy 
is very difficult for women to achieve: it can l i teral ly k i l l  them . 

Nevertheless, a t  i ts  best the myth of v irgin i ty  speaks of new free
doms and a "wish for wings ." The troubles have been caused, both 
now and in the past , by too l imited an understanding of th is l ibera
tion, and also by too violent a wi thdrawal from the male world .  The 
ideal is only pos�ible now because for centuries in  our cu l ture women 
knew that the dependent and married state was second bes t .  Yet the 
original Christian vision of a state which brought freedom and equal
ity to women got tangled up with the more negative aspects of the 
Christ ian sexual neurosis .  V irgi n i ty ,  for so long the lead ing myth  



r88 TH E G OSPEL ACCO R D I NG To WOMAN 

about the free woman in the West ,  can g ive us some valuable lessons 
in our st ruggle for l iberat ion today . However, although it  has always 
been the basic woman's answer to male oppression in our cul ture, it 
was not her only answer. We must now turn to some of the other 
ways in  which a woman sought and won recognit ion and respect in 
the host i le  world of Western Christ iani ty .  



5 

WHY BE A 

MARTYR? 

Suffering has always been written i n to the heart of the Christ ian 
rel igion. Jesus Ch rist ,  for whatever reason, d ied an agonizing death .  
He was a vict im. When S t .  Pau l  founded Christ iani ty in  the  gent i le 
world of the Roman Empire, he insisted that the Cross of Christ and 
its exaltat ion of suffering was his principal message. He had no inge
n ious phi losophies to present to the clever Greek world ,  to whom the 
meaning of the Cross was mere fo1 1y .  Later, the persecut ions endured 
by the early Christians at the hands of the Roman Empire re inforced 
the message of sufferi ng and its exaltat ion in the Christian mind .  
Th at cul t  of suffering and sel f-sacrifice has remained embedded in 
the Western world .  I t  d iffers from the appreciation of bravery that  
one finds in other cu l tures because of the ideal ization of fa i l u re and 
the vict im .  It was i nevi table that women should be as affected by th is  
ideal as any other Christ ian .  Indeed, they became affected by i t  in a 
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way that st i l l  touches us today. The ideal of the Martyr changed over 
the cen turies, especial ly when the persecutions stopped and Chris
t ian i ty moved to the barbarian t ribes of Northern Europe. Women 
began to see themselves as vict ims and as sufferers in ways that 
affected the ideal of romant ic love and passion in  our society .  Women 
today con t inue to define themselves in terms of their suffering, now 
not from a host i le  state power, but at the hands of the male world .  
The martyr myth should be used wi th great care, however. I n  some 
of its later man ifestat ions i t  is extremely unheal thy ,  and u l t imately 
self-defeat ing for the women's cause.  

Chris t ian i ty has always been qui te clear that to give your l ife for 
the fai th  is the h ighest of the Ch rist ian vocations. Christ died on the 
Cross for the sins of men, and in the Gospels he tells his followers 
that they have to take up their cross and fol low him to death ,  if 
necessary. The m.artyrs had a chance to do th is  almost l i teral ly ,  and 
women were always included in th is Christ ian el ite and honored 
equal ly wi th  the men who d ied for the fai th .  From the first century of 
its history Christ ians suffered at  the hands of the Roman Empire, 
and persecutions erupted against them sporadical ly unti l  the 4th cen
tury ,  when the Emperor Constant ine was converted and Christ ian i ty 
became the official s tate rel ig ion.  The persecutions made a great im
pact on Christ ian i ty at a format ive stage of i ts development .  Chris
t ians viewed them not as an evil scourge but as a joyful  privi lege. The 
North African theologian Origen, for example, looks back nostalgi
cal ly  to the reign of the Emperor Severus, who in the years 202-204 
launched the first worldwide attack on Christ ian i ty :  

Th is  was when one real ly was a bel iever, when one used to go to  
martyrdom wi th  courage in the Church, when retu rn ing from 
the cemeteri es whi ther we had accompanied the bod ies of mar
tyrs, we came back to our meet ings ,  and the whole Church 
would be assembled there, unbreakable .  Then the catechumens 
were catech ised in the midst of martyrdoms, and in turn these 
catechumens overcame tort ures and confessed the l iv ing God 
without fear. It was then that we saw prodigies. Then too the 
fai thful were few in numbers but were real ly fai thfu l ,  advancing 
along the s t raight and narrow path leading to l i fe. 

(Fourth Homi ly  on Jerem iah, 4 : 3)  
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There is a sense of euphoria,  purpose and sol idari ty .  I t  is  interest ing 
that i t  is the joyful  aspect of martyrdom that Origen s tresses . He 
himself as a young boy had been encouraged by h is father to go and 
join the martyrs voluntari ly ,  and he had been avid to  do so. I t  was 
his mother who saved his l i fe by h id ing his clothes. Later generations 
of Christ ians would look back on this att i tude and imagine that what 
Origen wanted was pain and suffering, especia l ly in view of the fact 
that he later cas trated himself to avoid sexual  temptation and fu lfi l l  
Christ 's counsel and praise of ' ' those who have made themselves 
eunuchs for the sake of the Kingdom."  However, Origen was a com
plex man, and in the very complexity of his response to martyrdom 
and to asceticism we see the beg inn ings of the Christ ian confusion 
about  the value of suffering. In  his account of the Severan persecu
t ion there is no dwel l ing on the agonies of the martyrs ,  no grisly 
details of the kind that we encounter in  medieval accounts of these 
same persecut ions. The early Church looked on martyrdom differ
ent ly  from later Christ ians. Generat ions afterwards, most Christ ians 
total ly misunderstood what martyrdom had original ly meant  to the 
martyrs themselves. 

One of the first accounts of a persecut ion that has come down to 
us is the 2nd-century story of the Martyrs of Lyons, who were put to 
death by the local Roman authorit ies out of some kind of superst i 
t ious fear. Charges of cannibalism and orgies were brought up 
against them which were much the same as those that the Church 
would later bring against heretics and witches. Among the martyrs 
was a young slave gi rl ,  Blandina,  who figures very prominent ly in  the 
story and shows us that by becoming a martyr  a woman instant ly  
became one of the most  honored members of the Church,  superior to 
most men. The author declares that the story of Blandina ,  who was 
nei ther a beauty  nor of any great rank-indeed she was of a despised 
caste-proves "that the things that men th ink cheap, ugly and con
temptuous are deemed worthy of glory before God ."  One of the first 
th ings to notice about  her is her energetic courage: 

All of us were in terror. . . . Yet Blandina was fil led with such 
power that even those who were taking turns to torture her in 
every way were weary and exhausted. They themselves admitted 
that they were beaten, that there was nothing further they could  
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do to her, and they were surprised that  she was st i l l  breath ing,  
for her en t i re body was broken and torn.  They test ified that even 
one kind of tort ure was enough to release her soul, let alone the 
many they appl ied wi th such intensi ty .  I nstead, this blessed 
woman, l ike a noble ath lete, got renewed strength with her con
fession of faith : her admission , "I am a Christ ian;  we do nothing 
to be ashamed of,"  brought her refreshment ,  rest and insensib i l 
i ty to present pain .  

(The Acts of the Christian Martyrs, 
ed . Herbert Musuri l lo, p .  67) 

The other sufferers are terrified, Blandina is not . She is fi l led with 
"power" which later martyrs wi l l  cal l the Holy Spirit. She is so ful l  
of this power that she becomes in  some way the leader of the other 
martyrs .  When they finally reach the arena, Blandina is taci t ly  com
pared to the mother of the Maccabees, those Jewish martyrs in the 
Old Testament who died for the Law under Antiochus Epiphanes. 
This noble mother had u rged on her seven sons to martyrdom, 
watching them die one after the other and congratulating them on 
their noble end. S imi larly, Blandina was the last of the martyrs to be 
executed : 

Like a noble mother encouraging her chi ldren, she sent  them 
before her in  triumph to the King, and then, after duplicat ing in 
her own body all her chi ldren's sufferings, she hastened to rejoin 
them rejoicing and glory ing in her death as though she had been 
invited to a bridal banquet instead of being a vict im of the 
beasts. 

(Musuril lo, p. 79) 

Her martyrdom is seen as her fu lfi l lment as a woman-the experi
ence is compared to what most people would consider the crowning 
points of any woman 's l i fe :  marriage and motherhood-and yet there 
is noth ing either mawkish or prurient about  the description. Nobody 
is s lavering with l ust over B landina's naked l imbs, as they are in  later 
accounts of the martyrdom of women, and there are no detailed and 
t i t i l la t ing descript ions of the precise tortures she endured . Apart 
from the references to motherhood and the bridal banquet ,  i t  is 
Blandina's virile qual i t ies that are st ressed, rather than her shrinking 
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femin in i ty .  Al l  the martyrs fight bravely and do bat t le in  the arena 
wi th beasts and whips and fi re. They cannot be overcome. Like ath
letes or gladiators they struggle and wrest le powerful ly ,  but 
B land ina 's torments are part icularly dist i ngu ished : 

Blandina was hung on a post and exposed as bait for the wild 
animals that were let loose on her. She seemed to hang there in 
the form of a cross , and by her fervent prayer she aroused in
tense enthusiasm in those who were undergoing their ordeal ,  for 
in  their torment wi th their physical eyes they saw in the person 
of their sister Him who was crucified for them. 

( Ib id . ,  p. 7 5) 

Bland ina, • • t iny ,  weak and insignificant as she was, " represents 
Christ h imself. The other martyrs as well as the other spectators in 
the arena see Christ in her more than in  any of the other martyrs, 
even though she was only a woman . However, Blandina was no 
longer "on ly  a woman ;"  she had t ranscended the weakness of her sex 
and the l imi tat ions of her status as a slave by becoming one wi th 
Christ in her ordeal .  Christ was fight ing in her:  ' 'she would give 
inspiration to her brothers for she had put on Christ ,  that mighty 
and invincible ath lete, and had overcome the Adversary in many 
contests and through her conflict  had won the crown of immortal
i ty . " Bland ina had t ranscended not only the l imitat ions of her sex 
but of the human condit ion (Musuri l lo ,  p .  7 5) .  

Martyrdom is not seen as the passive endurance of pain .  I t  i s  an 
act i ve ach ievement . B landina has "won the crown of immortal i ty" in  
the  way that  an athlete in the Roman world won a laure l  wreath .  
The martyr is not s imply giv ing an example of human bravery and 
courage in  enduring pain to wi tness to the t ru th  of his beliefs. He is 
taking part in  a cosmic bat t le. The stadium where he suffers has 
become the set t ing for another batt le in a war between otherworldly 
powers .  There was a widespread bel ief during the 2nd and 3 rd cen tu
ries that Jesus would return very soon and that  his Second Coming 
would be a final  batt le  with Satan ;  i t  would be the u l t imate victory in 
a war that Christ was constant ly waging. When a martyr went to his 
death in the stadium he was taking part in  th is war with Satan that 
was going  on all the t ime. Each martyrdom was thought to bring th is  
fina l  victory nearer. That is why people l ike Origen wanted to offer 
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themselves up as  voluntary martyrs-a practice to which the Church 
even tual ly put a stop. They were not rush ing forward to suffer pain 
for i ts own sake. I t  is victory, not pain ,  that was the point .  I ndeed , 
there is every ind ication that the martyr did not feel the pain of his 
martyrdom. Blandina, for example, showed "insensibi l i ty in her 
present pai n . "  When she was finally thrown to a wild bu l l  "she no 
longer perceived what was happening because of the hope and pos
session of all she believed in" (ibid . ,  p. 79) . Blandina had not s imply 
lost consciousness because of her pain .  She was bel ieved to have 
swooned mystical ly in to the "possession" of Christ and her heaven ly 
reward . The martyrs were not honored because they bravely put up 
wi th pa in .  The martyrs were glorified because they felt no pain at a l l .  

When the Romans went to the stadium to watch the Christ ians 
die ,  they d id not go to look at the spectacle of human endurance. As 
a nobleman explained to the Bishop of Smyrna, the Roman world 
was used to physfcal courage; they had their profess ional gladiators 
and beast hunters, who gave a much better show in that respect .  
What impressed the Romans about the Christians was that  the mar
tyrs seemed to suffer no pain .  They offered the Roman world a par
t icu lar type of rel igious experience. The rel igious world of Late An
t iquity was very much a cult  of d ifferent types of trance and 
"possession" by the gods. I n  his death ,  the Christ ian martyr experi
enced the most extreme form of trance. He passed into the next 
world in ecstasy, while his suffering ftesh remained down below. He 
had a lready been cal led to the "possession of al l  [they] believed in"  
and was therefore qu i te  indifferent to the  pain .  I n  one very deep 
sense "they" were no longer there to feel i t .  As Peter Brown in The 
Making of Late Antiquity explains,  "The pain of martyrdom was 
thought of as irrelevant to a human body that had already turned 
away in t rance from the t ies of its human environment and was 
wrapped in close int imacy wi th Christ" (p. 56) .  When St . Cyprian 
the martyr appeared in a vision to St. Flavian,  who was wai t ing for 
h is own ordeal in  the arena, he informed h im that the martyr need 
not fear the pain  of his death ,  for his spiri t had already left his body :  
" I t  is another ftesh that  suffers when the soul is in  heaven ,"  he ex
plained, "The body does not feel th is  at all when the mind is ent i rely 
absorbed in God" (Musuri l lo,  p .  2 3 5) .  That is why martyrdom was 
seen as such a joyful  experience .  The martyr l i tera l ly  experienced 
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"ecstasy . "  Ecstasy means that the soul leaves the body and becomes 
absorbed into the d iv ine .  Martyrdom was the supreme form of th is 
rel igious experience. The l ugubrious l ives of the Christ ian ascetics 
l i ke St . Jerome, who made their l i ves a daily martyrdom, were very 
d ifferent from the joyfu lness of the Martyrs of Lyons as they pro
cessed proudly into the arena for thei r ecstat ic experience: 

. . . with majesty and great beauty mingled on their counte
nances, so that even thei r chains were worn on them like some 
lovely ornament ,  as for a bride adorned with golden embroi
dered tassels , exhal ing at the same t ime the sweet odour of 
Christ ,  so that some thought they had anointed themselves with 
a perfume of th is  world. 

(Musuril lo,  p. 7 3) 

However, even though i t  is important to make the point  that the 
cul t  of martyrdom was not ori ginal ly a cult of suffering and pain ,  the 
bravery of the martyrs should not be underest imated. I t  took a lot of 
fai th  to bel ieve that when you started being  gored by a wild bull you 
wou ldn' t  feel anything.  Most of the Martyrs of Lyons were " terri
fied" at first ,  and i t  was Blandina who gave them courage. Another 
woman who managed to do th is  for her male companions was St .  
Perpetua, who d ied in the Severan persecut ion in  Carthage in 203 . 
She left what seems to have been a d iary recording her t ime in  prison 
before her martyrdom. A later editor collated her writings and added 
the account of her death .  The Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas, her 
slave, is a moving and powerful documen t. Perpetua shows that she 
was not a tough and insensi t ive vi rago. She was both frightened and 
depressed when she first went into prison . She had her baby son with 
her, whom she was breastfeeding, and she was natural ly  worried 
about his welfare. The prison i tself appal led her: "I grew frightened 
for I had never known such darkness" (Passion of Perpetua and 
Felicitas I I I ) .  When Jacobus de Voragine retold Perpetua's story in 
The Golden Leg:!nd, however, he transforms her into a typica] ]y  cal
lous and insensi t ive "virgin" :  She spurns her father and her husband 
and throws her baby on the ground, clearly reflect ing the virgin myth 
of imperviousness to the surrounding world. Even though the early 
martyrs fel t  no pain at their deaths, the martyrdom myth did not 
original ly encourage them to be tough and unkind vi ragos. Perpetua 
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was upset about her  mother and her brother, who were worried 
about  her: she "was worn out ,  seeing them so worn because of me." 
Her father, who pleads wi th her not to die for th is terrible new fai th ,  
nearly breaks her  heart .  When he is st ruck by one of the officials a t  
her  t rial she says she "grieved for my father's downfal l  as  if I 'd been 
st ruck myself" (ibid . ,  IV) .  It is true that she never ment ions her 
husband, but Dronke suggests that he may have been one of the 
people who bet rayed the cause and did not go through with martyr
dom, so that the redactor cut h im out of the d iary. He also suggests, 
qu i te  plausibly, that the thought of her husband may just have been 
too painful  for Perpetua to record , even in her diary. 

Perpetua prepared herse lf  and her companions for martyrdom by 
a series of dreams. Her companions bel ieved that because of her 
d reams she was "in dignitate, " in  a special ly dist inguished relat ion
ship with God. Sh

.
e was thus asked by her companions to see if  they 

would defin i tely be martyred . That night Perpetua had a dream, she 
saw a h igh bronze ladder leading to heaven , up which Satu rus, one of 
her companions, was c l imbing. He warned her about the huge 
dragon who was guard ing the bottom of the steps, but Perpetua was 
not afraid and mounted to the top. There she saw a gray-haired 
shepherd milking a sheep, surrounded by a crowd of people in white 
robes. The shepherd gave her a cup of mi lk  and everybody cried 
"Amen!" Perpetua woke up with a sweet taste i n  her mouth.  She 
knew now that they were going to be martyred, and, she says, from 
that t ime on she and her com panions renounced al l  hope in th is  
world and started preparing for the next . The dream had shown 
martyrdom as an ascen t  to a h igher place, as a conflict and victory 
over the Devil (the dragon) .  The mi lk she d rank is reminiscent of the 
mi lk  that  the catechumens drank after thei r baptism . Martyrdom 
here is seen as a second baptism, a means of immersing oneself in  the 
div ine l i fe, as a t riumph and a victory. There is no ment ion of pain  or 
masochist ic rel ishing of torture. 

As her d iary cont inues, one can see in  Perpetua's dreams how at a 
deep level she was st ri ving to prepare herself for the ordeal that lay 
ahead . Subconsciously she was reconci l ing herself to her fate. The 
images she dreams are consol ing :  there is the sweet- tast ing milk, the 
image of her brother D inocrates who had died as a chi ld of cancer of 
the face and who is now "clean, wel l -dressed and refreshed ,"  the 
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wound on his face completely healed. He is drink ing from a golden 
bowl of water. Perpetua i s  given a green bough of golden apples. 
Final ly ,  on the night before t he .. figh t , " as Perpetua calls it , we can 
see how d ifferent Perpetua is from the frightened young mat ron who 
en tered the prison and who was plagued by "fearfu l  thoughts for 
many days. " She has a d ream which envisages her martyrdom as 
t ranscending the boundaries of her sex :  

Pomponius the  deacon was coming to the prison gate and 
knocking urgent ly .  And I went  out to him and opened for h im.  
He was wearing a loose, gleaming whi te  tunic,  and damasked 
sandals, and he said : "Perpetua, we are wai t ing for you : come! ' '  
He took my hand and we began to go over rough winding ways. 
We had hard ly  reached the amphitheatre, breath less, when he 
took me in to the middle of the arena, and said ,  "Don ' t  be afraid;  
here I am,  beside you, sharing your toi l . "  And he vanished. And 
I saw the immense, astonished crowd . And as I knew I had been 
condemned to the wi ld beasts ,  I was amazed they did not send 
them out at  me. Out against me came an Egyptian , fou l  of 
aspect ,  with his seconds: he was to fight with me. And some 
handsome young men came up beside me: my own seconds and 
supporters .  And I was stripped naked and became a man. And 
my supporters began to rub me with oi l ,  as they do for a wres
t l ing match; and on the other side I saw the Egyptian rol l ing  
h imself in  the dus t .  And a man of amazing size came out-he 
towered over the vault of the amphitheatre. He was wearing the 
purple, loosely ,  with two stripes crossing his chest , and pat
terned sandals made of gold and s i lver, carrying a baton l ike a 
fencing master and a green bough laden wi th golden apples. He 
asked for si lence, and said , "This Egyptian, i f  he defeats her, 
wil l  ki l l  her with his sword; she, i f  she defeats h im ,  wil l  receive 
th is  bough . "  And he drew back .  

And  we joined combat, and  fists began to  fly .  He  tried to grab 
my feet , but I st ruck h im in the face with my heels . And I fel t  
a irborne, and began to strike h im as if I were not touching the 
ground.  But when I saw there was a lu l l ,  I locked my hands, 
clenching my fingers together, and so caught hold of h is  head ; 
and he fel l  on his face and I trod upon his head. The populace 
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began to shout ,  and my supporters to s ing jubilant ly .  And I 
went to the fencing master and received the bough. He kissed 
me and said :  " Daughter, peace be with you!" And triumphantly 
I began to walk towards the Gate of Life. And I awoke. And I 
knew I should have to fight not against the wild beasts but 
agai nst the Fiend;  but I knew the victory would be m ine. 

(Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas, X, Trans. P. Dronke in 
Women Writers of the Middle Ages) 

Perpetua's in terpretation of her dream is with in the t radit ion which 
saw martyrdom as a combat with the Devi l .  What is particularly 
i nterest ing  is Perpetua's change of sex. The account is ful l  of sur
prises : Perpetua is constant ly "amazed" at what she sees and the 
crowd are "aston ished ."  Pomponius promises to be wi th her in  her 
"toi l" and promptly vanishes, in  the typical logic of the dream. How
ever, her change of sex causes no astonishment to Perpetua. She 
matter-of-fact ly sees that she "became a man . "  Unl ike the female 
transvesti tes of Christian legend, Perpetua doesn ' t  dress l ike a man, 
but real l y  becomes male. However, she is a t  the same t ime stHl fe
male, called "her" and "daughter" by the fencing master. I n  her 
martyrdom Perpetua has become "a new creation ,"  as St. Paul had 
promised. She is truly androgynous, the true virago, man and 
woman together. There i s  no shame about her sex. Perpetua's an
drogyn y  gives her superhuman powers to defeat the Devi l .  Her l iber
at ion is not that she is a man but that she has become a new creature 
altoget her with powers that exceed both  male and female st rength .  
She feels "airborne," fights "as i f  I were not touching the ground ."  
There is a euphoria and a sensual pleasure in  the whole experience.  
Perpetua suffers no Christ ian shame at her nakedness : she enjoys 
being rubbed down by her "handsome young men . "  She enjoys the 
l iberat ing bat t le, the beaut ifu l  clothes and bri l liant sandals of the 
giant fencing master, the singing and j ubi lation of her supporters .  
There is no masochistic love of suffering in  martyrdom as Perpetua 
sees i t .  

The account  of her  death shows that  Perpetua ach ieved the  ec
static t rance which l ifted her above pain and gave her a superhuman 
l iberat ion .  The night before the martyrdom her slave, Fel ic i tas, gave 
birth to a baby. Whi le she was cry ing out during her labor one of the 
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prison guards laughed at her: "You suffer so much now-what wil l  
you do when you are tossed to the beasts?" Fel ic i tas' reply is a classic 
statement of the early teaching about martyrdom : "What I am suf
fering now, I suffer by myself. But  then another wi l l  be inside me 
who wil l  suffer for me, just as I shal l  be suffering for him . "  With th is 
confidence Perpetua and Fel ic i tas walked into the arena the fol low
ing morn ing .  The edi tor wri tes that her face was sh in ing "as the 
beloved of God, as a wife of Christ ,  putt ing down everyone's stare by 
her own in tense gaze. " Perpetua's nigh t ly  journeys into her subcon
scious prepared her calm ly  and natura l ly for her final dignified ac
ceptance of her death .  The two women were quite obl ivious of their 
sufferi ngs: 

First the heifer tossed Perpetua and she fel l  on her back .  Then 
s i t t ing up she pul led down the tunic which was ripped along the 
side so that i t  covered her th ighs, th inking more of her modesty 
than of her pain .  Next she asked for a pin to fasten her un tidy 
hair :  for i t  was not right that a martyr should d ie  with her hair 
in d isorder, lest she might be seen to be mourning in her hour of 
t riumph.  

Then she got  up, and seeing that Fel ic i tas had been crushed to 
the ground, she went over to her, gave her her hand and l i fted 
her up. Then the two stood side by side. But the cruelty of the 
mob was by now appeased, and so they were cal led back 
through the Gate of Life . * 

There Perpetua was held up by a man named Rusticus who 
was at that t ime a catechumen and kept close to her. She awoke 
from a kind of sleep (so absorbed had she been in ecstasy in  the 
Spirit) and she began to look about  her. Then to the amazement 
of al l  she said : "When are we going to be thrown to t hat heifer 
or whatever i t  is?" 

When told that this had already happened she refused to be
l ieve it un t i l  she noticed the marks of her rough experience on 
her person and her d ress. 

(Musuri l lo, p. 1 29) 

• The Porta Sana viva via. where the victorious gladiators made the ir  ex i t .  
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The edi tor, probably a man, shows that  in  some ways he d id not 
understand Perpetua. This prim young woman, modest ly fidd l ing 
wi th  her t un ic and fussing about  her hair, is a very different woman 
from the one who eagerly st ripped off her clothes in her dream and 
let her naked body be rubbed with oi l  in full sight of the astonished 
crowd . There is clearly something of the "virgin" about Perpetua; 
l ike Bland ina, her experience of ecstatic martyrdom makes her insen
sible to her envi ronment ,  bu t  th is is ach ieved not by magical external 
vests but by her own quiet interior preparat ion. The Passion of 
Perpetua act ual ly stresses the womanl i ness of both Perpetua and 
Fel ic i tas. They are mothers; Fel ici tas act ual ly gives birth the night 
before her death and goes into the arena with her body st i l l  bleeding 
from chi ldbirth  and her breasts d ripping milk .  I t  is not physical 
in tegri ty  that provides the women with their courage when they die 
for their beliefs .  During her days in prison , Perpetua takes control of 
her l i fe so that she also owns her own death and controls i t .  Because 
the beasts could not k i l l  the martyrs they were dispatched by the 
sword, but the gladiator who ki l led Perpetua bungled his first at
tempt. She then "took the trembl ing hand of the young gladiator and 
guided i t  to her th roat .  It was as though so great a woman, feared as 
she was by the unclean spirit ,  could not be dispatched unless she 
herself was wil l ing . " Both Perpetua and Bland ina become the leaders 
of thei r companions in  the ordeal of martyrdom, and for both  of 
them martyrdom is  not a masoch istic seeking of pain for i ts  own sake 
but a l iberation from the weaknesses and fears not j ust of the female 
state but of the human cond it ion.  

However, even in the early Church there were ind ications of how 
the ideal of martyrdom would be perverted into an unhealthy ideal . 
Breakaway heret ical groups l i ke the Montanists bel ieved that mar
tyrdom was the only safe way to heaven.  The t rue Christian , they 
i nsisted ,  must l ive a l i fe of sol i tude and penance, separating himself 
from the world so that he does not get too embedded in i ts comforts. 
Tertu l l ian joined the Montan ists for a whi le, before deciding that 
even they were not str ict  enough for h im.  He spent his last  years in 
the desert with a smal l  band of Tertu l l ian ists, wai t ing for the Second 
Coming and the final batt le wi th Satan . He was the original noncon
formist Puritan, a type which has constant ly  recurred in Christian 
history, so that even though he abandoned orthodoxy his influence 
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has never been lost .  Nor did Christ iani ty ever forget the in tense 
experience of the Great Persecut ions which stamped i ts early history 
so traumatical ly .  The ment ion of Tertul l ian shows that adulat ion of 
the martyr ideal went hand in hand with sexual rigorism. The Mon
tanist movement spread l ike wi ldfire during the 3 rd cen tury ,  ideal iz
ing martyrdom and st igmatizing sex and marriage. I t  is easy to see 
how the Montanist ascet ic , in training for martyrdom and the final 
bat t le with Satan ,  would fa l l  an easy prey to the ant iphysical neurosis 
of Christ iani ty .  Origen , that other great martyr enthusiast ,  also 
makes the same poin t :  

Bring w i ld  beasts, b ring crosses, bring fire, bring tortures. I 
know that as soon as I die, I come forth from the body.  I rest in 
Christ . Therefore let us struggle, let  us wrest le, let us groan ,  
being in  the body ,  not  as if we shal l  again be in the tomb in  the 
body because we shal l be se t  free from i t ,  and shal l  change our 
body to one which is more spiri tual .  Dest ined as we are to be 
wi th Christ , how we groan to be in the body .  

(Dialogue) 

Perpetua had not shown any great horror of her female body.  
Rather, she had in her  dream posi t ive ly enjoyed i ts new power and 
had displayed i t  proudly .  In  her  interpretation of martyrdom, the  
body plays an honorable part in the struggle with Satan and is glori
fied rather than shaken off. However, at the time of her death she 
was only a catechumen . She had not had a chance to absorb the fu l l  
Christ ian hat red of  the body because she had not been a Christian 
very long. Later women saints would interpret the ideal of martyr
dom as a dai ly warfare on their bodies. 

Even after the persecut ions ended, the early Church s t i l l  retained a 
keen att i tude towards martyrdom. The new state Church bui l t  large 
basi l icas and the relics of the martyrs were buried there in rich 
shrines .  These "friends of God" enjoyed special powers which they 
made available to their fol lowers. The shrines of the martyrs were 
great centers of heal ing and miraculous cures. The accounts of the 
passions of the martyr of the shrine would be read out and it was 
believed that this sacramental ly made the victorious martyrs present .  
Gregory of Tours said that when the passion of the martyr was read 
aloud he was rea l ly  present :  a sweet smel l  would fi l l  the basi l ica and 
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the sick and the crippled who had gathered there cried aloud, feel ing 
the ful l  force of the sain t ' s  heal ing power. The accounts of the mar
tyrs '  sufferings now became more detai led and concentrated far more 
on the sufferings they had endured. This was not due to an exaltation 
of pain for its own sake, however, rather the opposi te. Peter Brown 
has shown that heal ing in the Ancient World was associated with 
v iolent pain and dis location.  Ael ius Aristides speaks of the "great 
and strange correction" that accompanied all true heal ing  as the sick 
person passed violent ly  from one physical state to another. The ac
counts of the martyrs' sufferings were psychodramas, expressing the 
physical violence that must a lways accompany the passage from 
death to l i fe, from sickness to health. The more gruesome the ac
count of the passion was, the more potent the cures effected there. 
The early Church did not dwell on these sufferings to make Chris
t ians reproduce them in their own l ives . They used these accounts of 
suffering precisely to effect cures and bring an end to pain .  Suffering 
was used to end suffering.  

However, when the old cu l ture was lost  and the Dark Ages de
scended, these subtle dist inct ions were lost. The all iance of martyr
dom and sexual ascet icism and hatred of the body was inevitable. 
Christ ians were urged to manufacture suffering-itself a contradic
tion in terms. To suffer means t hat you are passive. Pain i s  inflicted 
upon you.  However, the new Christ ian "martyrs ," deprived of the 
chance of actual martyrdom, tried to reproduce the martyrs' deaths 
by making their whole l ives as painfu l  and as unpleasant as possible. 
I nstead of glorying in  their freedom from pain ,  the new martyrs and 
Christ ian ascet ics took pride in suffering as much pain as they could. 
I nstead of using the accounts of the martyrs' sufferings to end pain ,  
the accounts were used to egg ascetics on to flagellate themselves, 
starve themselves into an anorexic or emaciated condit ion and gener
al ly to muti late their bodies. 

The early martyrs '  imperviousness to pain obviously had l inks 
with the myth of the vi rgin ,  even though the women concerned were 
not always vi rgins and had no "virginal" aspi rations at a l l .  It is t rue 
that the martyrs retreated from the world · in to ecstasy, so that they 
were truly invulnerable to their surroundings. I t  was perhaps inevita
ble that by the Middle Ages the martyr was nearly always a v irgin ,  
and the ideal of martyrdom had been l inked to the ideal of vi rginity .  
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There is a further difference in the accounts of the early Church and 
medieval accounts of true martyrdom. The edi tor of Perpetua's Pas
sion is fu l l  of admiration for the young woman, even though he does 
make her appear more prim and shrinking t han her diary shows her 
to be. By the Middle Ages the Passions of the Virgin Martyrs and the 
legends that had developed about  them show a deep hatred of 
women at the same t ime as the women are praised and glorified. 

One of the most terrible th ings about these medieval stories is the 
horrible ingenui ty  of the way the women are tortured. There is the 
fiendish invention of St .  Catherine's famous wheel , which was fi tted 
out with razors which turned against one another so that whatever 
was between them would be s l iced in  two. This wheel shows what 
Ch rist ians would real ly l ike to do to women if  they got the chance. 
However St .  Catherine, popular and prest igious sain t  as she un
doubtedly was for many cen tu ries, d id not have the monopoly of 
suffering. Other  vi rg in  martyrs suffered equal ly  horrible and con
t ri ved torments .  Thus St .  Fausta had a thousand nai ls  hammered 
into her head and St . Euphemia had her l imbs torn off one by one by 
red-hot p incers. A very popular torture was one which mut i lated the 
specifical ly  female parts of the body. Many martyrs were hung up by 
their long hai r or  had their b reasts torn off. The fact that the people 
infl ict ing these torments were wicked pagans s imply set  the Christ ian 
imaginat ion free to invent st i l l  more dead ly  torments .  

There is also a prurient motif to these stories .  In t he early accounts 
nobody is lust ing after Blandina or Perpetua. In fact ,  when Perpetua 
and Fel ic i tas were brought out naked before the crowd , Fel ic i tas s t i l l  
bleed ing from chi ldbirth ,  the spectators were horrified and asked 
that the women have the d ign i ty  of cloth ing for thei r  ordea l .  I n  
Thecla's virgin i ty  story , a s  one would expect ,  t he  prurien t element i s  
strong bu t  is  deflected by  div ine in tervent ion .  By  the  1 3th  century 
the vi rgin 's  martyrdom is depicted often as a sexual assaul t .  The way 
the v irgin martyrs are flung in to  brothels is clearly a popular male 
host i le  fantasy. Somet imes the sufferings of the vi rgin martyrs read 
l ike a mass rape . Thus St .  Mart ina refuses to sleep with the emperor 
and as a punishment endures tortures that read l i ke a sexual assaul t :  

Thereupon the  emperor had Mart i na s tripped nude, and her 
l i ly-white body dazzled the spectators because of i ts s ingular 
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beauty .  After the emperor who lusted after her  had argued wi th 
her  for a long t ime and real ised she would not  comply,  he or
dered her body slashed a l l  over and instead of blood, mi lk  
poured from her wounds and she gave off a sweet scen t .  Raving 
a l l  the more at her, the emperor ordered her body to be drawn 
and staked down and broken,  but those who were martyring her 
became exhausted because God preven ted her from dying too 
quickly . . . .  They began to cry out ,  "Your Majesty, we can do 
no more, for the angels are beat ing us with chains ." And fresh 
execut ioners arrived to torment her but  they died on the spot, 
and the confused emperor did not know what to do. He had her 
s tretched out and set on fi re with burning oil . She cont inued to 
praise God and a strong sweet odour issued from her mouth .  
When the tyrants were exhausted from torturing her, they 
threw her in to a dark dungeon . 

(The Book of the City of Ladies, I l l ,  6, 1 )  

Need less t o  say, the next morn ing Mart ina i s  found i n  her dungeon 
as fresh as a daisy, entertain ing the angels . There is defini tely a sex
ual undertone throughout in these 1 3 th-century legends.  The poor 
benigh ted pagan emperor can 't  help his twisted fan tasies, and this 
enables the Christ ian to slaver over Mart ina's l i ly-white body.  The 
relays of executioners who hurl themselves upon th is v irginal body 
and fal l  away exhausted or even dead are uneasi ly h int ing at a wom
an's dead ly  and insatiable sexual i ty .  The mi lk  that flows from the 
virginal body-a very frequent theme in these legends-reminds us 
of the mi lk  Perpetua drank in  her dream,  but here there are definite 
touches of male fan tasy about mother's milk .  The sweet scent-an
other popular motif-that used to herald the presence of the martyr 
when his  Passion was read and announced the end of suffering and 
pain ,  now only heralds a fresh round of torments for the unfortunate 
woman. Above all ,  in each of these stories there is a deep fear of 
women, wh ich is c losely bound up with the erot ic . Men can try as 
hard as they can to destroy them, but the women remain powerful 
and indestructible ,  j ust as  sexually they were insatiable and danger
ous. Ult imately, the v irgin-martyr t riumphs over the bewildered 
men, who are reduced to animals in their incoherent and savage 
cruelty,  which is shot through with desperation and fear. 
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The Church has always maintained that martyrdom is the most 
privi leged of the Christ ian vocat ions, and the image of Christ offer
ing himself on the Cross as a martyr of sacrificial love dominates the 
whole Christian ethos. However, the erotic element of martyrdom is 
real ly confined to the myth of the woman martyr. Stories of male 
martyrs l ike St . Lawrence, who jokes with his execut ioners wh i le he 
is being roasted to death on his grid iron, tel l ing them to tu rn the 
"join t"  over and cook i t  on the other side, exalt the bravery and 
heroic endurance of the martyr. It is only women martyrs who be
come in Christ ian legend passive vict ims whose sufferings are some
how unpleasant ly sexual . When Christians were not enduring perse
cut ion any longer, they wou ld  be encouraged to "die dai ly" to 
themselves, and the stories of the Christian saints are all too often 
accounts of masochist ic violence and horrific and ingen ious tortures . 
I t  is the women saints ,  however, who combine this masochism with a 
sick erot icism, showing how the idea of suffering and women's sexu
al i ty have become deeply l inked in the Christ ian subconscious. We 
have seen al ready that contemplat ive nuns were encouraged to 
fantas ize erotical ly  about Jesus. When these fan tasies of "love" were 
l inked wi th penance, the notion of the Christian woman as a vict im ,  
suffering physical pain for the love of Jesus, becomes an important 
part of the ideal of female holiness. 

Perhaps the most masochistic of al l  the women saints who made 
martyrs of themselves for the love of God is the 1 7th-century Peru
vian girl , Rose of Lima, who was canonized in 1 67 1 .  In Rose's l ife we 
see vio lence l inked wi th sent imental i ty ,  a very common Cathol ic al l i 
ance. Rose 's mort ifications were so severe that even her confessor 
was nauseated by them and begged her to stop. Yet this brutal mas
ochism was al l ied to a sent imental i ty which is  a lmost as nauseat ing 
as her penances. Rose saw Jesus as her " true lover" who was always 
arranging del igh tfu l  l i t t le  surprises. He would murmur lovingly to 
her several t imes a day, " Rose of My Heart ,  My Rose, be thou My 
Spouse, My own ."  One day when she was walk ing in the garden she 
noticed that all the flowers had been picked . Then she heard Jesus 
explain ing :  "Rose , my Rose, thou art a flower. Give me al l  thy love, 
for know that i t  was I who gathered these flowers, for I wil l have no 
rival ,  no, not any creature even if  it be a flower shall share with me 
thy heart . "  The sent imental lover proves to be a spouse of pathologi-
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cal  jealousy. Yet th is  emotional self- indulgence is s imply the prelude 
to a sick indu lgence of self-hat red. The marriage chamber of Rose 
and Jesus was certa in ly no bed of roses . Her biographer tel ls us that 
at night she went to bed "not to s leep but to pray and macerate her 
innocent body wi th those disc ipl ines and penances which seem to us 
so terrible that we can hard ly  understand, can scarce bear to hear of 
them . "  (See M. Summers, The Physical Phenomena of Mysticism, pp. 
1 06-7. )  

The spiritual i ty o f  S t .  Veronica Giul ian i ,  a 1 7th-century Francis
can nun ,  shows the al l iance of sentimental i ty ,  pain and the erotic st i l l  
more clearly. As a chi ld she had read the l i fe of St .  Rose, who had 
just been canonized,  and was fired with a simi lar zeal for suffering, 
whispering  to herself: "If th is Peruvian maiden did this why may I 
not do the same?" She began at  once a regime of fast ing and flagella
t ion which she cont inued when she entered her convent . Holiness she 
saw at once in  terms of mortificat ion. One day she had a vision of 
Jesus, who murmured romantical ly to her: "What dost thou yearn 
for, Veronica?" She had of course only one answer to this :  "To suffer 
a l l  wi th Thee!" Christ instant ly  answered her prayer; her G uardian 
Angel crowned her with a Crown of Thorns l ike the one Jesus had 
worn during his passion. The excruciat ing pain of the thorns reduced 
Veronica to a state of orgasmic rapture .  She wrote :  �· 1 fel t  an agony 
of pain not  only in my head but an ache which thri l led throughout 
every l imb, so that I was nigh to swooning. " (Quoted by M.  Sum
mers, The Physical Phenomena of Mysticism, p. 1 5 1 . ) Since the very 
early days of the Church, v irgins had been encouraged to imagine 
Christ as their lover i n  the privacy of thei r convent cells. Now 
women are using pain and suffering quite spontaneously to inflame 
that eroticism. When Veronica came to herself after her painful  or
gasm, Christ reverts to sen t imental sweetness once again.  In "accents 
of tenderest love" he told Veronica that this rapture was noth ing to 
the delights she would experience later. Veronica cried aloud with 
hysterical joy : "Blessed be God! more pain !  A heavier cross to 
come! ' '  and staggered off to Church t rembl ing and tearfu l  in  a state 
of post-coital b l iss. 

Five days later, Veronica developed the stigmata, the Five Wounds 
of Jesus, in her body .  Jesus displayed his wounds to her in  a vision 
and Veron ica later wrote, "0 God! 0 God! Such were the raptures of 
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Divine Love which consumed me that I can nei ther speak nor write 
of my burning desire !" As Veronica gazed at the wounds of Jesus, the 
heaven ly court appeared beh ind Him .  God the Father, she wri tes, 
then drew Veronica's soul to H im in mystic marriage and the V i rgin 
Mary said to Jesus,  "Let thy bride be crucified with thee. " I t  is then 
that Veron ica recei ved the st igmata, and the phal l ic images of re
peated and rhy thmic penet ration are an essential aspect of Veronica's 
experience of pain .  Five rays came from the Five Wounds of Jesus, 
and the shafts of l ight formed four  burn ing nails and a spear head of 
gleaming gold "which pierced my hea rt t h rough and th rough and 
the four sharp nai ls of fire stabbed through and through my hands 
and feet .  I fel t  a fearful  agony of pain ,  but with the pain I clearly saw 
and was conscious that I was wholly t ransformed into God ."  Yet 
again Veronica was reduced to a t rembl ing and weepy state of rap
ture :  

Thus my Lord and God espoused me and gave me in charge to  
his most holy mother for ever and ever, and bade my Guardian 
Angel watch over me, for He was jealous of my honour. 

When I came to myself I found that I was kneel ing with my 
arms wide outspread, benumbed and sore cram ped , and my 
heart , my hands and my fee t  burned and throbbed with great 
pain .  I fel t  that  my side was gashed open and wel led and bub
bled with blood . I tried to open my habit to see the wound,  but I 
could not because of the wounds in both my hands.  After a 
whi le, wi t h  much suffering, I succeeded in loosing my habit and 
then I saw that the wound in my side purled forth wi th  water 
and blood . I wished to t race a few l ines but I could not hold the 
qui l l  in my hand for very agony.  Whereupon I prayed to my 
Spouse, beggi ng Him that my fingers might at least have power 
to guide the pen , s ince, being under obed ience, I wished to wri te  
a screed for my confessor, and for h im alone. And wi th the ink 
of my blood, I wrote upon a paper the name of Jesus. Then 
agai n I t ried to l ift the qu i l l  and I found I was unable to do so 
and to inscribe fai r  letters upon the v irgin parchment .  

( Ibid . ,  pp .  1 52-5 3) 

The "espousals" took the form of pain and suffering. With a morbid 
del ight in her agony Veron ica recorded every pain , every flow of 
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blood, every agony.  There is the hideous touch of exhibit ion ism in 
her trying to wri te  in her blood . Agony and Love are inseparable in 
Veronica's mind,  j ust as they had been in her model 's ,  St .  Rose's . 

Margaret Mary Alacoque perhaps did more than any other sain t  
in the  Cathol ic world to l ink the image of Divine Love wi th  suffering 
and bleed ing hearts .  Her vision of the Sacred Heart of Jesus is now 
present in every church ,  convent and chapel ,  and is part of the im
agery and psychological equ ipment of every Catholic woman. Mar
garet Mary had been enamored of penance and mortification s ince 
she was a chi ld .  Her brother Chrysostom wrote of the hair- raising 
mortifications she infl icted upon hersel f  with ful l  parental encourage
ment unti l  she was eight years old.  She drastical l y  curtailed her 
sleep, fasted three days a week and wore a special ly painful iron 
chain around her waist. This last caused such appall ing ulcerat ion on 
her side and legs that she became extremely i l l .  For the adolescent 
Margaret Mary, the "spiritual l ife" was synonymous with bodi ly 
mortification; as a young girl ,  she wri tes, " I  did not know what 
spiritual l ife was; for I had never heard mention of it. I only knew 
what my Divine Master taught me and what He made me do with 
loving violence. " 

I t ied th is  wretched criminal body with cords ful l  of knots, and I 
bound it so t ight that I could hardly breathe or eat . I left these 
cords there so long that they buried themselves in the flesh,  and 
I could not tear them from it except with great violence and 
cruel pain .  I did the same with l i t t le  chains which I fastened on 
my arms; I could remove them by taking away with them pieces 
of flesh.  I lay during the night on a plank, or on knotty sticks 
wh ich I placed in my bed ,  and afterwards I took the discipl ine. 

(Tickel l ,  p. 29) 

That Margaret Mary sees no paradox in the notion of a "loving 
violence" which expresses itself in self-punishment and self-muti la
t ion is typical of the cu l t  of suffering. Love takes the form of masoch
istic violence. Here the violence which Jesus "made" her do to her
self is not yet especial ly erotic . Fil led with pure self-hatred , Margaret 
Mary sees herse lf  as a c riminal , and the way she chooses to torture 
herself is i n  terms of painful bondage to a Divine Master. 

However, once she got inside her convent she found,  much to her 
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chagrin ,  that the sensible rules of the Visitat ion Order did not al low 
her to cont inue these savage penances . Nevertheless, Love found a 
way. During the ret reat she made before her Profession of Vows, 
Margaret Mary was taught by Jesus al l  the "mystery of his sacred 
Death and Passion ,"  the upshot of which was : 

I wi l l  only say that i t  is th is which has impressed me with so 
great a love of the Cross t hat I cannot l ive a moment without 
suffering, suffering in si lence, without consolat ion or rel ief, 
without any one to compassionate me, s inking under the cross 
of every kind of insult ,  sorrow, humil iat ion and outrage, dying 
in fire wi th the Sovereign Lord of my soul .  My whole l i fe has 
passed in exercise of this k ind .  Divine Love has ever taken care 
to furnish me abundan t ly  wi th th is  food, so delightfu l  to H is 
taste that He never says, "Enough !" 

( Ibid . ,  pp. 80-8 1 )  

Jesus has an i nsatiable des ire to see his bride both suffer and humi l i 
a te  herself. I t  is again "Divine Love" which has engineered th is  
· · rood" of suffering, so t hat his br ide has now become posi t i vely 
addicted to i t :  "I could not l ive a moment wi thout suffering ," she 
repeats constant ly ;  pain has to be the a ir  she breathes. 

The part icu lar form of this Love was Jesus' revelation of His Sa
cred Heart , that bulbous and bleeding heart crowned with thorns 
which vulgarly encapsulates the Christ ian ident ification of suffering 
and love .  So much is th is  the case that "a bleed ing heart" has become 
in  America the slang expression for compassionate sympathy .  Dur
ing the course of her long rel igious l ife, Margaret Mary developed an 
erot ic fantasy re lationship with Jesus, who shows h imself fu l l  of the 
mawkish sent imen tal i ty that we have seen characterizing the 
"SpousP." of these saint ly masochists. He asks her, significan t ly ,  to 
offer herself up as the "vict im" of this  love, suffering to appease the 
wrath of God and so redeem s inners . I t  was only a matter of t ime 
before her enthusiasm for suffering became an essent ia l  part of her 
erot ic fantasies. Jesus conveyed his " love" to her in  a vision of pain 
which is described in a manner almost overt ly sexual .  

H is heart opened and there issued from it so burning a flame 
that I thought I should have been consumed by it .  I was whol ly 
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penet rated by i t ,  and could no longer bear i t ,  so that I was 
obl iged to ask Him to have pi ty on my weakness. 

(Ibid . ,  p. 1 4 1 )  

I t  was a pain that made her sick wi th a violent fever, an experience 
that recurred on as many as s ixty d ifferent occasions during her l ife. 
This burning pain and fever nevertheless gave her such pleasure that 
she never complained of i t .  For Margaret Mary,  pleasure and pain ,  
consolat ion and agony were i nseparable: "Never d id  I feel such con
solat ion, for my whole body suffered extreme pain" (p. 1 43 . My 
i ta l ics). She  speaks of the  experience as  "rel ieving" her  th i rst for 
suffering in  the same way as intercourse relieves a sexual hunger. Her 
erot ic masochism inspi res her to acts of appal l ing mutilation . On one 
memorable occasion she cut the Holy Name into her breast over her 
heart wi th a penknife, and later burned the scars in to her flesh with a 
l ighted taper. I t  was an emblematic identification of the "heart" of 
romant ic ,  sent imental  love with destructive suffering.  Love and self
mut i lat ion were for women l ike Margaret Mary, Rose and Veronica 
seen as identica l .  You expressed your love by inj uring yourself. The 
pain itself became pleasure. When one day Margaret Mary "dis
obeyed" Jesus, who had told her to keep this self- inflicted wound as a 
secret, by showing i t  to the Infirmarian in  the convent ,  Jesus pun
ished her sadist ica l ly .  He kept her "under His sacred feet for five 
days. " Trampled on by her man, Margaret Mary is  a Chlist ian image 
of the Western woman who expresses her " love" by al lowing men to 
degrade her. 

It is possible that the woman in  the pornographic movie who 
crawls about loaded wi th chains or is beaten and trodden underfoot 
by men is a ti red secular rel ic of th is  Western t radi tion of Christen
dom which l inks female sexual i ty  with pain and humil iat ion. The 
al l iance of pain and punishment with women and sex is clearly in 
l ine  with the sexual disgust that informed Christ ian emotion . Men 
have been taught in  our cu l ture to take pleasure in the sight of a 
woman suffering; suffering is  seen as a female v irtue and i t  i s  a lso, 
obscurely ,  seen as sexy .  Alongside the legends and real l ives of the 
women saints ,  purely secular myths of women suffering the on
s laught of male hatred surfaced to reinforce this Christ ian neurosis. 
Thus the tale of Patient G riselda, told by Boccaccio,  Petrarch and 
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Chaucer, i s  a c lassic study of a woman as vict im .  Wal ter, G riselda's 
husband, decides to test her virtue and obed ience to his  wi l l :  he takes 
away her chi ldren from her, imply ing that he i s  going to have them 
ki l led , and for some twelve years she sees nothing of them ; he decides 
to send her back home to her father's house wearing on ly  her under
wear; he gets papal permission to repudiate Griselda and begins to 
make preparations for instal l ing a new wife-Griselda being sum
moned from her father's hovel to supervise the wedding.  Throughout 
al l  these years of suffering, Griselda's compl iance and cheerful  sub
mission to Walter never fai l .  Suffering after suffering is laid upon her 
in  Wal ter's elaborate charade, for he is completely convinced of her 
virtue and loyalty ,  and when at the end of the story Griselda is  
reuni ted to her chi ldren and rei nstated as Wal ter's wife ,  there i s  in  
her raptu re no censure of Wal ter's sadist ic behavior. Shakespeare has 
also presented us wi th memorable women vict ims:  the most obvious 
is Kate in  The Taming of the Shrew, who has to be broken and her 
wil l crushed to make her a fi t  wife for Petruchio. To prove her love a 
woman has to suffer, often unjust ly l ike Ophel ia or Desdemona. The 
a l l iance of lov ing wi th  vic t imhood is  pecul iar to Western society ,  and 
is a c lear rel ic of Christ ianity .  

That th is  suffering is often deeply sexual is c lear in  the writ ings of 
de Sade, one of whose heroines, Just ine ,  actual ly has the name of a 
famous virgin martyr. Like the v i rgin martyrs ,  J ust ine is  moral ly 
superior to her persecu tors, but th is  is of no help to her-l ike the 
martyr, she suffers torment after torment and final ly d ies .  The 
"Christ ian" trappings of de Sade's nightmare world ,  with its monas
teries and convents and churches ,  are an essent ia l  i ngredient of the 
story, not just a t i t i l lat ing backdrop. Without the background of 
Christ iani ty ,  de Sade's madness would have been impossible. The 
way his s ick fan tasies have taken root in the Western imaginat ion,  so 
that he has given his name to a sexual perversion that sees sex in 
terms of suffering, is astonishing given the frightening nature of h is 
vis ion. De Sade's picture of pain  and humi l iated women has clearly 
touched a nerve in  Western consciousness, canal iz ing and naming a 
strong neurosis-it is not the private raving of a d iseased bra in .  Simi
larly ,  novels l ike Samuel Richardson 's Clarissa partake ful ly  of the 
old Christ ian legends of the virgin martyrs .  Clari ssa is the u l t imate 
vict im-she is  imprisoned, abused , isolated and final ly raped. At one 
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point ,  l ike the v irgin martyr she is even put in to a brothel by her 
male tormentor Lovelace. Like the v irgin martyr she remains supe
rior and the moral victor of the story, even though some two thou
sand pages are devoted to the depiction of her vict im hood and death .  
I t  i s  most unl ikely that  the Protestant Richardson had ever read The 
Golden Legend, but h is  mastery of the old myth shows how deeply 
the idea of woman as the vict im of male l ust-and also men's terror 
of these indomi table vict ims-had penetrated the Western mental i ty .  

The ideal of the woman as the vict im cont inues to be found in the 
worlds of love and sex . Germaine Greer has noticed how novelists 
l ike Norman Mailer and Mickey Spi l lane show that the proper fate 
for a woman is death at the hands of her "lover ."  The woman is 
e i ther k i l led or murdered , or she d ies a metaphoric death of orgasmic 
frenzy and obl i terat ion.  Thus Mailer's hero in  An American Dream 
( 1 966) s trangles his wife. She asked for i t-she got i t :  

She smi led l i k e  a mi lkmaid and floated away and was gone. And 
in the midst of that Oriental splendor of landscape, I fel t  the lost 
touch of her finger on my shoulder, radiat ing some fain t  but 
ineradicable pulse of detestation into a new grace. I opened my 
eyes, I was weary with a most honorable fat igue, and my flesh 
seemed new. I had not fel t  so nice s ince I was twelve. It seemed 
inconceivable at th is  instant that anything in l i fe could fai l  to 
please. 

(p. 36) 

Germaine Greer notes that k i l l ing your woman is seen as a ritual of 
manhood, l ike ki l l ing a bear or a myth ical monster. The world is 
purged of woman (and evi l ) :  " I t  is a man's world once more" (The 
Female Eunuch, pp. 226-27) .  Both man and woman find joy and 
t ranscendental peace in this k i l l ing .  The rel igious tenor of the lan
guage is also not iceable :  Mai ler's hero feels his d isgust turn in to a 
"new grace"; ki l l ing his woman is a redempt ive act , and he has 
recovered his lost innocence. It is certa in ly t rue that in our cu l ture 
more men than is  often supposed are turned on by whips and bond
age. They have been taught to associate pleasure with female pain 
and humi l iat ion, and i t  is also true that many women cooperate with 
th is sadism and themselves find pleasure in being beaten and hurt. 
The snuff movie, where a girl is actua l ly  k i l led in fron t  of the cam-
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eras, is an extreme example of th is male  sexual desi re to hurt and 
degrade their women . It is a neurosis that men have inheri ted from 
Christ iani ty . 

Even if men and women remain untouched by Sadism in our soci
ety,  they will not escape the myth of the Grand Romant ic Passion. 
The word passion has a compl icated h istory and is deeply ambigu
ous. I t  is surely in terest ing that we use the same word now to de
scribe extreme sexual emotion that was once used to denote suffering 
even unto death .  The Passions of Christ and of the martyrs d id not 
refer to thei r great love affairs but to their physical agonies and thei r 
deaths as vict ims .  From the beginning, of course, these "passion" 
stories were seen to be associated wi th love. Blandina was compared 
to a bride and a loving mother, and Perpetua was seen as the beloved 
"wife" of God . Later the medieval version of her "passion" would 
see St .  Agnes' bet rothal to Christ in  a far more expl ic i t ly sexual way, 
and prurience crept into the "passions" of the virgin martyrs which 
found their consummation in death .  It is true that our use of the 
word "passion" is not a st raight inheritance from its older meaning 
of "suffering ,"  as the wi tch words were d i rectly t ransferred from the 
language of the I nquisi t ion to the vocabulary of sexual attract ion.  
Nevertheless, the complex of suffering, love and death that exists in 
our cu l ture is neat ly expressed by our  adopt ion of the word passion. 
Women as well as their  menfolk expect to suffer for love. The popu
lar romance thri ves on this vision of women as passive v ict ims of 
male sexual "love ."  The shrinking woman is "crushed" to the breast 
of her macho lover; his "violen t passion" terrifies her; her l ips are 
"bruised" by h is  k isses. For women in these novels, sexual passion 
means the passive endurance of a fervid attack. It is a notion that is 
deeply wri t ten in to the hearts of both men and women. 

The most famous story of Romant ic  passion in the English-speak
ing world is perhaps Wuthering Heights. Emily Bron te was the 
daughter of a Protestant clergyman, and if  her sister Charlotte's 
neurot ic ant i -Cathol ic prejudice is any ind ication of the atmosphere 
of the Bronte home, i t  would seem un l ikely that Emily was influ
enced d i rect ly by the old Cathol ic myths of women as loving vict ims. 
Like Richardson , she had simply absorbed the old Christian neurosis 
in a purely secular way. The pain and suffering of women at the 
hands of men in the name of Love and Passion runs powerful ly 
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through the novel . Catherine constant ly  te l l s  her  lover, Heathcl iff, 
that she is his vict im :  "You have k i l led me and thriven on i t ,  I th ink .  
How strong you are!" During their last meeting, when Catherine i s  
dying the ir  love is seen as a brutal and savage violence :  

At that earnest appeal he turned to  her, looking absolutely des
perate. His eyes, wide and wet , at last flashed fiercely on her; his 
breast heaved convulsively. An instant they held asunder, and 
then how they met I hard ly  saw, but Catherine made a spring 
and he caught her ,  and they were locked in  an embrace from 
which I thought my mistress would never be released a l ive :  in 
fact ,  to my eyes, she seemed d i rect ly insensible. He flung h imself 
into the nearest seat ,  and on my approaching hurriedly to ascer
tain if she had fainted, he gnashed at me and foamed l ike a mad 
dog, and ga�hered her to h im with greedy jealousy . I did not feel 
as if I were in the company of a creature of my own species : 

(Chapter XV) 

I t  is the same old pattern . In the grip of that uncontrol lable sexual 
passion, which Christ iani ty had taught the West was an irresist ible 
force, men became savage beasts. It is a force which is destructive to 
both the man and the woman . The man here, seen through the eyes 
of two women , Emily Bronte's, and her narrator's, is seen as no 
longer fu l ly human,  but in  the grip of a destructive passion, j ust as 
the Roman emperors of the Christian l egends were reduced to help
less savagery before the passive but impenetrable virgin martyr. 
Where men l i ke Norman Mai ler see the murder of their women as a 
l iberat ing "grace, "  women l ike Emi ly Bronte see women as the dying 
vict ims of male passion.  Again ,  Heathcl iff's wife, Isabel la, becomes 
the s lave of a romantic "delusion" which she sees as love and which 
moral ly  destroys her. Heal thcl iff speaks scornful ly  of her wi l l ful  
b l indness i n :  

. . . picturing in  me a hero of  romance, and expect ing unl im
i ted indulgences from my chivalrous devot ion.  I can hard ly  re
gard her in the l ight of a rat ional creature, so obstinately has she 
persisted in  forming a fabulous notion of my character and act
ing on the false impressions she cherished . But, at last, I th ink 
she begins to know me: I don ' t  perceive the s i l ly smi les and 
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grimaces that provoked me  a t  fi rst ;  and the  senseless incapabil 
i ty  of discerning that I was in  earnest when I gave her  my  
opinion of  her  infatuation and herself. I t  was a marvel lous effort 
of perspicacity to discover that I did not love her. I bel ieved , at 
one t ime, no lessons could teach her that! And yet it is poorly 
learnt ;  for this morn ing she announced, as a piece of appal l ing 
intel l igence, that  I had actual ly succeeded in  making her  hate 
me! . . . She cannot accuse me of showing one bit of decei t fu l  
softness. The first th ing  she  saw me do ,  on  coming out  of  the  
Grange, was to  hang up her  l i t t le dog; and when she  pleaded for 
it , the firs t  words I uttered were a wish that I had the hanging of 
every being belonging to her, except one: possibly she took that 
exception for herself. But  no brutal i ty  disgusted her: I suppose 
she has an innate admi rat ion of i t .  

(Chapter XIV) 

Love, hatred and brutal i ty are mixed inexorably into a self-destruc
t ive complex . Isabel la has become an abject and helpless dupe of her 
man's hatred, th inking that what she feels  for him is  love. 

With all the images of female pain that Wuthering Heights con
tains, i t  is surpris ing that women and men persist in seeing the novel 
as the u l t imate expression of a desi rable Romantic Passion . In the 
popular mind, Heathcl iff is seen as an ideal sexual hero by both men 
and women.  Through suffering women achieve a new transcendence 
and a new freedom. When Catherine has died and is laid out ,  the 
narrator describes her as though she were a sain t  who had d ied a 
holy death instead of the imperious, spoiled and often frankly unl ik
able young woman she real ly was : 

Her brow smooth ,  her l ids closed , her l ips wearing the expres
sion of a smi le; no angel in heaven could be more beaut ifu l  than 
she appeared . And I partook of the infinite calm in  which she 
lay : my mind was never in  a hol ier frame than while I gazed on 
that untroubled image of D ivine rest .  I inst inct ively echoed the 
words she had uttered a few hours before: " Incomparably be
yond and above us a l l !  Whether st i l l  on earth or now in heaven , 
her spirit is at home wi th God!" 

(Chapter XVI) 



2 16  T H E  GOSPEL ACCO R D I N G  To WOMAN 

Emi ly  Bronte's usually hard-headed narrator, Nel ly  Dean,  here 
al lows herself  the comfort of sent imental i ty-a comfort which is eas
ily obtained but superficial because i t  is false. In Emily Bronte's 
world ,  love usual ly means an assaul t  and a declaration of ceaseless 
war rather than a holy peace. The novel is fu l l  of images of the pain 
which men inflict on women. From the moment when the steri le and 
sent imental Lockwood dreams that he takes the wrist of Catherine's 
ghost and rubs i t  over the jagged glass of a broken window "til l the 
blood ran down and soaked the bedclothes, " we are in a world where 
women suffer at the hands of men . Often this suffering is given the 
name of love. I t  is significant that men and women who have perhaps 
never even read the novel cont inue to accept its reputation for being 
the u l t imate English romance. Romances which are not c lassic mas
terpieces make a s imilar al l iance of passion and pain .  

I t  is often said · that Wuthering Heights is uncharacteri st ic of the 
Victorian period . Yet it seems that i t  is quin tessential ly Victorian,  
and it  was genius in  Bronte to grasp the cruel truth that lay beh ind 
the pal l id myth of decorous Victorian love .  I t  i s  a commonplace that 
the Victorian age was an age of sent imental i ty .  I t  is also a common
place that men of the period speak of women part icularly with sickly 
sent iment .  Yet the thousands of Victorians who wept over the death 
of Lit t le Nell in Dickens' The Old Curiosity Shop had fol lowed avidly 
the month by month  account of her suffering and martyrdom. Li t t le  
Nel l  sacrifices herself that others may thrive; hers is a picaresque 
path of sacrificial love. The Victorians loved to see their women 
suffer. At night they loved to see their virginal child brides endure 
their brute sexual passion.  They thoroughly enjoyed their easy tears 
over the spectacle of female pain .  V ictorian fiction is ful l  of suffering 
women :  Florence Dombey, Esther Summerson, Lady Dedlock, 
Amelia Sedley, Mrs .  Gaskel l ' s  Ruth,  Tess of the d 'Urbervil les and 
Sue Bridehead . Victorian taste was informed by a sent imental sadism 
directed at women at the same time as women were exalted for their 
virtue.  

For al l  our attempts at sexual l iberation today, many women are 
st i l l-even consciously-unable to separate pain from passion . Edna 
O' Brien sees pleasure and pain as inextricably entwined, and her 
novels have cont inued to perpetuate the old Christian myth. When 
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Miriam G ross quest ioned her recen t ly  about t his she admit ted the 
connect ion : 

I t 's not somet hing I 'm  proud of, but it is someth ing that has 
happened in my own l i fe more than once, so i t can ' t  be acciden
ta l .  1 think i t  l inks with your earl ier question about  rel igion . 
Probably for me pain has a socket of pleasure in i t ,  and pleasure 
l i kewise must carry a load of pain to be thri l l ing .  

("The Pleasure and the  Pain ,"  The Observer, 
1 4  Apri l 1 985 )  

This l ink ing of passion and  pain she sees as something d i rect ly  con
nected with her Catholic upbringing. Her re ligion makes i t  impossi
ble for her to view pass ion as lead ing toward anyth ing but death and 
an often violent est rangemen t .  

Yes, 1 th ink  my preoccupation wi th death ,  both the death in  the 
l i fe of relat ionships and actual death ,  is part ly due to the loss of 
my original rel igious fervour. One seeks the kind of love that is 
as much spiri tual as i t  is physical ,  and of course the twain do 
not meet ,  i t 's  an impossib i l i ty .  I see the end, so to speak, in the 
beginning. However, I think that there are other reasons for 
these feel i ngs than rel igious . . . I have a rather marked degree 
of anxiety about relat ionships which I th ink was inst i l led in me 
as a very young chi ld ,  because I grew up in a world in  which 
relat ionships, and especial l y  marital relat ionsh ips, were violent 
and hurt fu l .  

On top of a l l  tha t  I have an incurable romant ic d isposit ion-! 
seem to be espoused to all those myths about tragic love and 
star-crossed passion . What fi rst appealed to me in my fantasy
and, as we know, our fantasies are stronger than anything that 
wi l l  ever happen to us-was the idea of love as u l t imately 
thwarted . 

(Ibid . )  

The romant ic and erot ic relat ionsh ip  is a complex knot of violence, 
cruelty ,  estrangemen t and death .  We have seen a lready that when in 
the West . .  love" takes the form of ideal iz ing women this act of love is 
in fact an act of host i l i ty  and al ienat ion.  S imi larly ,  when men and 
women in our cu l ture view the roman t ic  and passionate love rela-
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t ionship, they envisage it frequently in terms of warfare. To enter on 
a love affair can involve the del iberate quest of pain and death ,  be
cause u l t imately Christian love is shot through with Christian ha
t red . 

However, i t  is not only in  the spheres of passion and love that the 
Martyr  myth has influenced and cont inues to influence Western 
women. Paradoxical ly ,  suffering was seen by women as an act of self
assert ion and self-defini t ion .  This is paradoxical because the mort ifi
cations and masochist ic tortures that women perpetrated on thei r  
bodies were inspired b y  sel f-hatred . I t  was t o  make the self die with 
Christ on the cross t hat these penances were undertaken.  Yet how
ever strong the self-hatred of a Margaret Mary, her penances can 
also be seen as a pathet ic act of self-advertisement .  Her lacerated 
breast , slashed with her kn ife, is an attempt to mark her out as 
somebody special :. her vocation as t he loving "vict im" of Jesus is also 
asserting that she is not just an ordinary nun in her convent but has a 
unique and noble dest iny .  Throughout the h istory of Christian 
women we see them suffering. The transvest i te saints ,  for example, 
were often onl y  able to make themselves pass as men because their 
penances had ravaged their bodies and made them unrecognizable as 
women. Sometimes these mort ifications took on an erotic dimension , 
but that was not always the case. Some women simply made saint ly  
careers for themselves by the ir  prodigious penances. A suffering and 
emaciated body was the badge of the holy woman . I t  made her stand 
out physical ly  from other women, rescued her from anonymity and 
won her the respect and admiration of men . I t  was in an important 
way a hal lmark of l iberation , an essential part of female hol iness. 
When Perpetua had been martyred, though, she had been fighting an 
external enemy.  Very often the later woman ascet ic was simply fight
ing herself, her struggles turned inward . Deprived of the means of 
express ing her rel igious devotion in  the external world of affairs, her 
mortifications took on a different quali ty  from that displayed by male 
ascet ics ,  for whom suffering could be the mere background of a rich 
act ive l i fe directed outside h imself. Most women saints who em
barked on their rel igious careers found that they had to make a 
career out of suffering in  i tself. 

That a ] i fe of mortification was a means of self-expression can be 
shown very clearly in  the l i fe of the 1 4th-century freelance ascetic ,  
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Angela of  Fol igno. I n  the  account  of  her  l ife in The Book of Divine 
Consolation, she gives us a clear pic ture of the way in which a 
woman could get started on a career in sanct i ty .  Angela had been 
married wi th a fami ly ,  so she was off to a bad start .  Precisely because 
she was afflicted wi th a fami ly ,  she tel l s  us, she "did not feel  much 
love for God ."  Marriage and t rue sanctity were c learly incompat ible 
in her eyes. However, Angela had a break .  "By the Grace of God ,"  
she  says, her  fami ly a l l  d ied one  after the  other, first her  mother, t hen 
her husband,  and " l i kewise in a very short space of t ime also d ied al l  
my chi ldren . "  Angela was del igh ted : "And because I had com
menced to fol low the aforesaid way and had prayed to God that He 
would r id me of them, I had great consolation of their deaths,  a l 
though ,"  she adds rather as an afterthough t ,  "I d id feel some grief. "  
Because God had answered her prayers and caused a l l  her fami ly  to 
d ie, she was now free to pursue her vocat ion as an autonomous and 
holy woman (pp. 4-5) .  

Angela had learned very thoroughly the lesson Christendom 
taught her about the despicable  nature of women. She was so con
sumed with sel f-hatred that she fel t  "possessed" by demons.  Her self
hatred felt l ike a powerfu l  force coming from outside hersel f and 
compel l ing her to acts of destruct ive violence aimed against  herself. 
"Oft imes was my rage so great that I could scarce refrain from rend
ing myself and beat ing myself most grievously,  t hus causing my head 
and all my l imbs to swel l"  (p. 1 5) .  Like Catherine of Siena and 
Margaret Mary, Angela also had a vision of the suffering Jesus and 
was inv i ted to "Put  thy mouth  into the wound in My side. " After her 
vision, Angela i nstant ly  wished that she cou ld  die a martyr's death 
for Christ .  Martyrdom was sti l l  the h ighest vocation.  Yet beneath 
conven tional expressions of humi l i ty  in saying that she was not wor
thy of th is  honor, there is a defin i te self-assert ion :  

I d id desi re that for His love a l l  my members should suffer 
afflict ion and death more vi le and more bit ter than the Passion. 
Wherefore I bethought me and did seek to find one who would 
put  me to death ,  in  order that I might suffer for the sake of His 
fai th  and love. Bu t  I knew that I was not worthy to die as the 
holy martyrs had died. Nevertheless, I did desi re that He would 
cause me to die ,  and by a death more vi le and more slow and 
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more bit ter, I could not beth ink me of a death as vi le as I d id 
wish for, or one that would d iffer from the deaths of the sain ts
for I d id surely deem myself unworthy of dying thei r death .  

(pp .  8-9) 

Here is the usual  ident ificat ion of pain and love: suffering is the only 
possible response to the love of God . Angela doesn ' t  just want the 
honor of witnessing (the word "martyr" origina l ly  means ' 'witness") 
to the t ru th  of Jesus as Perpetua had done, she wants a more horrible 
death : "more vile and more slow and more bi tter . "  I nstead of seeing 
th is mort ification as a way of get t ing rid of sel f, Angela sees i t  as a 
way of asserting her individuality . She wants a death that is d ifferent 
from the deaths of other saints .  She wants to be more dist inguished 
in suffering than Jesus was h imself. By her suffering she would define 
herself and make hersel f  specia l .  

Angela gives us ·some kind of insight to the problems that many of 
these women ascet ics must have had. I t  is not natural to deprive 
yoursel f  of sleep, to starve yourself to anorexia and flagel late yoursel f  
dai ly .  There were bound to  be t imes when, however devoted she was 
to the cause, the t rainee ascet ic felt l ike giving up. There may have 
come a time when such practices became second nature to her, but 
unt i l  then there must have been many temptations to take an extra 
few hours' sleep, or sneak the odd i l l ic i t  meal. Angela clearly had 
th is d ifficul ty .  She was, she explains, studying hard "how that I 
might obtain the fame of sanct i ty ,"  and one of the ways of acquiring 
th is fame was by proclaiming loudly that you were l iving a l i fe of 
mort ification .  It was no good performing nameless acts of un
remembered love. You had to be seen to be fast ing and sleepless. 
Before she had adapted to th is  way of l i fe, there were t imes when 
Angela used to "cheat , "  and she confessed her fai lure in  a most 
in terest ing way . 

. . . in order that I might make known my dissembling and my 
sins ,  i t  came in to  my mind  to go  throughout the  cit ies and  open 
places wi th meat and fishes hanging about my neck, and to cry : 
"This is that woman , ful l  of evi l and dissembling, slave of al l  
vices and in iqui t ies who did good th ings that she might obtain 
honour amongst men! And espec ial ly when I caused i t  to be told 
unto those whom I had bidden to my house that I did eat nei-
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ther fish nor meat, and when-being the whi le fu l l  o f  greed iness, 
g luttony, and drunkenness-! did feign to desi re naugh t save 
what was needfu l .  I did d i l igent ly  make an outward show of 
being poor, but I caused many sheets and coverings to be put 
there where I lay down to sleep, causing them to be taken up in 
the morning in order that none might see them ."  

(pp. 1 8- 1 9) 

Angela's way of atoning for her cheat ing was by blatant self-adver
t isement ,  which would have great ly  aided her ambi tion of acquiring 
a reputation for sanct i ty .  Walk ing through the towns and country
side of I taly ,  tel l ing everybody that she had conned them into th ink
ing her a saint ,  she proclaimed loud and long that because of "the 
hidden iniquity of mine heart I have deceived many . "  People would 
certainly notice her and remember her. After a l l ,  i t  isn ' t  every day 
that you see a woman wandering around wi th st inking ,  rot t ing fish 
and meat slung round her neck .  They would tell their friends about 
her .  Even in the act  of denying that  she was a saint  she was establ ish
ing a widespread reputation for sancti ty .  It was a shrewd career 
move. Angela used even her fai lures to escape anonymity .  Despite 
her loud protestations of humi l i ty  and unworthiness, she actual ly 
had qui te a high opinion of herself. In  one of her visions, Jesus told 
her that he loved her more than he loved anybody else in  the Spoleto 
valley and that she understood him bet ter than anybody ever had, 
even his own apostles when he was on earth  (p. 1 6 1  ) .  

The l i fe of mortification had special dangers for women because of 
the isolation of their l ives :  most women ascetics were e i ther shut 
away from the male world in  enclosed convents or l ived reti red l ives 
wi th their fami l ies ,  as Catherine of Siena did .  The freelance ascetics 
l ike Margaret of Cortona or Angela of Foligno, who influenced 
worldly affairs, were less common.  The way women particularly 
identified themselves wi th suffering can be seen in the strange phe
nomenon of the stigmata. Whi le  i t  i s  perfect ly t rue that many of the 
male sain ts l ived very mortified l ives and were probably as savage to 
their bodies as Margaret Mary or Angela, the overwhelming major
i ty of st igmatics have been women.  When in 1 894 Dr. Imbert
Gourbeyre produced his scholarly but gu l l ible book La Stigmatisa
tion, he d iscovered 32 1  st igmatics since the t ime of St .  Francis of 
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Assisi produced the first st igmata. Of these only 41  were men and 
280 were women. Women were particularly d rawn to " love" the 
suffering Christ .  However, even the male saints who had particular 
devotion to the Passion of Jesus, l i ke Ignatius Loyola, Phi l ip  Neri or 
the Cure of Ars, d id not produce st igmata. They were all very busy 
men. When they had fin ished meditat ing on the sufferings of Jesus, 
they went about their work of attending to parishes, hearing vast 
numbers of confessions, founding rel igious orders and canvasing in  
Church pol i t ics. They hadn 't got t ime to develop a morbid obsession. 
Also ,  they could d irect their zeal and emot ional identification with 
Christ creatively outs ide themselves. Women, on the other hand, l iv
ing far more l imi ted l ives, d id not have that out let ;  their fervid desi re 
to "suffer" had to be expressed inwardly .  Just as the anorexic saint 
cut herself off from the world by reject ing al l  nourishment and in  
doing so damaged her  body, so did the  stigmatic external ize her 
emotions by producing painfu l  and disfiguring wounds. 

Even ardent champions of st igma tics, l ike Dr. Imbert-Goubeyre or 
Fr. Thurston S .J . ,  do not deny that many st igmat ics have had a 
h istory of emotional disturbance before they received the stigmata. 
Just as the anorexic has to have a certain type of personal i ty ,  the 
st igmatic has to be deeply suggestible, as was the contemporary stig
matic ,  Cloretta Robertson,  who had the stigmata unt i l  recent ly when 
she was "cured" by hypnosis. Cloretta developed the stigmata when 
she was on ly ten years old,  after having  read a very emotional book 
about the Passion . Her hands started to pour with blood while she 
was s i t t ing in  class, and her teacher reverent ly stored the blood in a 
vial (he st i l l  d isplays the dried blood) and then paraded her through 
the schoo l ,  making her show her hands to al l  the other chi ldren. She 
pla in ly l ived in an environment that encouraged this type of phenom
enon . Cloretta cont inued to produce the stigmata for ten years, espe
cial ly  on Good Friday. She believes that the wounds were sent by 
God "to make people bel ieve in  h im . " However, Cloretta is unusual 
in  that as a st igmatic she does not lead a fu l l - t ime rel igious l i fe, nor 
did she ever make the st igmata the focus of her l i fe .  Apart from 
involvement in  the New Light Baptist Church, i n  Oakland, Cali for
nia,  Cloret ta lived a normal secular l i fe and often found the stigmata 
an embarrassment. At first she had suffered no pain , but later she 
described the sensation as a "horrible" feel ing .  Cloretta had no desire 
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to suffer .  Often her hands s tarted bleed ing  in  d ifficu l t  c i rcumstances : 
once she went out  on a date, and when t he bleed ing s tarted she had 
to lock  herse lf  in the women's  room , leav ing her bewi ldered escort 
beh ind .  

Usual l y  s t igmat ics have l i ved in tensely rel igious and very sec l uded 
l ives . Most of t hem have been very s imple people .  I n  the 1 9th  cen
t u ry t here was an "outbreak"  of s t igmat ics l ike Domenica Lazzari ,  
who were peasants .  The Tyrol prod uced quite a crop of wou nded 
women,  and that part of the  world often goes in for part icular ly 
rea l ist ic ,  l i fe-size c rucifi xes. The image of the  grotesque sufferings of 
Ch rist were embedded in  the rel ig ious imaginat ions of the people,  
making s t igmat izat ion a "nat u ra l"  ou t let for the re l ig ious emotions 
of many young g ir l s .  

Perhaps the most  famous of the recent s t igma t ics was the  Bavarian 
woman Theresa Neumann ,  who d ied at the age of s ix ty-fou r in  1 962 .  
Theresa had a background of neurot ic i l lness before she developed 
the s t igmata . As the  resu l t  of a t rauma when she was i nvol ved in  a 
fi re, she developed hysterical sym ptoms of b l indness and para lysis .  
Previously she had been a loud,  robust  and rat her i nsens i t ive g ir l  
whose ambit ion was to become a missionary nun,  but  the b l indness 
and paral ysis, which she suffered for years, caused her to  withd raw 
en t i re ly from the world . She was bed ridden in her fat her's house in 
Konnersreut h .  Her  hys terica l w i thdrawal made her unable to walk 
out  into the real  world or even to  see i t .  She l i ved en t i re ly in  a room 
of her own ins ide her head . However, Theresa was cured by a vis ion 
of her namesake,  S t .  Therese of Lisieux ,  a lso cal led the  Li t t le  Flower, 
to whom Theresa had a specia l  devot ion . She heard the Li t t le  Flower 
say the words "Th rough your suffering more sou ls  wi l l  be saved than 
th rough the  most bri l l i an t  sermons . " The words came from her pa
t ron 's autobiography,  The Story of a Soul, which was just beginn i ng 
to enjoy a great vogue in the Church .  The Li t t le  Flower wen t on to 
te l l  Theresa: 

The sufferings that  appear to the eye [i . e . ,  Theresa 's b l ind ness 
and paralysis] wi l l  d im in ish ,  but in its pl ace more suffer ing wi l l  
come.  No physicians can  a id  you ,  and  in  the  end  the  sufferi ng 
wi l l  affect you both externa l ly  and in terna l ly ,  even your  sou l .  
. . .  Your  en t i re self- renunciat ion and  w i l l i ngness to suffer 
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pleases us . . . you wi l l  have to suffer much, but you need not 
fear, not even the interior suffering. Only thus can you co-oper
ate in the sal vation of souls. But you must always die to your
self. 

(Teodorowicz, pp.  1 45 , 1 47) 

Her suffering wi l l  lead Theresa to "die to herself,"  while at the 
same t ime it makes her special .  Certainly it brought Theresa fame 
and notoriety , a fame that she would never have achieved as a mis
sionary nun .  Every Friday, Theresa would retreat into a visionary 
state of ecstasy, and would watch the course of Christ's Passion from 
the Agony in the garden in Gethsemane to the final crucifixion.  She 
would often, spectators claimed, speak aloud in Aramaic. Al l  the 
t ime, blood would pour from her hands, feet and side and also from 
her eyes. She wou�d suffer excruciating pain .  Around her bed sat 
more and more eminent priests ,  theologians and bishops, who were 
glued to this very distressing spectacle. Theresa would give a running 
commentary on her visions. One of the interesting things was that 
whi le she was in  this state, she apparent ly  "forgot" the story of the 
Passion of Christ .  She kept thinking that she would be able to rescue 
"the Savior, " as she habi tual ly cal led Christ .  Week by week she was 
always amazed and horrified when Christ was not rescued , did not 
escape and was at last nailed to the cross. In her book on Theresa, 
Hi lda Graef has commented that Theresa's visions were, therefore, 
deeply untheological : the sufferings of Christ that she "saw . . every 
week were not informed by any notion of their purpose: to save the 
world . Theresa was not interested, if that is the right  word, in  the 
reason why Christ was suffering the torments she wi tnessed . She had 
visions of suffering for suffering's sake. Yet when she was conscious, 
Theresa did see her own sufferings as being  redempt ive. Like Marga
ret Mary, she saw hersel f  as a vict im and would "offer up" her 
sufferings for needy souls, as Catholic chi ldren are sti l l  taught to do. 

There was noth ing erotic in  Theresa's experience of Christ's suffer
ing .  On the contrary, Theresa's visions and stigmata seem to have 
been some kind of regression back to the world of chi ldhood . While 
she was i n  ecstasy, she would "forget" not only the major doctri nes 
of the Church , but also the meanings of quite common words l ike 
"bishop" or "doctor. " She very often spoke in  a chi ldish tone of 
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voice, and giggled l ike a coy todd ler. One day when she was ly ing in  
bed , chat t ing to her confessor and three other priests, she fel l  into a 
t rance and had a vision in  which she saw episodes from the l i fe of 
Mary Magdalene. Christian legend has it that the Magdalene ended 
her l i fe as a hermi t  near Marsei l les, and when Theresa saw her cave, 
she started speaking to  Ch rist with the vocabulary and in tonation of 
a five year old : "She begged Him to give her the ' l i t t le room' that was 
Mary Magdalene's .  After a l l ,  she d idn ' t  need it any more. I t would 
sui t  her exact ly .  To be sure one would have to get a stove, a table, a 
bed . .  . ' '  (Thurston ,  p .  1 1 3) .  Just as Theresa had retreated from the 
world in to bl indness and para lysis , her later st igmatization was also 
a means of ret reat. I t  was a retreat from knowledge, from the bur
dens of adu l thood and the rat ional world into a " l i t t le room" of her 
own . The motif of withdrawal, which has always characterized a 
good deal of female sanct i ty ,  is also evident in  the st igmatic .  Teo
dorowicz, who was Theresa's biographer, admirer and Archbishop 
of Lemberg, picks up this motif of withdrawal and ret reat from the 
male world. "The st igmatisation dest royed her l i fe's dream of being 
an act ive missionary nun .  The joyous act iv i ty of a s trong mascu l ine 
wi l l  was forced in to passive suffering" (p. 293) .  St igmatics have usu
al ly been women because their active desi res have been "forced" by 
the Church into passivi ty and l ives of enclosure and retreat . How
ever,  I would d iffer from the Archbishop in one important  respect .  
Theresa was no t  prevented from being a missionary by  her  stigmati
zat ion . With her history of hysterical i l l ness, no rel igious order 
would have taken her .  It is as though Theresa knew somehow that 
she lacked the emotional stamina that the l ife of a missionary re
qu i red , and so chose i l lness and ret i rement from the world of act i v
i ty .  She incapacitated herself and made her l ife 's d ream impossible . 
It is in terest ing also that the Archbishop equates the act i ve l ife wi th 
the mascu l ine world .  Joy is also the prerogat ive of the male world ;  by 
impl ication, suffering and passiv i ty are the lot  of women.  

One of the extraord inary aspects of the phenomenon of the st ig 
mata is i ts  circus elemen t .  I t  may happen to women, but i t  affects 
droves of men. A very strange assortment of male celebri t ies found 
their way to the obscure vi l lage in Bavaria to see Domenica Lazzari , 
including the Earl of Shrewsbury,  the Archbishop of Sydney, T. W. 
Al l ies, Dr.  Wendell and Conan Doyle .  To the annoyance of Theresa's 
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fami ly ,  Konnersreuth became an even bigger center of pi lgrimage. 
Priests and clerics flocked to Theresa's bed and spent hours l istening 
to her "chi ld ish pratt le , " watching her ecstasies, gazing lugubriously 
at the blood that poured from her every Friday. We have seen that 
the spectacle of suffering attracts men sexual ly in  our society, driving 
some of them to "snuff" movies and violent sex shows. However, 
other men simply enjoy the sight of a woman in pain , even where 
there is absolutely no sexual element. The circle of men round There
sa's bed shows that many men will t ravel for miles to watch a woman 
retreat into a suffering world of her own. The descriptions of There
sa's admirers is portentous with reverence for female endurance to 
the poin t  of absurdi ty .  Thus Fr. Hermann Joseph, who had missed a 
passion ecstasy , made the most of his gl impse of Theresa when he 
was vesting for Mass : 

Suddenly the door was opened very forcibly from the outside. 
Involuntarily I turned my head. I beheld a countenance so fu l l  
of pa in  and in terior sorrow such as  I have never seen before, not 
even in the dying. The eyes reminded me of a person parched 
with th irst using up his last bit of energy to reach a fountain of 
water, before he sinks down powerless. I t  was Theresa Neu
mann coming to receive Holy Communion . 

(Teodorowicz, p .  1 3) 

This ludicrous, histrionic description shows the delight Fr. Joseph 
fel t  in the picture of female suffering. It is as suspect an enjoyment as 
t hat of the Archbishop who had relished Theresa 's "childish prat
t le . " The l i fe of self-sacrifice which makes a career out of laying aside 
the self, lays aside also the duty of responsibi l i ty and the pain of 
being ful ly  adul t-a trap that sometimes catches the woman-martyr 
-saint  or secu lar. 

It is interest ing that Theresa chose Therese of Lisieux as the pa
t ron who foretold her stigmata and gave her a mission of suffering. 
When the church canonized Therese in  1 925 ,  it was to stress that 
people d id not need to seek extraordinary rel igious experiences to be 
holy.  Therese d ied in 1 897 aged twenty-four, having done nothing 
extraord inary in  a l l  her l ife except become a Carmelite nun at the 
very early  age of fifteen . Her "Lit t le Way" had become very popular 
wi th the publication of her autobiography.  It consisted in  making the 
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most of the  small things of l ife, as  a means of reaching God . When 
she describes her rel igious l ife, the "sacrifices" she is talking about 
are on a very d ifferent scale from everything we have considered up 
to now : 

One evening after Compline I wen t to look for my cell lamp on 
the shelf where such th ings were kept, and i t  wasn 't there; the 
Great Si lence had started, so there was no chance of get t ing i t  
back;  obviously one of the other sisters had picked i t  up by 
mistake for her own . I needed i t  badly ,  but  somehow I d idn' t  
find myself repin ing over the loss of i t ;  I counted i t  as a privi lege 
because, after al l ,  I said to myself, poverty doesn't j ust mean 
going without luxuries ,  it means going without necess i t ies .  Al l  
was dark around me,  but there was a fresh infusion of l ight from 
with in .  I t  was at this t ime that I developed a posit ive taste for 
ugly th ings and inconvenient things, so that I was real ly de
l igh ted when somebody took away the pret ty  l i t t le jug that used 
to stand in  my cel l  and replaced i t  by a big one that was badly  
chipped . . . .  

I tried my best to do good on a smal l  scale, having no oppor
tun i ty  to do i t  on a large scale; I would fold up mant les which 
the sisters had left ly ing about ,  and make myself useful in  ways 
of that sort. 

(The Autobiography of a Saint, Chapter XXVI) 

Clearly this is much more heal thy than the masochism of a St .  Rose 
of Lima. Like the Visitat ion nuns, the Carmeli tes at that t ime did not 
allow ext ravagant  mortifications. Therese was far better employed 
tidying up mantles than carving herself up with a penknife .  It is easy 
to sneer at her exaggeration of the t ri vial here. Anybody who has 
spent any t ime in an inst i tution which stresses un iformity ,  l ike a 
convent ,  board ing school, prison or the army, knows how dispropor
t ionately upset t ing this  type of incident is .  Your own possessions 
somehow dist inguish you from everybody else, so that the loss of 
them can be obscurely threaten ing. However, i t  is sad that the ser
vice of God should have entai led a retreat in to the trivial for women .  
In  an  important sense, Therese d id  resemble Theresa Neumann in  
her  retreat back to  chi ldhood . I n  rel igion, her name was Sister The
rese of the Child Jesus, and she used to be fond of cal l ing herself 
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Jesus' l i t t le playth ing .  She was l ike a bal l  which the Chi ld Jesus 
could play with when he fel t  like i t  and could then forget and leave 
ly ing around in some dark corner for days at a t ime. I n  other words, 
she was someth ing total ly un important and unnecessary, a mere d is
t raction from the serious and important th ings of l ife. Therese was 
s imply expressing in rel igious terms what was happen ing to women 
in the West .  Having been excluded from the masculine world of 
joyous act i vi ty ,  women were becoming the mere toys of men, shorn 
of power, adul thood and a real  place in the world .  That many men 
cont inue to regard women as pret ty but insignificant extras in  their 
l ives is a point  too obvious to requ ire elaborat ion. 

The cult  of St .  Therese spread with an extraord inary rapid i ty 
throughout the Cathol ic world ,  so that  she is now one of the most 
famous and beloved women sai nts .  L i t tle Therese, the Lit t le Flower, 
and her Litt le Way tells a Catholic woman that she is l i t t le :  she 
cannot hope, as Therese said herself, to do good in  a "larger sphere. " 
To cut a woman down to the size men imagine her to be can be as 
destructive as encouraging her to s tarve herself  into anorexia. Both 
are urging her to be smaller than she should be. Catholic women are 
often warned not to be presumptuous enough to imi tate Teresa of 
Avi la, who is cal led the "Great" St .  Teresa to dist inguish her from 
the "Lit t le" Flower. Even the redoubtable Mother Teresa of Ind ia, 
surely the embodiment of pract ica l  and act i ve Christianity today, has 
taken the Litt le Flower as her patron, lest she appear to take "great
ness" to herself. At the same t ime as the Cathol ic Church was cut
t ing women down to size, the secular world also was encouraging 
women to stay in  the secular shrine of the Home in a world of 
perpetual chi ldhood. Later this overgrown and retarded chi ld would 
become the "nice" girl ,  something that Teresa of Avi la was certainly 
not .  

I nevitably ,  the cul t  of suffering must mean some form of damage 
to the woman, either physical or psychological .  To deny the sel f  is 
something that is s t i l l  expected of women. I n  the Victorian period, 
novel ists wrest led with the problems this Christian inheritance had 
left to women. In  The Mill on the Floss George Eliot makes Maggie 
Tul l iver adopt a career of self-denial in a t radi t ional Catholic way. 
She d iscovers Thomas a Kempis' classic The Imitation of Christ and 
sets about systematica l ly  dest roying her ego, as the book suggests, 
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finding in this self-abnegation a st range fu lfi l lment and rel ief. When 
she encounters love and passion she gives them up in  order to sacri 
fice herself to the happiness of her crippled fiance and her cousin 
Lucy, who is engaged to Maggie's lover. Her career in  self-sacrifice 
finds i ts consummation when she is d rowned with her brother, who 
has for years made her l i fe a misery and spurned her slavish devo
t ion . The wild l i t t le  gi rl that Maggie was once, who did not fit into 
trad i t ional female roles and who rebel led against the restrictions of a 
gir l 's  l i fe, has been sui tably quenched . Jane Eyre, another rebel l ious 
gi rl-heroine of the period, however, cont inues her rebel l ion in adult 
l i fe. She too makes her sacrifice an act of self-assert ion : when she 
gi ves up  Rochester and refuses to compromise her standards, she 
cries, "I care for myse/fl " i ns ist ing upon her equal i ty to her lover and 
her own self-respect and digni ty .  I t  is interest ing that at the end of 
the bat t le that engages Jane and Rochester throughout the novel i t  is 
not she who is wounded and mut i lated by love, but Rochester, who 
has been bl inded and has lost a hand when he plunged into a burn ing 
house to rescue h is  mad wife. The equi l ibrium between the lovers is 
achieved at the cost of a maiming, but th is  t ime i t  i s  the woman who 
is the victor. 

The nice girl is  encouraged not to assert herself; women are taught 
to sacrifice themselves and are prepared for the vocation of wife and 
mother by being trained to suppress too clamorous an assert ion of 
their ident i ty .  To have an individual l i fe of one's own is regarded st i l l  
by  many women wi th  as  much distaste as  a hundred years ago Mrs .  
Gaskell expressed i n  her le t ter to Tott ie  Fox .  "If sel f is to be the end 
of exert ions, " she wrote i n  the good old Christ ian tradi t ion ,  "these 
exert ions are unholy, there is no doubt of that-and that is part of 
the danger of cul t ivat ing the ind ividual l i fe . " The Christ ian ideal of 
self-abnegation has been put  before men and women al ike ,  but it is to 
women that it has been most rigorously appl ied in rea l i ty .  Nobody 
would ever warn a man against the unhol iness of self-defin i t ion and 
the pursu i t  of individual i ty .  I t  is one of the main burdens of the 
femin ist song, of course, that women have been trai ned not to cul t i 
vate the self but to suppress i t .  Women, however, define themselves 
in terms of th is  self-sacrifice-indeed the men in thei r l i ves often cal l  
them "martyrs ,"  i rri ta ted by the burden of guilt that th is constant 
self-sacrifice lays upon them. We watched our mothers t iptoei ng 
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around our  fathers,  keeping to the periphery of their l i ves. We heard 
how our mothers had sacrificed "everything" to bring us up, though 
what this "everyth ing" consisted of was left vague. Germaine Greer 
pointed out in The Female Eunuch t hat women th ink this sacrifice is 
part of some unspoken bargain ,  which wi l l  insure them against their 
husbands' desertion or infidel i ty .  When a woman cries, "How could 
you do this  to me!" her outrage impl ies that her man has broken the 
agreement .  She has sacrificed herself for h im and the chi ldren and 
become a less in terest ing person , perhaps, in  the process. Now her 
h usband does not see her any more because she has made hersel f  
invisible. H is  part of the  bargain was fidel i ty .  Sacrifice is s t i l l  seen as 
the real mission of women .  Even today unmarried women are often 
told that their l ives are "selfish,"  something that people would not 
necessari ly say to a male bachelor whose l i fe i s  often envied. Yet i n  
real i ty ,  t h e  l ife of t he  wife and mother is  j ust a s  selfish a s  that o f  the 
single woman who is  "cultivating the  individual  l ife ."  I t  is today very 
un l ikely that anybody forced the  wife to the altar against her wi l l .  
She married not  because i t  was her duty but because she wanted to .  
I t  was a selfish desire. I f  she stays married ,  she wi l l  find satisfact ion 
in th is  l i fe of self-abnegat ion and define herself through this .  

We have seen that one of the wounds of a l i fe of self-sacrifice is a 
psychological regression back to an infanti le state. I f  the self  is to be 
den ied and made to disappear, the burdens and responsibil it ies of 
being a mature and self-aware adult  disappear and the woman fai ls  
to grow up. I t  is often much easier to defer to someone else and say, 
"I 'm qui te easy-do whatever you want" than to state our desires 
honest ly .  It is often more difficult  and more adult to discover what 
our desi res actual l y  are than to pretend that we haven't  got any. The 
l i fe of self-sacrifice which defines the way a woman functions in  t he 
male world can be not only infant i le but damaging to other people. I t  
can be a ferocious form of blackmail  and a destructive assertion of 
the rights and claims of the ego, reasonable or not,  at the very mo
ment when such claims are being loudly denied and rel inquished. I n  
their i nd ividual l ives far too frequent ly  women are st i l l  encouraged 
and t ra ined to be martyrs .  

I t  remains t rue that  women st i l l  tend to use t heir sufferings pub
l ic ly as a means of self-assert ion . The Suffragettes, for example, used 
precisely the old images of martyrdom and masochism that have 
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been burned into our  cu l t ure to gain the  Vote. One  woman act uai Jy 
threw herself under the King's race horse at the Derby , becoming a 
l i teral martyr. When Suffragettes chained themselves to rail i ngs, they 
were usi ng the same imagery of bondage that had haunted the female 
Christ ian imagination for so long. When they submi tted to forcible 
feeding they were again back in a very fami l iar  role for women in the 
West : 

The sensat ion is most painfu l  . . . I have to l ie on the bed 
pinned down by wardresses, one doctor stands on a chair, hold
ing the funnel  end above the level and then the other doctor, 
who is behind ,  forces the other end up the nostrils .  

(Mary Leigh's description to her lawyer, 1 909) 

Yet again a woman is the vict im at the hands of the male world ,  
passively submit t ing to an ordeal that has ai J  the overtones of a rape. 
At a t ime when women were campaigning for an act i ve place in the 
male world,  the images they often used to press their c la im and raise 
the consciousness of the nation was of woman as the passive v ict im, 
in  bondage, the sex object of male sadism. There is  a passivi ty that 
was not present in Perpetua's struggle. Victorian femin ists had ideal
ized this very passivity of women , in terms that are again extremely 
fami l iar. In  1 840 the French feminist Flora Tristan recorded her 
impressions of the sufferings of prost i tutes in Promenades dans Lon
dres, and concluded that the prost i tute was a t rue vict im and martyr :  

. . . su rrendering herself !  annih i lat ing both her wi l l  and her 
bodi ly  feel ings; sacrificing her body to brutal i ty and suffering 
and her sou l  to contempt!  The prost i t ute is for me an impenet ra
ble mystery. -I can see in prost i t ut ion a horrible foi Jy ,  or else i t  
is so exceed ingly subl ime that my human se lf  cannot compre
hend i t .  Risking death is nothing-but what a death awaits the 
prost i tute !  She is engaged to suffering, vowed to abject ion!  Phys
ical tortu res increasingly repeated, a moral death each instant !  
And self-con tempt as well!!! 

The description could al most be applied word for word to the Chris
t ian martyr or to the ascet ic saint : the prost i tute has t ranscended the 
human condit ion becoming an impenet rable "mystery" which hu
man reason cannot understand.  The language i s  overt ly re l igious; i t  
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reproduces that of popular works of devot ion-self-surrender, anni
h i lat ion of the wi l l ,  sacrifice, subl imity .  J ust as the men of the period 
were evolv ing a myth that banished a l l  prost i tutes into a state of ruin 
and despair that mean t either death or t ransportat ion ,  so feminists 
were creat ing another myth that bore no relat ion to real i ty ,  but 
which consoled by appeals to language that was t rad i t ional ly fel t  to 
t ransfigure real i ty with a new and subl ime meaning.  Some of the 
painters of the period also caught someth ing of this inflation of the 
Fal len Woman into the h ighest  and most powerful real i ty .  Thus Ford 
Madox Brown's pictu re Take Your Son, Sir, shows the fal len woman 
with the i l legi t imate baby in her arms as another Madonna.  Her 
form, clad in  virginal white, fills the paint ing ,  and her pathetic se
ducer appears only huddled before her majesty  as a shadowy reflec
t ion in the mirror, which frames the woman's head with a ha lo .  

Even in today's. far more aggressive cl imate women st i l l  appeal to 
their sufferings when they claim total equal i ty  with men. Mari lyn 
French's novel The Bleeding Heart completely ident ifies woman with 
suffering, j ust as Archbishop Teodorowicz had done when writing 
about  Theresa Neumann .  Her heroine's name, Dolores, would make 
the poin t  sufficient ly ,  even if  she were not wri t ing a thesis about 
women and pain .  Her lover's name, Victor, reinforces the t rad i t ional 
view of a war between the sexes. Their affair takes place in  an ambi
ence of pain ,  as they both ,  Dolores especial ly ,  howl and weep over 
the sufferings that men inflict upon women . I t  is certain ly true inj us
t ice has to be recognized before the relations between the sexes can 
improve, but by reinforcing the old martyr myth there is a danger 
that  women wi l l  merely reproduce old steri le and unheal thy patterns. 
Men are used to the spectacle of women's suffering. For centuries in 
t he Christian West they have found i t  sexual ly t i t i l lat ing, spiri tua l ly 
exal t ing or emot ional ly  reassuring.  In  thei r turn, women have muti
l ated and destroyed themselves psychological ly by eagerly embracing 
the role of vic t im.  Th is unheal thy war of sadomasochism must cease. 
The poin t  about  martyrdom is that it is voluntary. At some point the 
martyr must choose her own death ,  or she i s  not a martyr. Perhaps 
we should cease to define ourse lves to ourselves and cal l  attent ion to 
our r ights by appeal ing to the male world in  terms of our suffering. 
Flora Tristan had exalted the spectacle of the female vict im, but 
twenty years later, in  1 860, another French femin ist, Maria 
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Devaisnes, decl i ned the role of vict im and martyr and firmly  re
moved herse lf  from the arena of suffering. Perhaps she had some
th ing important to say : 

Of a l l  women 's enemies, I tel l  you that the worst are those who 
insist that woman is an angel . To say that woman is an angel is 
to impose on her, in  a sen t imen tal and admiring fashion, a l l  
d u t ies, and to reserve for oneself a l l  rights; it is to imply that her 
specia l i ty  is self-effacemen t, resignation and sacrifice; i t  is to 
suggest to her that woman's greatest glory, her greatest happi
ness is to immolate herself for those she loves; i t  is to let her 
understand that she will be generously fu rnished with every op
portuni ty for exercising her apt i tudes. I t  is to say she wi l l  re
spond to absolut ism by submission, to brutal i ty by meekness, to 
indifference by tenderness, to inconstancy by fidel i ty ,  to egotism 
by devot ion .  

In the face of this long enumerat ion, I decl ine the honour of 
being an angel .  No one has the righ t to force me to be both dupe 
and vict im .  Self-sacrifice is not a habi t ,  a custom; it is an extra! 
No power has the right to impose i t  on me. Of a l l  acts sacrifice 
is the freest ,  and it is precise ly because i t  is so free that i t  is so 
admirable. 

(Quoted by E. A. Hel lerstein ,  Victorian Women, p. 1 40) 

The heroine of Margaret Atwood's  cont roversial novel Surfacing 
puts the same point  rather more succinct ly but with a s l ight ly differ
ent emphasis. At the end, having achieved her l iberat ion,  the heroine 
decides :  

This  above a l l ,  to refuse to be a vict im .  Un less I can do that  I 
can do nothing.  I have to recant ,  give up the old bel ief that I am 
powerless and because of it nothing I can do wi l l  ever hu rt 
anyone. A l ie which was always more d isastrous than the truth 
would have been .  

{p. 1 9 1 )  

To perpetuate the myth of the vic t im and martyr is to abdicate re
sponsibi l i ty .  It is a denial of truth because it te l ls women that they 



234 T H E  GOSPEL ACCO R D I NG To WOM AN 

are help less and have no control  over their fate .  This denial of re· 
sponsibi l i ty makes women less than human. Like Perpetua, the 
Christ ian martyr, Atwood 's heroine ach ieved her l iberation by the 
th i rd solu tion that women have found in  the West : mysticism. 



6 

WHY BE A 

MYSTIC? 

I t  wi l l  by now be clear that  both the martyr and the virgin very often 
shared certain mystical experiences. The vi rgin claimed to have had 
visions and revelations; the stigmatic's agony is usually accompanied 
by a visionary or an ecstatic t rance, and the early martyrs claimed 
not to fee l  their pain because they were so absorbed in the Spiri t .  Al l  
rel igions have had their mystics, but in  most rel igious tradit ions mys
t ic ism has been a predominantly male act iv i ty .  In the Christian West ,  
however, i t  is not only  the case that many of the most dist inguished 
mystics have been women , but that in the popular mind myst icism is 
seen as a female act iv i ty .  The voices of Joan of Arc and Bernadette 
Soubirous' visions of the Virgin Mary at Lourdes are far more fa
mous than the equal ly  i l lustrious visions of some of the male sain ts .  
Francis of Assis i  was a mystic and a st igmatic ,  but he is more famous 
for his preaching to bi rds and animals and for founding the Francis-
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can Order than for his visions. S imi larl y, we remember Ignat ius 
Loyola far more as the founder of the Jesui ts  than as the so l i tary 
mystic in  the cave at Manresa .  The figure of Teresa of Avi la is more 
wel l known in the popular mind than her beloved col league, St .  John 
of the Cross, and few people today have even heard of her great 
teacher St. Peter of Alcan tara ,  who was a mystical legend in his own 
l i fet ime. The woman visionary or ecstat ic resurfaced again in the 
Protestant  world ,  far more clearly than the virgin or the martyr who 
had to find submerged means of survival .  The female Protestant  vi 
s ionary was not suspected of Popery because Protestant ism valued 
ind ividual rel igious experience very high ly .  Through her mystical 
experiences and ecstasies a woman was sometimes able to break into 
the male world and escape the l imi tat ions of ordinary female exis
tence. She cou ld chal lenge the male world because she could claim to 
be direct ly inspired by God. Th is mystical process could be very 
dangerous; i t  cou ld not on ly bring her obloquy and persecution, but 
also lead the woman in to certa in psychological dangers. Neverthe
less, the female mystic shows us one of the most pos i t ive ways in 
which a woman could develop and ach ieve l iberat ion in  the host i le 
male world and may st i l l  have something to teach women today, 
even i f  women wi l l  not necessari ly have visions of the Virgin Mary or 
the Sacred Heart . 

I n  a l l  rel igions mystics are the "stars ."  They are achieving what 
every ordinary rel igionist th inks he should be doing. The Moslems 
say t hat  u l t imately every good Moslem has to be a Sufi because the 
Sufis (the mystics of Is lam) achieve on earth that absorption in God 
which every Moslem wi l l  experience in the next world .  In all rel i 
gions the phenomena of mysticism seem to be much the same. Mys
t ics fal l  i n to trances, they feel that they have achieved a state where 
the "soul" leaves the body and is absorbed in  a greater rea l i ty which 
some mystics have cal led God . This state they cal l  ecstasy . While in 
ecstasy the mystic is tota l ly  imperv ious to his surroundings and to 
pain .  Hindu gurus can walk on sharp spikes and cast thei r hands in to 
fire without being burned . They can be buried in  the earth and sur
vive, remaining qui te unconscious of the experience because they are 
locked in to a h igher state of consciousness. Sufi dervishes whirl 
themselves into ecstasy; Christ ian mystics, l ike the martyrs ,  have 
claimed to be as imperv ious to pain as the H indus.  In  a l l  rel igions 
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people claim to have been possessed by the gods or by demons; they 
speak in strange tongues, feel .. inspired" to prophesy the future or to 
give special messages to the community .  It seems that whatever the 
intel lectual beliefs and differences of the various rel igions, the nature 
of the mystical experience itself remains the same. Thus a Buddhist 
who den ies bel ief in  a personal God describes his absorption in Nir
vana in  very much the same way as a Christian or a Sufi speaks of 
union with God.  By a d iscip l ined process of meditation, mystics of 
a l l  rel igions strive to get above the selfish ego and achieve a "higher" 
state of being and a sense of bl iss and peace. Often when the mystic 
descends in to the depths of his mind by practicing certain medi tat ive 
techniques, he  feels as though he encounters a "presence" there 
which is d ifferent from h im-"self, "  and th is occurs whether he is a 
Christian who claims that this presence is God or Jesus, or an atheis
tic Buddhist .  Recent ly psychologists have done a good deal of re
search into mysticism, and many of them now claim that the mysti
cal experiences are not supernatural ,  but quite normal human 
act ivi t ies for which some people have a special talent .  The mystic has 
the abi l i ty to do certain things with his mind which is akin to the 
ability other people have to write poetry or compose music .  Not 
everyqody has this mystical abil i ty ,  just as not everybody has the 
. .  gift"  of writing poetry.  I t  also seems at present that it is  the scien
tists, who have for the last century been seen as the main enemies of 
rel igion, who bel ieve more strongly in mysticism than the average 
rel igious person, who may feel that it is unhealthy rubbish . The sci
ent ist wi l l  interpret the experiences of Teresa of Avila  or John of the 
Cross in  a way that is  very d ifferent from the way the saints them
selves would have done, but he wil l take their experiences seriously 
and deny that they are delusions or fantasies. 

Perhaps one of the reasons why mysticism is  so often associated 
with women in our cul ture is because our society has valued the 
rat ional and the intel lectual act iv i t ies of the brain more highly than 
t he more receptive states of mind, which are characterized by qui te 
d ifferent brain rhythms and which can produce a mystical experience 
on the one hand and a poem or a completely original idea like Archi
medes' principle on the other. The male world has tradi tional l y  been 
seen as rational , whi le the woman's is patronizingly seen as the world 
of the in tui tion and the heart .  Both men and women have suffered 
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from th is  sharp division of  act iv i t ies and experience. Men often re
mained emotional ly retarded because their feel ings were not cul t i 
vated as much as their brains .  Women, on the other hand, denied for 
centuries the benefits of educat ion, remained intel lectual ly undevel
oped, unable to express themselves rat ional ly or judge thei r experi
ence cri t ical ly .  They have been in  danger of remaining in tel lect ual 
cripples, subject to uncontrolled and inchoate bursts of feel ing or to 
fey, vaguely . .  spi ri tua l" and irrational experiences. Teresa of Avi la 
constant ly complains in her writ ings that women are not . .  learned. "  
They are therefore, she says, subject t o  delusions and are prey to al l  
sorts of idiot ic not ions because they have no means of assessing or 
analyzing them. The mastery of the techniques of meditation de
mands considerable mental power; al l  cu l tures would agree that 
mindless stupidi ty is not the order of the mystical day. Thus a Mar
garet Mary c learly lacked the in tel lec tual d iscipl ine and strength that 
myst icism required , and became prey to neurosis and idiocy. Lack of 
education made the mystical path extremely peri lous for women . 

Whi le i t  is t rue that we tend to be skeptical about mysticism today, 
there seems at the same time to be a rush toward ecstatic experience 
in one form or another. In the Christian Churches charismatic move
ments have mushroomed in nearly al l  denominations. People who 
reject Christ ianity are turning more and more to the Eastern mysti
cal rel igions, especial ly Buddhism, which is enjoying a great flower
ing at present in the West . People experiment with drugs which can 
i nduce states that are apparent ly mystical ,  though somebody on a 
. .  t rip" lacks the cont rol over his experience that the talen ted mystic 
achieves . Other people seek a false euphoria and immunity from 
stress in tranqui l izers. Rock concerts propel the young into a state of 
t ranced frenzy. It seems that we seek the bliss and invulnerabil i ty of 
the mystical states as much as ever we did in  a more religious wor!d. 
However, mysticism is  not for everybody. The Zen pract i t ioners have 
always said that a neurotic person coming to medi tation to be cured 
will only become sicker. Meditation centers should carry a govern
men t warning in their prospectuses : medi tat ion can seriously damage 
your hea l th .  To confront the subconscious demands considerable 
men tal  and emotional robustness, and not all myst ics are able to 
cope with what they discover in themselves. LSD, for example, can 
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produce a nightmarish "bad trip. " Rock concerts can produce mass 
vio lence and a temporary madness. 

Ecstasy and t rance were present in Christ iani ty from its very be
ginn ing.  On the feast of Pentecost the Apost les of Jesus spoke in 
tongues and felt "possessed" by the Spiri t .  Paul shows how common 
the t rance of ecstasy and prophecy was in the early Ch urch in his 
epistles . The Greco-Roman rel igious world at that t ime was ecstat ic 
and sought out  st range and exotic states of consciousness, and Chris
t ian i ty  was no except ion . However, because ecstasy was so "normal , "  
it mean t that there was nothing very exceptional about  i t .  In  The 
Making of Late A ntiquity, Peter Brown has shown that contact with 
the Divine in  the 2nd-century Church was not seen as someth ing 
special or d ramatic. You encountered God in  the heart of your  own 
personal i ty ,  j ust as Perpetua received "Divine" messages, as she 
thought,  peacefu l ly  and natural ly  in her dreams. By the 4th century 
th is  had al l  changed: the way to God had become fraught wi th d iffi
cul ty  and struggle, possibly because of the growing horror of and 
st ruggle against sexual i ty and the increasing Christian gui l t .  Augus
t ine's Confessions, with their gloomy regrets, dramas, tears and gui l t ,  
show that we are in  a very different world from the world of 
Perpetua's d iary. In  the 2nd century the state of t rance or the rel i 
gious experience did not  set  the mystic apart from his  fel low Chris
t ians. These experiences were for the whole communi ty-St .  Paul is 
very strict on this poin t-not for the individual 's private satisfact ion 
and fulfi lment .  Perpetua experiences her d reams not j ust for her own 
consolat ion but for the consolation of her companions, who ap
proach her and ask her for a Divine message. However, as religious 
experience became more d ramatic and was seen as a supernatural 
batt le with the self and the Devi l ,  i t  inevi tably became more self
involved, wi th the mystic seeking out a sol i tude that set h im apart in 
the Church .  Women, we have seen,  were urged to reti re from the 
world i nto their own heads, if  they wanted to lead the vi rginal and 
autonomous l i fe. This  meant that the chal lenge that the female vi
sionary could pose to men was neutralized : she never saw any men to 
chal lenge. 

In al l  cu l tures the aim of mysticism is loss of the self. It offers a 
means of achieving l iberation from the demanding and self-destruc
t ive ego. Some Christian women mystics, alas, proved that they were 
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not capable of  this .  They got stuck and  more deeply embedded in  
thei r neurotic egos than  ever. For many of  these women mystics, 
ecstasy was simply another means of ret reat ing from the world . It 
was flight instead of quest .  Instead of ach ieving ecstasy slowly as part 
of a con trol led process of meditat ion,  ecstasy fel l  on the visionary 
unawares, out of the blue with often ludicrous resul ts .  Thus Cardinal 
Jacques de Vi t ry ,  wri t ing in the 1 3 th century ,  describes a phenome
non in Liege in a way which makes the rel igious l ives of the Beguines 
seem l ike a game of musical s tatues; the women "froze" in ecstasy 
whenever the Spirit moved them, and retreated into a hysterical pa
ralysis. They would, the Cardinal  admiringly recalls ,  fal l  into a 
t rance for "practical ly  the whole day ,"  so deeply that "they could 
not be aroused by any noise, no, however loud or clanging it might 
be, nor could they be hurt by any buffet or knock upon their bodies. 
Even pricking them sharply again and again had no effect whatso
ever. " Ecstasy, which is only a fl ight from the world , is not true 
myst ic ism. The great myst ical t radit ions are all adamant that after 
his enl ightenment the mystic must return to the world .  As the Bud
dh ists say, he must " ret urn to marketplace" in compassion and love. 
The aim of the Beguines' k ind of mysticism was s imply to ret reat and 
ach ieve not compassion but an unnatural invulnerabil i ty .  The Cardi
nal cont inues :  

I myself have seen a rel igious who frequent ly fel l  i n to  Ecstasy, 
yea, very often, as many as five-and-twenty t imes in the space of 
one short day. I have seen her in Rapture and that for a long 
while together. Whenever the Rapture fel l  upon her she re
mained stationary, motionless and immobile, unti l  she returned 
to herself. Yet ,  however unusual a posit ion she was in ,  however 
i l l -balanced and precarious for the moment ,  she never tottered 
nor fel l ,  but was supported most wonderful ly by her Guardian 
Angel . Somet imes if the Rapture overwhelmed her as she was 
st retch ing out her hand far, it would remain stead i ly in that 
awkward and difficult  gestu re. And when she came to hersel f 
the l imb was not st iff and benumbed , but  l i the and l issom, nor 
was she in the least weary, rather she was act ive and nimble, 
and her heart fu l l  of a great joy .  

(Prologue to  the  Life of St. Mary of Oignes) 
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The circus element that we not iced in  the phenomenon of st igmat ism 
is just as evident in the l ives of the women ecstatics. Wherever a 
mystic fal ls into ecstasy, there male observers l ike the Cardinal  are to 
be found, taking notes, st icking pins into the ecstat ic woman, h i t t ing 
her to observe her lack of response and marvel ing a t  her complete 
absence from the world . 

This quest for immun ity from pain cont inues in purely secular 
ways. Women swallow tranqui l izers to escape from the unhappiness 
of l i fe .  The numbers of women addicted to drugs l ike Val ium is a 
worrying indication of our spiri tual barrenness as a society where 
people have no in ternal resources against pain .  Other people get fro
zen into a state of depression, wh ich does not express itself emot ion
ally, but which becomes an inabi l i ty  to feel .  The heroine of Doris 
Lessing's novel The Golden Notebook is told by her analyst that most 
women turn to psychiatry because they can no longer feel .  Margaret 
Atwood 's heroine in Surfacing d iscovers, before her mystical i l lumi
nat ion, tha� she can no longer fee l .  

I real ised I didn' t  feel much of anything .  I hadn' t  for a long 
t ime. Perhaps I 'd been l ike that a l l  my l ife, just as some babies 
are born deaf or without a sense of touch; but if that was true I 
wouldn ' t  have not iced the absence. At some point  my  neck must 
have closed over, pond freezing  or a wound, shutt ing me into 
my head; s ince then everything had been glancing off me, it was 
l ike being in a vase or the vi l lage where I could see them but not 
hear them because I couldn' t  understand what was being said .  

(pp. 1 05-6) 

This joyless "ecstasy," where the woman is raptured or  snatched 
away from feel ing and can experience neither joy nor pain ,  is all too 
common and has become symptomatic of a society which has lost 
touch wi th the inner self and has imprisoned people in  steri le and 
over-rat ional systems, ignoring the emot ional dimension . 

The woman described by de Vitry, who was blacking out twen ty
five t imes a day, was spending nearly a l l  her l ife in an unconscious 
state. This is clearly a very sick phenomenon , but when we read the 
l ives of the women mystics of Christ iani ty we find that it is extremely 
common . Catherine of Siena's ecstasies or raptures used to descend 
upon her with such suddenness that on one occasion when she was 
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preparing a meal she fel l  i n to the oven . Needless to say, her t rance 
rendered her immune so that she was not burned. When she went to 
Communion in  the Cathedral she always fel l  into ecstasy as soon as 
she received the Host and would stay, rapt and obl ivious, for hours 
after Mass. Eventual ly when i t  was t ime for the Sacristan to lock up 
he found that he could not do so,  because Catherine was st i l l  there, 
immobile and unconscious. After wai t ing about impat ient ly for a 
whi le he would have to pick her up, cart her outside the Cathedral 
and dump her in the gutter . There she stayed, kicked at by scornful  
passers-by , unt i l  she came to herself  and returned home, muddy and 
disheveled . This is c learly not heal thy behavior, but by now i t  should 
be clear that i t  is part of the essent ia l  path of female sancti ty .  The 
virgin ret reated from the world into a safe and invulnerable cocoon.  
She had been u rged to separate hersel f  from the world ,  so she obl iged 
and often did so in a way that protected her from the world's host i l 
i ty .  The men who are so fascinated by this phenomenon are, at a 
deep level , also pleased to see that the woman has withdrawn from 
them so radical ly .  The mystics described by de Vi t ry and Catherine 
of Siena have not left the sel f  behind .  They have simply escaped from 
the world and have become frozen in a neurotic autonomy which 
refuses to be open to the rea l i t ies about them . They have become 
more deeply imprisoned in themselves than ever. 

Another story of St .  Catherine of Siena shows the plight of a 
woman who wanted to take up a career in  mysticism, but who re
ceived no help at al l  about the basics of the spiritual way and was 
encouraged in unheal thy neurosis by her confessor. Catherine had 
been talk ing to her friend Father Bartholomew in the Cathedral one 
day, describing one of her visions. The story is told by her contempo
rary, Raymund of Capua, who had the story from Father Bartholo
mew himself: 

I t  chanced that her own brother, Bartolo, who was in  the 
church ,  passed by, and h is  shadow, or the noise he made in 
passing attracted Catherine's attention so that for a moment she 
glanced aside to look at h im.  Instant ly recovering herself, she 
broke off her words and began to weep in si lence. Fr. Bartholo
mew waited for a t ime t i l l  she should speak again,  but finding 
that she remained s i len t ,  he bade her cont inue .  "Ah !  wretch that 
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I am!" she said, "who wi l l  pun ish me for my faul t?" "What 
faul t?" he asked . "How!" she repl ied ,  "did you not see, that 
even whi le our Lord was showing me his  great mysteries, I 
t urned my eyes to behold a creature?" "Nevertheless, " said the 
confessor, ' ' I  assure you the glance of your eye,  of which you 
speak,  endured so short a t ime I d id not perceive it . " "Ah,  
father ," she said ,  " if  you knew how sharply our B lessed Lady 
rebuked me for my faul t ,  you would surely weep and lament 
with me. " And so saying she would speak no more of her revela
t ions that day, but she ret i red to her chamber sorrowing and 
doing penance for her s in ;  and she declared afterwards that St. 
Paul had also appeared to her, and reproved her so roughly for 
that l i t t le loss of t ime, that she would rather suffer al l  the shame 
in the world than abide such another rebuke at the apost le's 
hand. "And th ink ,"  she added ,  "what a confusion and shame 
that wi l l  be which all wicked and unhappy s inners shall suffer at 
the last day, when they shall stand before the majesty of God, 
seeing the presence of only one apost le i s  so dreadfu l  and intol
erable. " 

(Drane, pp. 1 0 1-2) 

This is sheer lunacy. Instead of freeing the mystic from the destruc
t ive self, this kind of mysticism is  s imply embedding her in  her own 
neurosis. Buddhists cal l  gui l t  an "unski l l fu l  . . state because i t  can 
only h inder Enl ightenment ,  and this  story shows us why. Gui l t  
makes the  self far too important. One involun tary glance requ ires a 
series of celest ial delegations to st ress i ts magni tude. St. Paul has to 
appear to Catherine again ,  after she has wept for t hree hours, to 
cheer her up .  Gui l t ,  we have seen ,  is part of Catherine's neurosis, and 
also part of the makeup of Western women, and this story may give 
us another clue about why women encourage gui l t  i n  themselves, 
even when, as here, it is enti re ly misplaced and inappropriate. Gui l t  
makes a woman feel she is important and that  her actions count and 
have a significance which in  real i ty-where women are so often 
thrust on to the sideli nes of l ife-they simply do not have. We need 
our guilt perhaps, because without i t  we might accept the estimate of 
many of the men in our  l ives-that nothing we do real ly matters. 
Another important component of this s tory i s  Father Bartholomew. 
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He is supposed to be Catherine's spi ri t ual d i rector, guiding her  steps 
along the spiri t ua l  path .  In fact ,  he is total ly  ineffectual .  He is proba
bly very ignorant about  mysticism-which was, after al l ,  qui te an 
esoteric s tudy-and c learly does not see that this indulgence of gui l t  
is absolutely con trary to t rue myst ic ism. He offers a few half-hearted 
words of consolat ion , which Catherine sweeps impatien t ly aside. 
Often, when reading her l i fe story or the story of many of the other 
women saints  we see that thei r spiri t ual  d irectors are no match for 
them in neurosi s, but ,  also, they are no match for the women in 
inte l l igence. Catherine is often seen wrapping her male "directors" 
round her l i t t le  finger because she i s  too c lever for them . Constant ly  
in  the l i ves of the women mystics we see the poor saints receiving 
very bad advice and encouraged in pract ices which would make any 
t rue mystical adviser-like John of the Cross or Peter of Alcantara
extremely angry. Left to their own devices and neuroses with no 
education to qual ify their l imited insights, and guided by inadequate 
men, women myst ics were very l ikely to get stuck in a way of l i fe 
which was both destruct ive and unheal thy .  

The l i fe of Mary Magdalene de Pazzi , a 1 6th-century Carmeli te 
nun who was canonized in  1 669, is a very clear example of the dan
gers of p lunging into pseudo-mysticism . Mary was certa in ly an in tel
l igent woman with a good deal of determination and spunk,  but she 
was a lso, a las, very neurot ic .  Her story shows her ignoring the advice 
of her Reverend Mother and the half-hearted remonstrations of her 
confessor, Fr. Puccin i ,  and becoming qui te deranged by encouraging 
s trange, "mystical " states of mind .  Like Catherine, she is fu l l  of gui l t  
and makes her Prioress beat her in front  of the other sisters. She t ies 
herself bl indfolded to the altar rai l  and l ies prostrate so that the other 
nuns can walk over her-behavior which was surely damaging not 
only to her but to the other sisters whom she forced to participate in 
this .  

One can only  fee l  deeply sorry for Mary Magdalene's community .  
When the poor nuns were s inging the Office in Choi r, Mary often 
used to c l imb up into the Rood loft ,  unscrew the figure from the 
Crucifix ,  "with incredible agi l i ty ,"  as Fr. Puccin i  admiringly records. 
Then she used to s i t ,  rocking this l i fe-sized statue of Christ in her lap. 
Taking off her vei l ,  she would attempt to dry the blood and sweat 
pain ted on i t .  To say the least , th is wild behavior would have been 
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most distract ing .  Her mystical "prayer" induced a hyperact iv i ty 
which used to make her rush frenet ica l ly round the convent ,  shout
ing, "0 Love, 0 Love!" at the top of her voice, seizing her sisters by 
the hand and asking them if  they had seen Jesus recen t ly and 
whether they rea l ly loved him. Then she used to rush up into the 
belfry, clang al l  the bel ls  and shout "with a loud voyce; 0 you Soules, 
come love, come love this love by whome you are so much beloved " 
(Puccin i ,  p. 54) . 

This hysterical se lf-advert isement is characterized by the cry she 
used to make when she was rapt in ecstasy and, for once, rooted to 
the spot. She used to cry to God, s ignificant ly ,  "Adsum, adsum, 
adsum/ "  Here I am! This "mystical" behavior is constan t ly crying 
out " Look at me!" I t  is the frant ic exhibit ionism of a woman who has 
never found her true place in  the world .  I t  must have been a perfect 
nigh tmare to have had her in the community ;  she was clearly not 
sui ted to the communal l i fe, where i t  is a matter of principle for the 
rel igious not to make themselves "singu lar. " Everybody eats the 
same food, wears the same clothes, does the same th ing at the same 
time and makes a point of not ask ing for any exemptions from the 
Rule. This uniformity i s  to help the rel igious to lose herself and to 
pay as l i t t le  attention to the greedy ego as possible. Mary Magdale
ne's visions, on the other hand, were al l  designed to do precisely the 
opposite .  Jesus told her to wear special clothes, to go barefoot ,  to 
fol low a special d iet and to obey twenty special rules which were for 
her alone, because she was his favorite. When her Superiors objected, 
Mary used to vomit  publicly in the refectory, and she became para
lyzed so t hat her long-suffering sisters (whi le they may have had a 
rest from her frant ic rush ing about the conven t) found that they now 
had to carry her up to Communion . On each occasion the Superior 
had t, give in .  Nobody knew enough to restrain her, and so she was 
al lowed to drive herself virtual ly insane. We have all met women l ike 
Mary Magdalene de Pazzi . Usually not enough thought has been 
given to their educat ion, or they find that whi le there is plenty  of 
scope in the world for men, there are st i l l  not enough paths for 
women.  Bored wives embarrassing their  husbands because they feel 
trivial and exhibit ionist daughters of famous men whose ant ics we 
read about in  the gossip columns every week can be seen as secular 
equivalents to Mary, who wanted a career and notoriety but was 
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qui te unsui ted to the only career open to her .  The desperate behavior 
of the exhibi t ion ist is apparent ly " l iberat ing" because she is doing 
what she wants and is, certain ly ,  un ique in her "freedom" from con
ven t ion .  In  fact ,  however, there is no l iberat ion, s imply a deeper 
imprisonment in one's old problems. The myst ical journey is t radi
tionally supposed to help the mystic to find h imself by losing himself. 
I t  can bri ng about heal ing and l iberat ion ,  but when i t  is misd irected , 
as in Mary's case, indu lgence of strange, twi l ight states of mind dan
gerously encourage basic personali t y  disorders. 

However, though many women were encouraged on dangerous 
myst ical paths and were damaged by it ,  not all women were as unfor
tunate as Mary Magdalene de Pazzi . Many women used their mysti
cal talent to break into the male world and win an authority and 
respect that would otherwise have been impossible for them. Thus 
Perpetua's dreams gave her an authori ty  over her male companions, 
who looked to her for leadership .  From the very earl iest days of the 
Ch urch, d irect rel igious and mystical experience gave women an 
equal i ty  with men . In the A cts of the Apostles the four daughters of 
St. Phi l ip  who were prophetesses are ment ioned as wel l -known and 
important personages. The prophet claimed to receive a message for 
the communi ty d i rect ly  from God , and we have seen that St .  Paul 's 
nervous and defensive censures about the women prophets in  Cor
in th who were not wearing their vei ls suggest that they chal lenged 
the t radit ional sex roles of superior men and dependent ,  subservient 
women . The prophetess not only showed the early Church that 
women were equal to men, because they received inspirat ion and 
d ivine gifts just as men did; it showed also that women were autono
mous. If Jesus had d i rect contact with a woman, i t  showed that she 
was qui te independent of male rel igious min istry .  If women didn' t  
need men in the rel igious world, then they could have started to 
express this independence in  other new and alarming ways. 

Throughout Christ ian history certain women not only claimed au
tonomy and equal i ty  to men, but some of them actual l y  assumed 
Christ ian leadership .  Thus the 3 rd-centu ry Montanist prophetesses, 
Appolonia and Prisci l la ,  who both claimed to be female manifesta
t ions of the Divine,  were both ecstatics, c la iming a Divine revelation 
as the source of their authori ty  and power in  the movement .  In the 
late 1 8 th century Mother Ann Lee claimed leadership of the Shakers 
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on the strength of her visions, and so did the leader of the Amana 
lnspi rationists, Barbara Heinemann Landmann,  who founded an
other of the celibate movements of 1 9th-century America. Unl ike the 
Shakers, the Amana movement was general ly very oppressive to 
women for al l  the usual Christ ian reasons, but Charles Nordhoff, 
who was researching the communal movements i n  America at that 
t ime, says that Barbara Landmann was seen as an incarnate veh icle 
of the Holy Spirit :  "They regard the utterances, whi le in  the trance 
state, of their spiri tual head as given from God ."  A woman's claim
ing of rel igious inspiration did not always bring her power and obedi
ence, however. Anne Hutch inson, who led a rebel 1 ious faction 
against the leaders of the New England colony in  i ts very earliest 
days, claimed that she received an " immediate revelation" from the 
Spirit which had jnspired her criticisms of the Boston Church. She 
was summoned to appear before Governor Winthrop in 1 637 ,  ac
cused of st irring up dissension in  a way that was "a thing not tolera
ble nor comely in the sight of God nor fitt ing for your sex . "  She had 
claimed that the New England Church had become concerned only 
with external conformity and that the l iberty of the Spirit had been 
taken away from the people. Her claim of hearing an " immediate 
voice" was seen at once by Winthrop as a chal lenge that could un
dermine the whole polit ical balance of the colony because i t  would 
value the "inspirat ion" of individuals more than the authority of the 
leader of the theocracy :  

The ground work of her revelations is the immediate revelation 
of the Spirit and not by the minis try of the word . And that is the 
means by which she hath very much abused the country that 
they shall look for revelations and are not bound to the minist ry 
of the word , but God wi l l  teach them by immediate revelations 
and this hath been the ground of al l  these tumul ts and troubles. 
And I would that those were all cut off from us that t rouble us, 
for th is is the thing that hath been the root of al l  misch ief. 

(Heimert and Del banco, pp. 1 56-6 1 )  

Accordingly ,  Anne H utchinson was banished t o  Rhode I sland, 
where she l ived with her fami ly and fol lowers unti l the death of her 
husband in 1 642 .  She died in New York the fol lowing year at the 
hands of the I nd ians during the Dutch- Indian War, and never once 
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al lowed Winthrop and the Bay Colony to see her spir i t  broken . "Her 
Repentance is in a paper, " complained the Deputy Governor, "but 
. . . not i n  her countenance. " Women could,  therefore, l ead people 
of both sexes away from orthodoxy. They could attract a loyal and 
devoted fol lowing, even in a society l ike New England that was op
pressive to women.  The sou rce of their authori ty  and leadership was 
an immediate con tact wi th the Divine, which bypassed the usual 
male hierarchical channels that the orthodox believed that God 
should take when he wants to get in  touch with us. Direct contact 
wi th the Divine especial ly when accompanied by cel ibacy could jus
t ify the "unnatural" phenomenon of female leadership  not only to 
the men who fol lowed these myst ics, but to the women themselves. 

For a woman to claim authority  over men was such a revolution
ary and extraordinary th ing to do that it requ ired of a woman some
thing qui te outside. al l  her previous experience. The courage neces
sary for this original act must have involved a plumbing of al l  her 
available resources, psychological and spir i tual .  The Divine vision or 
i nspiration was a familiar metaphor for a conviction or insight that 
came to her with such force that i t  seemed to come from outside 
herse lf. Thus Joan of Arc was inspired to her extraordinary mission 
by strange internal and myst ica l  experiences that later, at her trial ,  
she came to call the "voices" of her favorite saints .  At first, however, 
she spoke of these experiences in terms of l ight as well as sound.  
They were not  voices in the normal sense: they could be "seen" as 
wel l  as heard and they gave her great comfort. It was only the th ird 
t ime Joan experienced th is  l ight and th is  "voice" that she "realized" 
tha t  i t  mus t  be an angel . Bursts of l ight are often experienced by 
mystics of all trad i t ions and of all rel igions when a spiri t ual  break
through has occurred . Joan's decision to go and save France was j ust 
such a breakthrough for her in psychological and imaginative terms. 
She had left behind her previous l ife and all the basic assumpt ions of 
her t ime and conceived an astonishing new idea of herse lf. Only 
m uch later, when pressed by her j udges, d id she begin to give her 
voices names and iden ti t ies. She gave them the names of saints who 
had " inspired" her to act as she did by force of their example: St. 
M ichael , the great angel warrior; St .  Margaret of Antioch, the virago 
who had fought so bravely with the Devi l ;  and St. Catherine of 
Alexandria, who by defeat ing 1 20 great phi losophers in argument 
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and convert ing them to Christiani ty  had also succeeded in  the male 
world .  These saints were role models for her, but the moment of her 
vocation demanded a psychological breakthrough that requ ired her 
to pass beyond the normal and establ ished concepts with which she 
was fami l iar. The courage and in i t iat ive required of her went beyond 
the ordinary imi tation of sa int ly heroes. She had to summon up al l 
her imaginative reserves in  a way that caused a mystical or psycho
logical explosion. At first ,  however, she insisted that her voices were 
not her exclusive property. They were heard also by the King and 
some other members of the court.  These consoling and affirmative 
experiences were shared by her closest associates, who were having 
to make as huge a psychological effort as she d id to accept Joan 's 
original and at first s ight l ud icrous mission . 

Catherine  of Siena, who was a more art iculate woman than Joan 
(to whom concepts and words did not come easi ly) ,  described her 
vocation to participate in  the male world in a far more detailed way. 
For years she had l ived as a member of the Third Order of St. Domi
nic; that is, she was not a regular nun l iv ing in an enclosed convent ,  
but she l ived a ret ired but  independent l ife in  her father's house. 
Consequent ly  she had more freedom of movement than an enclosed 
nun ,  and, after years of the sol itary l i fe, she decided that she was 
cal led to a more act ive role .  Her contemporary and biographer Ray
mond of Capua told the story of her vision . Christ appeared and said 
that he wanted her to take a more active part in the world of men 
and affairs .  

In vain did she in  her humil i ty  and s impl ic i ty represent her 
unworthiness for such a function, whether by the weakness of 
her sex or other infirmit ies . "How can I ,  a poor and miserable 
woman, be able to do any good in Thy Church?" she would say; 
"how shall I instruct wise and learned men, or how wi l l  it be 
even seemly for me to l i ve and converse with them?" But  He 
[Jesus] made her to understand that in  the counsels of His wis
dom He had chosen her, a weak woman, to confound the pride 
of the strong. Her mission was to exhibit to a world "lying in  
wickedness the  power of the  Divine Word, made known to them 
by the feeblest of human instruments . " 
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Catherine was c learly aware that she was about to do something 
extraordinary and needed to create a Divine backing for her decision . 
I t  would mean going against al l  the rules that governed the relation
sh ips between the sexes. She would be assuming a superior role, even 
though she could neither read nor write at this stage. Women were 
supposed to occupy a separate sphere from men, but  Catherine was 
now proposing to " l ive and converse with them" in a way that might 
seem unseemly and even wrong. Many of the men she would be 
advising would be men of learning and sophistication . Yet Christ's 
reply was d irect ly in  l ine wit h  an old Christ ian tradit ion. St .  Paul 
had said that God had chosen the weak and contemptible th ings of 
this world to confound the strong and learned, to show the world 
that God's wisdom was infini tely superior to mere human learning. 
As Catherine was in  contact with God direct ly and inspired d i rect ly  
by Him,  her  being a "poor and miserable woman" would teach the 
Church a much.:needed lesson in humi l i ty .  Christ elaborated this 
poin t :  

I have determined tha t  those men who are wise in their own 
conceits should be made ashamed by seeing weak and frai l  
women, whom they account  as th ings vi le and abject, to under
stand the mysteries of God, not by human study, but only by 
infused grace, confirming such doctrine by many marvellous 
signs above the course of nature.  

(Drane, p. 56) 

Catherine's very despised femaleness was a posit ive asset to God : i t  
turned the  natural order on i ts  head. S t .  Paul had cont inual ly 
stressed that God's wisdom put Him right outside purely human 
categories, and in  this he was merely rei terat ing the Old Testament 
prophets, who had proclaimed that God's ways and thoughts were as 
high above man's as the heavens were above the earth. The Cross of 
Christ and the whole Christian l i fe was against the natural  order: 
death and defeat were seen to be victorious; humil ity the only source 
of pride; poverty the only true riches. Consequent ly ,  when God did 
as unnatural a thing as sending a mere woman, whom men regarded 
as vi le and abject, to instruct men ,  he was acting "above the course 
of nature. " Catherine's whole l i fe would be a miracle. Already she 
was famous because of her extraord inary fast ing: she was able to 
sustain herself only on Holy Communion. Now, wi thout any educa-



Why Be a Mystic? 

t ion,  she would show how well she understood the "mysteries of 
God ,"  not by any natural means, but by " infused grace. " She would 
skip the normal laborious means of acquiring knowledge, because 
God would teach her h imself. One t h ing he did was teach her how to 
write, Cat herine claimed . Her whole l i fe was unnatural ;  she was 
nourished inte l lectual ly and physical ly by no normal means. Hers 
was an in tel lectual and spi ri t ual as well as a physical autonomy, and 
as such it was a "miracle. " 

Catherine may have been a dist urbed woman, and certa in ly her 
mysticism did nothing to l iberate her from her neuroses, but she was 
also extremely inte l l igent .  This is a bril l iant just i fication of her posi
t ion : it seizes the nett le of female "vi leness" and "abject ion" and 
turns i t  in to a strength .  She had grasped for herself the essence of 
Paul 's  words about human strengths and weaknesses-words which 
she couldn' t  have read for herself but only heard quoted occasional ly  
in sermons and devotional ta lks-and given them a new in terpreta
tion which was deeply chal lenging to the male posi t ion . Her "super
natura l"  inte l lectual acquirements were probably the resul t  of a 
st rong and in tu i t ive inte l l igence, which, because of her lack of educa
tion and because she was a woman who was not supposed to have 
any in tel lectual abi l i t ies, must have seemed miraculous to herself as 
well as to her contemporaries. It was th is  miraculous qual i ty which 
Scipio Ammirato, the Florent ine historian, saw as the reason for 
Catherine's pol i t ical and social success : 

The Florent ines knew for certain that she had remained many 
days without food t han the Blessed Sacrament ,  though that was 
impossible in the natural order; t hey were aware that she had 
passed most of her l ife in  sol i t ude; they were convinced that i t  
was by the part icular design of God that she had exchanged the 
con templative for the act ive l ife; and hearing that wi th no 
knowledge of Lat in  she yet explained the most difficult  passages 
of Holy Scripture, and that she had learnt to read by no human 
means, al l  her words and actions came to be regarded as Di
v inely inspi red . Hence she was con t inual ly implored to reconci le 
enmit ies, to del iver the possessed, to console the afflicted and to 
come to their help. 

(Drane, p .  300) 
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Catheri ne 's  neurosis shows her often strain ing her mind beyond the 
safe l imit ,  but she d id overcome extraordinary disadvantages to gain 
an authority that would have been envied by most of the men of her 
day. Her vocat ion to th is l ife she just ified to herself in  the form of a 
vision, as Joan of Arc d id ,  because what she was doing must have 
seemed so extraord inary that her mind could only explain it as a 
miraculous, as a Divine vision. 

Other women, l ike Angela of Foligno and Margaret of Cortona, 
we have also seen enjoying a certain pol i t ical celebrity, because of 
their  l ives of visions, austeri ty  and autonomy. It was not only Catho
l ics who used the vision and the notion of d ivine inspiration to just ify 
their involvement in  pol i t ics. The English Civi l  War saw an outbreak 
of female prophetesses, l ike Lady Eleanor Davies ,  who were able to 
get a hearing and a fol lowing by claiming Divine inspirat ion. These 
women were probably al l  total ly  sincere. Their pol i tical convict ions 
came to  them with a force and a compulsion that seemed to come 
from outside themselves and which were therefore in  those days of 
extreme religious fervor eas i ly  a t t ributable to the Divine. Over the 
Atlant ic, Anne Hutchinson had also fel t  th is touch of the Divine.  
Puri tanism had claimed to d ispense wi th an intervening h ierarchy 
and inst i tut ion which came between God and the individual .  I n  the 
male-dominated society of Cromwell 's England, the role  of the 
prophet was the only means a woman had to get herself  heard ,  and 
Cromwell h imself favored these prophetesses when they pushed 
through the crowds to speak to h im.  They expressed a fundamental 
t ruth about Protestant ism which stressed the importance of individ
ual rel igious experience rather than an authori tat ive Church . How
ever, for centuries Cathol ic women had found that same method of 
breaking through the barriers of hierarchy and prejudice into the 
male world .  

What the ecstasy at  i t s  best represents i s  a huge imaginative break
through for a woman into a new world of experience. It required her 
to lay aside al l her old presupposi t ions and prejudices and forge 
ahead into frightening and unknown terri tory, where it was al l  too 
probable that she would encounter a good deal of host i l i ty .  Similarly, 
the truly creat ive th inker has to lay aside al l  previous habits of 
thought and modes of knowledge to break real ly new ground. Thus 
Darwin wrote of ideas that they come "we know not how nor 
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whence. " They are not, he insists ,  "vol untary acts . " To be sure, Dar
win researched his ideas for a long t ime, but when the research fused 
together in a way that was t ruly origina l ,  the new ideas seemed to 
come to him .. in a flash . "  It is no use st icking to pure rat ional i ty and 
aggressively intellect ual striving if you want to prod uce an idea that 
nobody has ever thought of before .  To do that means simply that you 
are embedding yourself in  forms of thought and ideas that have 
a lready been established . We have al l  had the experience of an idea 
that has come to us qui te  out of the blue, when we were doing 
something qu ite d ifferent .  Usually when we relax and al low our 
minds to become receptive is the moment the various elemen ts of the 
ideas that we have been struggl ing with for a long t ime come to
gether at once in a new "vision . "  The most obvious example of th is is 
Arch imedes, whose famous principle "came" to him whi le he was 
relax ing in his bath ,  when i t  had long eluded h im in his study.  I t  
came upon him with such force that  he  leapt out  of h i s  bath crying 
Eureka! He had "found" something which was so clear and obvious 
that i t  seemed to have existed before h im,  quite independent ly  of h im 
even though he was i ts real  creator. In  this the creat ive th inker is j ust 
l ike the mystic. I have writ ten elsewhere that they seem to be having 
much the same kind of psychological experience. Th us the scient ific 
atheis t  Einste in claimed to be a mystic :  

The most beaut ifu l  emotion we can experience is the mystica l .  I t  
is the sower of a l l  t rue art and science. He to whom th is emot ion 
is a st ranger . . . is as good as dead. To know that what is 
impenetrable to us real ly exists, manifest ing itself to us as the 
highest wisdom and the most rad iant beauty,  which our du l l  
facul t ies can comprehend only in  their most primitive forms
this  knowledge, th is  feel ing, is at the cen tre of all t rue rel igious
ness . In this sense, and i n  th is  sense only ,  I belong to the ranks 
of devout ly  rel igious men . 

(Quoted by M.  Laski ,  Ecstasy, p.  20 1 )  

To hear Einstein call h is facu l t ies d ul l  and say that  the source of a l l  
t rue knowledge is emotional not  rat ional is  a shock to our inte l lec
tual  prej udices. Keats also insisted that the "dul l  bra in" of the poet 
could only "perplex and retard"  the progress towards vis ion and 
imaginat ive insight .  This den igration of mere knowledge has always 
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been the hal lmark of t he t rue mystic in a l l  cu l tures. The mystic 
claims to go by a path of constant d iscipl ined deprivation, away from 
what he knows al ready toward what he does not .  The mystic can 
never tell you what God is, but only what he is not. He is an agnostic 
-so much so that the Sufis always claim that after they have been 
"touched"  by the Divine, the usual in tel lectual d ivisions and preju
dices of creed and rel igious sectarianism are completely irrelevant .  
The Sufi can claim to be as much at home in  a Christ ian Church as a 
Mosque; he is no longer bound to any purely human category, so he 
is neither a Moslem, a Jew, a Christ ian or a Buddhist. As St .  Paul 
says, he is  a "new creat ion . "  John of the Cross also speaks of this 
discipl ined walk towards agnosticism : 

. . .  the soul must journey by knowing God through what He 
is not ,  rather than through what He is, i t must journey, insofar 
as possible, �y way of the denial and rejection of natural and 
supernatural apprehensions. This is our task now with the mem
ory. We must draw i t  away from its natu ral props and capaci t ies 
and raise i t  above itself (above all dist inct knowledge and appre
hensible possession) to supreme hope in the incomprehensible 
God .  

(The Ascen t of Mount Carmel, 2, i i) 

The mystic and the creative th inker are both journeying away from 
prejudice and already established categories toward something in
conceivable and apparent ly incomprehensible. 

Though i t  may seem a far cry from Joan of Arc and Catherine of 
Siena to Einstein and Darwin,  a l l  four of them had in common the 
mystical impulse to break new ground. To the Christian mystics this 
supreme achievement of the imagination expressed i tsel f in  Christian 
imagery, but  Darwin and Einstein both use rel igious terminology 
and evoke the mystery and uncertainty of true creat iv i ty .  Thus for 
women the vocation of mysticism cou ld  be l iberating in a more 
deeply imaginat ive way than any of the other myths of autonomy. I f  
she were st rong enough mental ly and in personali ty,  s he  could 
achieve not only a new status but a new inte l lectual power which 
bypassed dependence upon men and set her free in  a far larger world 
than would otherwise have been available to her. It was a dangerous 
vocation .  Joan of Arc was burned at the stake, and other mystics 
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were not psychological ly strong enough to escape damage. However, 
occasional women showed a shrewd insight into how to cope with 
the male world and expressed a natural "genius" in rel igious and 
Christ ian terms.  

Perhaps the most remarkable of these "creative" visionaries who 
were able to t ranscend the l imi tations of their sex was the 1 2th
century prophetess St .  Hi ldegard of Bingen . During her l i fetime 
Hi ldegard enjoyed considerable prest ige. She corresponded with 
three Popes, with rulers of the status of Conrad I I I ,  Henry I I  of 
England, Eleanor of Aquitaine and Frederick Barbarossa, and re
buked them, if necessary, in good round terms. A Pope and Chapter 
guaranteed the authenticity of her visions; clerics of the status of 
Odo of Paris wrote asking her advice about compl icated metaphysi
cal disputes, even though she had absolutely no phi losophical or 
theological t raining.  She went several t imes on preaching tours and 
tried to exorcise people "possessed" by demons-both offices nor
mally reserved for the priesthood. Hi ldegard 's talents and their range 
are quite extraordinary .  Her voluminous writings cover topics as 
widely diverse as cosmography, med icine, ethics ,  mystical poetry and 
music .  She was not merely a theoretical musician, but wrote songs 
and music hersel f which are of considerable power and beauty .  I t  has 
been said that only the Arab th inker Avicenna equaled this d ivers i ty 
and original i ty in the Middle Ages, and that she can be profitably 
compared with Goethe. Yet Hi ldegard has a certain ambiguous view 
of herself. Constant ly she calls herself, without a shadow of irony,  a 
"poor l i t t le  woman" even when she is being part icularly autocratic 
and is exercis ing her power in the male world with most confidence. 
There is nothing contradictory, however, in  her att i tude. Without 
her vis ions Hi ldegard would most certain ly  have been a poor and 
powerless individual precisely because she was a woman. It was her 
inspiration by God Himself which l ifted her above normal female 
l imi tat ions. 

H i ldegard may have been canonized, but in  many respects she is 
no sain t :  she i s  a snob (admit t ing only the highest-born women into 
her convents), a manipulator and had al l  the makings of a megalo
maniac. There are certa in ly incidents where she gives a ru l ing in a 
dispute wi thout any revelat ion at a l l  but is st i l l  qui te happy to claim 
that God is defini tely on her side, even though it could seem that she 
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is  act ing purely out of self- interest .  Nevertheless, there is a warmth 
and spon taneity in  Hi ldegard which is attractive, and also a sound 
degree of san ity, which is rare in women saints and mystics. Given 
the stress her posi t ion must have entai led , and i ts very real loneli
ness, she manages to survive mental ly  intact ,  even though she cer
tainly suffered a good deal from physical i l lness, which she seems to 
connect very int imately with her visions. 

Hi ldegard 's visions are more l ike Joan's "voices" than the other 
visions of Jesus we have considered in this book. In the first place, 
she claims that she never has ecstasy .  She never loses consciousness, 
but her v isions take place "in her soul" night and day, when she is 
wide awake and in ful l  possession of her senses .  When she "saw" or 
"heard" th ings, she explains, she did not see them with the eyes of 
her body and the voices she heard did not speak through a voice. We 
are clearly talking here about insight and a creat iv i ty which Hi lde
gard ,  because of her part icular circumstances as well as because of 
the t imes she l ived in, in terpreted as Divine Ligh t .  Because she does 
this, i t  gives her a freedom extraordinary in her time. In an age that 
was in tel lectually obsessed by "authorities" and where established 
posit ions always had to be deferred to, Hi ldegard , because she be
l ieved that her own insights were Divine revelations, could take abso
lu tely no not ice of prevai l ing opinions or authority.  She could simply 
be original and str ike out  ent irely on her own .  Yet even though her 
writ ings show enormous confidence and enjoyment of her ideas and 
insights,  the gift did not come easi ly to her. She grew up very fearful 
about  these "visions" of hers, and was not easy unt i l  they had been 
rat ified and approved by the appropriate Church authorities. Hilde
gard was no early feminist . She bel ieved that women were intrinsi
cal ly  weak and feeble, but that she, by some special grace, had been 
lifted above the lowly lot that would certainly have been hers had she 
been left to her own powers and talen ts. 

H ildegard grew up in  a very religiously charged atmosphere. She 
tells us in her Vita that she was born in the year 1 1 00, a time when 
there was a widespread sense of the wickedness of the world, which 
seemed to have grown spiri tual ly sluggish and cold. Her parents 
were certainly depressed by the spiri tual  apathy of their t ime and 
dedicated their daughter to God when she was sti l l  . .  in my mother's 
womb."  It was then, Hi ldegard bel ieved, that . .  God raised me up 
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wi th the breath of l ife, he fixed this vision in my sou l . "  At the age of 
eight she was formal ly offered to God. As a very young chi ld she was 
aware of "seeing" more than the ord inary people around her, th ings 
which she could only express " in  a s imple way ,"  but which st i l l  
staggered the people around her .  But  then Hi ldegard got worried .  
Perhaps if she had had normal ecstasies she would have been happier 
with these visions of hers, but as i t  was her experience seemed unique 
and therefore deeply frighten ing :  

Then I too grew amazed at myself, that whenever I saw these 
th ings deep in my sou l I s t i l l  retained my outer sight ,  and that I 
heard th is said of no other human being. And, as best I could, I 
concealed the vision I saw in my sou l .  I was ignorant of much in 
the outer world ,  because of the frequent i l l ness that I suffered,  
from the t ime of my mother's mi lk  right up to now; i t  wore my 
body out  and made my powers fai l .  

Exhausted by a l l  th is, I asked a nurse of mine  if she  saw 
anything save external objects. "Nothing," she answered , for 
she saw none of those others. Then, seized by great fear, I d id 
not dare reveal i t  to anyone; yet  nonetheless, speaking or com
posing, I used to make many affirmations about  future events, 
and when I was perfused by this vision I would say many th ings 
that were unfathomable to those who l istened. But  if  the force of 
the vis ion-in which I made an exhibit ion of myself more chi ld
ish than befitted my age-subsided a l i t t le ,  I blushed profusely 
and often wept, and many t imes I should gladly have kept s i lent 
had I been al lowed . And sti l l ,  because of the fear I had of other 
people I did not tel l  anyone how I saw. 

(Dronke, p .  1 45) 

What is strik ing is Hi ldegard 's fear of the outside world .  It is a fear 
that kept her silent about her visions unt i l  she was forty years old, 
when "I was forced by great pressure of pains to reveal what I had 
seen and heard! '  But even then she was sti l l "very much afraid . "  She 
would herself have preferred to stay shut up in her enclosed convent ,  
away from the  world of  men as  befi tted a mere woman l ike hersel f. I t  
i s  clear that her i l lness i s  deeply bound up wi th  th is  vision . Her 
i l l ness had not only kept her separate from the world ,  but i t  seems to 
impel her first to seek advice from her nurse. She is "exhausted by all 
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th is ,"  she says, seeming to refer to her i l lness as much as to her 
worries about  her vis ions .  What she "sees" i s  not Jesus having long 
conversations with her, but Light in various manifestat ions. I t  is a 
great brightness, flashing l ights, l ights shooting and fal l ing l ike stars. 
It has been suggested that she suffered from crippl ing migraine, and 
this could well have been the case. What is  remarkable about Hi lde
gard is that she was able to use her i llness creatively, and that the 
sol i tude i t  imposed upon her d id not make her unbalanced (despite 
the constant worry about  the nature of her vision) but creat ive and 
original .  For i t  i s  qui te clear that Hildegard was, without any formal 
education, a natural genius whose insights came to her with al l  the 
force of a vision. The content of her visions so impressed the monks 
and bishops, as well as Pope Eugene when they were brought to his 
attent ion, that he could only conclude that her "visions" came from 
God . What she experienced in  vision was pure intel lectual original
i ty :  

I n  that  same [experience of] vision I understood the  writings of  
the prophets, t he Gospels, the works of other holy men ,  and 
those of certain phi losophers, without any human instruction, 
and I expounded certain things based on these, though I 
scarcely had l i terary understanding, i nasmuch as a woman who 
was not learned had been my teacher. But  I also brought forth 
songs with their melody,  in praise of God and the sai nts, with
out being taught by anyone, and I sang them too, even though I 
had never l earnt ei ther musical notation or any kind of singing. 

(Ibid . ,  p .  1 45) 

When she was an old woman of seventy ,  wi th a fu l l  thirty years as 
an accredited prophetess behind her, she wrote to one of her most 
arden t fans, the monk Guibert of Gembloux, and her account of this 
"vision" is unchanged . There is no ecstasy, no voices or s ights that 
belong either to the "heart's thoughts" nor to the five senses . What 
she sees is " l ike a sparkl ing flame and a cloud moved in pure air" as 
well as in the th ings about her " in changing forms of clouds and 
other created th ings . "  What she experienced was an extraordinary 
in tu i tive grasp of real i ty which enabled her to understand things that 
most people have to acqu ire laboriously through a long, d isciplined 
educat ion .  Einstein said  h imself that he was a mystic, that his in-
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sights appeared to h im in truly mystical form, and Darwin said that 
ideas came from mystericus and unfathomable sources. H i ldegard 's 
ideas and music also came from no obviously human source: they 
just a rrived in her mind ful ly  formed . Her education was ent i rely 
received from these visions-what doesn' t  come to her in vision , she 
claims, is a closed book to her: 

Whatever I have seen or learnt in this vision, I retain the mem
ory of i t  for a long t ime, in  such a way that ,  because I have at 
some time seen and heard it , I can remember i t :  and I see, hear 
and know s imultaneously,  and learn what I know as if in  a 
moment . But  what I do not see I do not know, for I am not 
learned . 

(Ibid . ,  p .  1 68) 

We are clearly here in a very different world from that of the neurotic 
mystic. Vision is not a mere projection of the mystic's fears and 
fan tasies; i t  is  a creative insight ,  which was so astonishing in women 
that i t  could only be interpreted in  the 1 2th  cen tury as a d i rect 
revelation of God . 

I t  was no mere intel lectual gift,  however. The experience of this 
i nsight brought to Hi ldegard a complete l iberat ion from the lowly 
state of womanhood which would otherwise have been her fate: 

Then how could it be that I ,  poor l i t t le creature, should not 
know myself? God works where he wi l l s-to the glory of his 
name, not that of earthbound man.  But I am always fi l led with a 
t rembl ing fear, as I do not know for certain of any s ingle capac
i ty  in me. Yet I st retch out my hands to God, so t hat ,  l ike a 
feather which lacks a l l  weight and strength and flies through the 
wind, I may be borne up by h im.  . . . And as God wi l l s  in  th is  
v is ion my spirit  mounts upwards, in to the height  of the fi rma
ment and into changing  air, and d i lates i t self among different 
nat ions, even though they are in  far-off regions and places re
mote from me. 

(Ibid . ,  p .  1 68) 

Wi thout  her gift she would have had only a t iny sphere of influence 
in her convent .  As it is, she has been caught up to a breadth of 
knowledge and experience that most men would have envied .  Like 
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Einstein ,  she sensed a Vision and a Real i ty that were independent of 
anything she could create herself and which was the source of a 
l iberat ing consolation and peace: 

And in that same brightness I sometimes, not often, see another 
l ight ,  which I cal l  " the l iv ing l ight" ;  when and how I see it ,  I 
cannot express; and for the t ime I do see i t ,  al l  sadness and all 
anguish is taken from me, so that then I have the air of an 
innocent young girl and not of a l i t t le old woman. 

(Ibid . ,  p. 1 68) 

For Hi ldegard ecstasy did not mean a "fai l ing loss of conscious
ness ,"  as she explains, when she became impervious to external real
ity. As confidence in  her own "vision" grew, she came to disapprove 
of these more spectacular raptures. For her vision meant abundance 
of l i fe, not an anesthetic retreat from it . Her ' 'ecstasy" included an 
increasing joy in her femaleness, which became something young and 
innocent-an ext raordinary thing for a woman to claim amid the 
misogyny  of the 1 2th  century .  Hi ldegard bel ieved that women 
should express this confidence proudly .  She used to make the nuns in 
her convent wear elaborate and symbolic tiaras, to i l lustrate their 
virginal digni ty .  They also wore white vei ls ,  not black ones, which 
were the garb of ancillae, of servants and handmaidens. Women were 
to regard t hemselves as royal  personages . She longed to see incarnate 
in  the women around her the radiant ,  celestial beings she "saw" in 
her visions who symbol ized Wisdom or the Church . Because Hilde
gard 's vision had enabled her to l iberate herself from the restrictions 
usually imposed on her sex, she could not bring it upon herself to 
despise i t  even though she would never say that men and women 
were "equal . "  Ecstasy was not an abandonment of her femaleness 
but i ts  enhancement . 

Hi ldegard was aware of some k ind of connection between her i l l  
hea l th and her  visions. I t  is not  clear whether she obtained any alle
viation from her sickness during her l i fe, though her extraordinary 
output and her busy l i fe once she became an accredi ted prophetess 
could be indicat ive of some kind of improvement .  However, the most 
famous of all women Christian myst ics, St. Teresa of Avi la ,  certainly 
found that her practice of mysticism improved her heal th ,  both men
tal ly and physical ly .  Like Hi ldegard, she too attained a l ightness and 
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a robust joy, where before she had been ai l ing and unhappy. This 
inner l iberation enabled Teresa also to enter the male world of affairs .  
She began her l i fe in  a truly terrible state .  She had appal l ing hea l th
it has been suggested that  she was epilept ic-and on one occasion 
her l i fe was despaired of and they had even dug her grave in the 
convent cemetery . She was fi l led with such self-hatred that she un
dertook h ideous penances, l ike crawl ing into the refectory on all 
fours carrying a basket fu l l  of boulders on her back .  She was also 
prone to raptures and ecstasies of the "frozen statue" type. Later, her 
companion and mentor John of the Cross would warn her and all 
other myst ics about the dangers of such undiscipl ined blackouts .  In 
addition to this, Teresa was terrified of Hel l .  She had only entered a 
convent to get a foolproof t icket to Heaven .  For twenty years she was 
completely miserable in the rel igious l i fe .  The convent  she had en
tered was ful l  of '_Yel l - in tent ioned but worldly women , and there was 
nobody there to teach her to meditate or to make real and not neu
rotic progress in  the  mystical l i fe .  Like Mary Magdalene of Pazzi, 
who was her contemporary, or l ike Catherine of Siena, she could all 
her l i fe have remained neurotic ,  i l l and without a sense of vocation 
and purpose. 

Teresa's story is i nteresting because it shows how mysticism can 
l iberate some women from their inhibi t ing  neuroses and channel 
their energies into completely new and unexplored paths. As soon as 
Teresa met St. Peter of Alcantara her l i fe was, l i tt le by l i t t le, t rans
formed . He was a master of the mystical l i fe and taught her to medi
tate properly, so that she was no longer dependent upon stupid men 
l ike Father Bartholomew and Father Puccin i ,  or floundering about in 
neurotic desperation l ike Mary Magdalene. Encouraged away from 
her former unhealthy practices, she was taught the proper mental 
d iscip i ines and techniques which enable the mystic to enter into h is 
mind and, if he has the basic mystical talent ,  to heal h imself. The : .!al 
turning poin t  came years after she had started meditation when she 
had a vision of Hel l :  

I real ised that i t  was the  Lord 's w i l l  that I should see the  place 
which the devi ls had prepared for me there and wh ich I had 
merited for my sins. This happened in the briefest space of time, 
but even if I were to l ive for many years, I bel ieve i t  would be 
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impossible for me to forget i t .  The entrance, I thought ,  resem
bled a very long, narrow passage, l ike a furnace, very low, dark 
and closely confined; the ground seemed to be ful l  of water 
which looked l ike fi l thy ,  evi l -smel l ing mud, and in  i t  were many 
wicked-looking repti les. At  the end there was a hol low place 
scooped out of a wal l ,  l ike a cupboard, and i t  was here that I 
found myself in  close confinemen t .  

(Life, Chapter XXXI I I) 

Theologians have often said that Hel l  is not, as i t  were, another 
coun t ry or a physical local i ty ,  but rather the eternal and unalleviated 
endurance of the Self i n  a l l  i ts pet ty and l imit ing egotism. This would 
perfect ly  tally with Teresa's vision, and she stresses the claustropho
bic nature of the confinement she experienced : 

In that pest� lent ial  spot , where I was quite powerless to hope for 
comfort ,  i t  was impossible to s i t  or l ie ,  for there was no room to 
do so. I had been put in th is place which looked l ike a hole in 
the wal l ,  and those very walls , so terrible to the sight ,  bore down 
upon me and completely st ifled me. 

(Ibid . )  

Teresa was experiencing the  imprisonment of the  ego. I t  was a "vi
sion , "  she tel ls us, that she never forgot .  At  one t ime it would have 
plunged Teresa in to a horrifying bout of destruct ive penance, and 
probably i n to a c l in ical depression . Now that she has been freed from 
this unhealthy behavior, she uses this vision creatively. I t  spurs her 
on to take posit ive act ion.  If th is was Hel l ,  she reasoned, people had 
to be saved from it. The only way women could help with the salva
t ion of souls at that t ime was by praying for them in enclosed con
vents .  However, as Teresa knew only too wel l ,  the convents  were not 
always helpfu l  places for their nuns. New convents were needed 
where the sisters could learn about the mystical l i fe properly and 
understand its techniques and discipl ines. She herself had been ful l  of 
good will as a young nun ,  but there was nobody in the convent who 
had been able to help her. The vision of Hell reinforced in her the 
horrors of the self from which she was, slowly, being rescued by 
means of proper instruction and d iscipl ine .  Teresa decided, therefore, 
to reform the order of Carmeli tes to which she belonged to provide a 
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proper envi ronment for nuns-and later friars-to l ive a profitable 
and heal thy mystical l i fe without any of the dangers that she had 
encountered . To reform an order, i f  you were a woman,  was not an 
easy enterp rise, and Teresa encountered enormous host i l i ty .  Never
theless, she persevered wi th indomi table courage, placing herself 
alongside the great male reformers of her age-Luther, Calv in and 
Ignat ius Loyola. From this poin t  unt i l  the end of her l i fe, Teresa 
t raveled ceaseless ly around Spain ,  founding her reformed convents 
and transforming monasticism for the women of her t ime.  

Like Catheri ne and Hi ldegard, therefore, Teresa's myst ical experi
ence enabled her to t ranscend t he l imi ts usually imposed upon 
women and take up a role--that of  reformer-which was considered 
to be str ict ly for men only .  However, there is a difference between 
Teresa and Catherine of Siena. Catherine achieved "l iberat ion" ex
ternal ly ;  her pol i t ical act iv i t ies gave her power and equal i ty with 
men. Yet internal ly  t here was no l iberation,  she remained locked in  
her  anorexia  and  the  gui l t  that was the product of the  host i le Chris
tian m isogyny of her t ime .  Teresa also suffered from the sickness that 
male att i tudes could inflict upon women.  Yet un l ike Catherine ,  she 
had the good fortune to meet wi t h  people who were s trong enough 
and expert enough to  guide her out of the hell of her fears. Her vision 
of Hell shows that Teresa's l iberat ion was a twofold one: she was 
deli vered from her "self, "  and at the same t ime ach ieved an external 
l iberation into the male world of affairs. Teresa's l i fe shows women 
that some kind of i nner journey may be necessary, and for her in ter
nal health accompanied her new freedom in the outside world. Like 
the other myst ics, Teresa needed a mystical j ust ificat ion for leaving 
her enclosed l i fe and ven tu ring in to  male spheres of act ion : 

I t  seemed to me that , considering what St. Paul says about 
women keeping at home (Ti t us, 2 : 5) ( I  have a lready been re
m inded of this and I had a lready heard of i t )  that  this might be 
God 's wil l .  But  he said to me, "Tell them [ i .e .  Teresa's crit ics] 
that they are not to be gu ided by one part of Scripture alone, but 
to look at others; ask them if they suppose they wi l l  be able to 
t ie my hands. " 

(Spiritual Relations, XIX) 
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I f  Christ was not  to be constricted by men's  rules and insights, nei
ther were the women in Teresa's convents. Her vocation to the l ife of 
a reformer had been the resul t  of a vision of Hel l ish confinement .  
Teresa d id  not want her  nuns  hampered or l imi ted by  any pettiness. 
Indeed, l iberation from anything small or "womanish" is a constant 
theme of her writ ings for her nuns.  She doesn 't  want them to be s i l ly 
women, she tel ls them in The Way of Perfection, and so she forbids 
them to have sent imental friendships, as women tended to do at that 
t ime, and use sloppy phrases l ike "my l ife, • •  "my soul , . and "my 
darl ing . . . I t  was not that Teresa disapproved of friendship-on the 
contrary, she was an extremely affectionate and warm woman-but 
s imply the weak expression of i t ,  that most people considered "wom
anly . . .  Teresa rejects trivial and feeble expressions of feminin ity as 
sharply as does the feminist of today . She told her nuns that women 
were not " l i t t le" pei ngs, but she wanted them "to resemble strong 
men; and if  you wi l l  do what l ies in  your power, the Lord wi l l  make 
you so viri le that you will astonish the menfolk . .  ( ibid . ,  V I I I) .  Any
thing that tied a woman's hands, her nuns were to despise. She warns 
them against fussing about "the l i t t le weaknesses and ailments of 
women , forget to complain of them; for sometimes the devil makes 
us imagine these i l l s ;  they go and come; if you do not give up the 
habit of speaking of them, and you complain of everything unless it 
were to God you will never end" (ibid . ,  XII). 

Above al l ,  Teresa was concerned to guide her nuns away from the 
hysterical mysticism that we have seen to be rife amongst women 
and which was so damaging to them. She herself had been too near 
the brink to be anything but suspicious of a good deal of female 
mystical states and she val ued true mysticism too much to condone 
this kind of behavior: 

I t  happened not in a convent of our Order but in a Cistercian 
house. There was a nun who was not less virtuous than those I 
have referred to. By d int  of much discipl ine and fast ing she had 
become so weak that ,  whenever she communicated or had occa
sion to be enkindled in devotion she would fal l  to the ground 
and remain there for eight or nine hours: both she and the other 
nuns thought i t  was a case of rapture.  This happened to her so 
often that ,  if  she had not found rel ief, I th ink she would have 
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come to great harm. The fame of her raptures spread through 
the whole town :  for myself I was sorry to hear of this for the 
Lord was pleased to reveal to me what the matter was and I had 
misgivings as to what might come of i t .  Her confessor who was 
a great friend of m ine, came to tel l  me about it. I gave h im my 
opinion-that she was wast ing her t ime, for these fits  could not 
possibly be anything else but the resul t  of weakness . I told h im 
he must forbid  her  fast ing and d iscipl ine and provide her  wi th 
some d istract ion. She was obedient and did as he said .  Soon she 
became stronger and stopped t hink ing about  raptures. 

(Book of the Foundations, VI) 

I t  is good to hear the voice of common sense at  las t ,  but i t  i s  interest
ing to note that yet again the priest was at a loss and needed Teresa 
to put h im right .  Teresa is qui te  certain that such raptures can be 
dangerous. She wanted women to stay clear of morbid or sentimental 
states of mind and body that would damage the strong and v iri le  
women that  she envisaged in  her convents. 

Her own new l iberat ion from neurosis is clear i n  the later wri t ings. 
She can now control her ecstasies, she says, so that they are no 
longer not iceable to other people. When she finds hersel f  s inking in to 
depression and destruct ive thoughts, she has d iscovered a s imple but 
effective mental exercise, after which, she writes, "my soul and body 
become qui te qu iet and calm and my understanding grows quite 
c lear, and I have as much fortitude and as many good desires as 
usua l . "  The practice of med itation had actual l y  improved her hea l th : 

For more than s ix months past I have fel t  remarkably  well as to 
bodi ly health ,  and duri ng th is period I have experienced a n um
ber of  raptures. Somet imes the  improvement has lasted for over 
three hours, whi le at other t imes I have been much better in 
health  for a whole day . . . .  When I am recol lected in this 
way, therefore, I am not afraid of any i l lness. 

(Spiritual Relations, I, 1 560) 

Instead of inspiring her to further displays of self-hatred, she is be
coming more at peace with herself. The "raptures ,"  which are no 
longer the spectacular "frozen statue" k ind but quieter experiences, 
calm her nerves and make her physica l ly  better. 
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The Spiritual Relations is a diary where Teresa occasionally made 
notes about her spiritual progress . Twenty years after the last entry, 
in 1 58 1 ,  she wri tes that she is now much more careful of her heal th 
and her body and " less mortified as to food and in  doing penance" 
(VI) .  She is  qui te certain that mortification can produce a self- indul
gent pleasure which is not helpful to the myst ic ,  and that i t  is far 
more important  and a far more mature att i tude to preserve one's 
heal th .  Teresa feels that she is now more at  peace with herself and no 
longer suffers the violent " in terior feel ings which used to torment me 
when I saw souls being lost and wondered if I was committ ing some 
offence against God" (VI) .  The gusts of gui l t  and terror that had 
made her miserable and physical ly sick have now been st i l led .  She 
has learned to be kinder to hersel f: 

I had read in a book that i t  was an imperfection to have n ice 
pictures so 1 d id not want to keep one which I had in my cel l .  
Even before reading this I had thought i t  a sign o f  poverty to 
have no pictures of any kind. Once however, when I was not 
th inking about this at all I heard the Lord say that th is mortifi
cation was not good . For which , He asked me, was bet ter: pov
erty or chari ty? If love were bet ter, I must not give up anything 
that awakened love in  me, nor take any such thing from my 
nuns. 

(XXX) 

The young nun who had once tortured herself with boulders of gui l t  
has been able to transcend this masochistic neurosis. She has de
c l ined to be a vict im.  Mysticism is dangerous for some people, but 
Teresa was blessed by a very strong intel l igence and a sense of hu
mor, which helped her to use the meditat ive techniques therapeuti
cal ly and creat ively .  I t  is her strong and robust common sense and 
her humor which endear her to her reade�. She has learn t to laugh at 
herself and at suffering. She teases her nuns out of thei r neurotic 
worries and decl ines the histrionics of the virginal l i fe. On one fa
mous occasion during one of her marathon journeys, her cart over
turned and the nuns found themselves stranded in the midst of a 
ravine flooded with water and a raging storm. Instead of maundering 
on mawkishly about being a Vict im of Divine Love, Teresa bellowed 
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in to the warri ng elemen ts :  " Lord !  i f  th is is the way you treat your 
friends, no wonder you've got so few!" 

Like Teresa, Protestant women have a lso found that ecstasy not 
on ly  gives them new ideas, but a new d imension of personal confi
dence and mission.  I t  was certain ly  the case that the more emotional 
and charismatic forms of Christ ian i ty ,  l ike the Quakers, gave women 
an important and equal place in the movement .  I t  was also true in 
the Great Revivals of 1 9th-century America. Thus El len Whi te, the 
Seven th-Day Advent ist Prophetess, reveals a process whereby the 
woman broke through the barriers of her normal inh ibit ions. This 
mi l lenarian movement ,  which expected the Lord's  imminent return, 
not only tolerated women speaking and prophesying at meet ings, i t 
posi t ively expected women to pray and prophesy aloud and ecstati
cal ly .  This used to worry Ellen a great deal . She "drew back from the 
duty," she says, "fearing that if I should attempt to pray I would be 
confounded .  Every t ime I went before the Lord in secret prayer th is  
unfu lfi l led duty presen ted i tself, unt i l  I ceased to pray and sett led 
down in a melancholy state and final ly in deep despair . " This vicious 
c irc le of depression could only be broken by the kind of violen t 
experience that later psychiatrists would call abreaction or Primal 
Scream Therapy. El len had come to the l imi ts  of her normal re
sources and needed some breakthrough which was deeper and more 
inst inctual than mere cerebral prompt ings to do her duty or an intel
lectual appreciation of the importance of prophecy . The abreaction 
occurred during the emotional ly  charged occasion of a prayer meet
ing that took place at Portland, Maine, in  1 842:  

. . .  when others knelt to pray, I bowed with them t rembling, 
and after two or three had prayed , I opened my mouth in prayer 
before I was aware of it, and the promises of God looked to me 
like so many precious pearls that were to be received by only 
asking for them. As I prayed , the burden and agony of soul that 
I had so long fel t  left me, and the bless ing of God came upon me 
l i ke the gent le dew. I gave glory to God for what I fel t ,  but I 
longed for more. I could not be sat isfied t i l l  I was fi l led with the 
fu l lness of God . Inexpressible love for Jesus fi l led my soul .  Wave 
after wave of glory rol led over me, unt i l  my body grew s t i l l .  
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Everything was shut out from me but Jesus and glory and I 
knew nothing of what was passi ng around me. 

I remained in this state of body and mind a long t ime, and 
when I real ised what was around me, everything seemed 
changed . Everything looked glorious and new, as if smi l ing and 
praising God . I was then wi l l ing to confess Jesus everywhere. 

(Ruether and Kel ler, Women and Religion in America, p.  80) 

El len had achieved the type of rel igious ecstasy which makes her 
blank out from the external world ,  descend into the depths of her 
psyche and emerge with a new "vision" of the world .  This vision of a 
world where everything is seen as new and glorious is a very com
mon one, and is shared by rel igious myst ics and purely "secular" 
myst ics in  al l  cu l tures. I t  is known as "Adamic" vision, because the 
world appears as i t  must have appeared to Adam before the Fal l .  
Often i t  seems to be  t riggered by  a shock or by  the  mass emotion (or 
hysteria) of a Revival ist prayer meet ing.  For Ellen the world was 
new: she had acqui red another d imension of confidence and peace. 
Ecstasy was extremely l iberat ing for her, forcing her beyond the 
trad i t ional restraints that society had imposed upon women.  

Men had always been aware of the power that myst icism could 
give to women . There is a wariness in  the at t i tude of a Father Puccin i  
and a Father Bartholomew as wel l  as an inadequacy. "Mystical" 
women l i ke Catherine of Siena were sl ight ly  alarming. Men were 
both sat isfied that the women had left th is world and ret reated into 
another one and, at t he same t ime, rather in awe of the extraordinary 
freedoms-heal thy or otherwise-that the tranced ecstasy seemed to 
give to women . Nineteenth-century women l ike Ellen discovered new 
power in  a purely rel igious ecstasy, but in the same century, men 
were celebrat ing the power of the ecstat ic woman in purely secular 
ways.  Rossett i ,  for example, saw the t ranced woman as brood ing and 
menacing with a hidden smoldering power. His Beata Beatrix ' t rance 
is erot ic and blazes with a power which is achieved quite indepen
dent ly  of any man. So deeply had Christ ian i ty associated women 's 
mysterious power with the myst ical , that the image of the ecstatic 
woman permeated purely secular society .  Painters constant ly de
picted Tennyson's Lady of Shalott in ways that h int  of strange men
ace. Waterhouse sees the Lady rearing herself up as though she has 
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achieved some frigh tening new perception , and Holman H unt paints 
her as struggl ing powerfu l ly  l ike a witch with her magic web. Wri ters 
also celebrated the ecstatic woman. Du Maurier's Tri lby may be the 
mere creature of Svengal i ,  hypnot ized t rance- l ike into a talent which 
is beyond her normal powers, but both the descriptions and the i l l us
t rations show her towering over all the men in the novel ,  inc luding 
Svengal i  h imself, in  a way that is superior and frightening. Al ice in 
Wonderland, that  famous dreamer, seems to be terrorized by her 
visionary world and is forced, l ike a l l  Victorian Angels, to pacify i t  
by "good l i t t l e  g i r l"  manners, but u l t imately a l l  the  power is hers. By 
waking from sleep and shouting, "You're nothing but  a pack of 
cards!" she can shatter the whole of Wonderland. Final ly ,  Madame 
Tussaud created a powerful image of woman about to wake up from 
sleep. Her famous waxwork of the Sleeping Beauty (which breathed) 
d rew vast crowds. I t  might seem that she had created the typical 
Victorian woman, passively asleep needing to be woken up by her 
Prince. However, i t  is  also true that once the Sleeper has woken up, 
the whole Palace will be galvanized into act iv i ty .  No one can wake 
from their trance unt i l  she does. For centuries Christianity has pre
sented women as powerful ecstat ics, achieving talen ts and influence 
qu i te independently of men. In the 1 9th century ,  when women were 
otherwise so powerless, men feared the hidden reserves of the woman 
ecstatic .  

The 1 9th century was also the great age of women wri ters ,  and 
many of them seem to see the creat ive process as a form of ecstasy . 
Thus Mrs. Gaskell speaks of the "hidden world of art" as a "refuge 
for women" which takes women away from morbidity and tr ivial i ty 
" into the land where King Arthur  is h idden and soothes them with 
i ts  peace. "  George Eliot certainly "encountered" s trange presences 
or powers in her mind when she was writ ing. It was of her that 
Richard Simpson wrote in 1 863 . Women, he says, have: 

. . . a lmost the monopoly of the emotional nature--of the pas
sions, which are the elements of l i fe; a bubbl ing and ferment ing 
source of power, whose impulses seem l ike the acts of external 
force, inst inct ive, indefinite, vague, involuntary, but rich and 
mighty, l ike a Divine energy with in us .  Perhaps she does not 
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th ink that women possess it more real ly than men, but that in 
the woman it  is not overlaid with  al l  the unreasonable products 
of manly reason; with overlogical feats and over honeycombed 
brain .  

(Quoted by Ela ine Showalter, A Literature of Their Own, 
p. 1 49) 

Creative mystics l ike Hi ldegard had had a pos i t ive advantage in  not 
get t ing bogged down in the intel lectual l imitat ions of the 1 2th cen
tury . S imi larly, although the women of the 1 9th century often longed 
for the education that their brothers had , the educational standards 
of the t ime could in fact be a posi t ive h indrance. Eliot created a 
powerfu l  picture of academic impotence in  Casaubon, the d ried up 
scholar-husband of the  glowing Dorothea. Simpson was right that 
gifted women were lucky not to be hampered by the aridities of poor 
Victorian scholarsh ip .  They had easier access to the more inst inctual 
and creat ive powers of the mind, which were seen as powerful indeed 
-almost "Divine ."  It is of course t rue that to profit from th is educa
t ional exclusion you had to be a very exceptional woman indeed, and 
that most women were crippled by inte l lectual impoverishment .  St i l l , 
S impson was surely right that the deeper "involuntary" powers of 
the mind are creative and that men often have difficulty of access to 
them because of t hei r over-rational approach to l ife .  Keats urged the 
poet to adopt a means of sti l l i ng or cont rol l i ng the rat ional faculty ,  
to gain access to the creat ive imaginat ion.  He called the gift "nega
t ive capabi l i ty" which exists when the mind is capable in "rest ing in  
doubts and uncertaint ies" wi thout  any " irritable" reaching out for 
"facts and reason . " If  he could stay in  this myst ical darkness-an 
image Keats often uses-the poetic imagination would transport h im 
to qui te a d ifferent world of vision and real i ty .  

I f  women wri ters have been enthusiast ic  about  a woman's mystical 
powers, most women have abandoned ecstasy as an ideal in  our own 
century.  There are many reasons given for th is abandonment .  Ec
stasy and myst icism have led to neurot ic and hysterical states. 
Women have now become educated and more " rational . "  They now 
tend, l ike many men, to distrust their more creat ive and receptive 
aspects . Also, to dabble in mysticism and see i t  as an ideal for women 
can reinforce the old myths about women being incapable of rational 
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thought and sui table only for the role of Earth Mother. There is a 
good deal of truth in th is .  However, to confine creat iv i ty to art ists 
and wri ters only is surely a dangerous t rend. There have been three 
women wri ters who have recommended Ecstasy and Trance as some
th ing desirable for women, and i t  may be that they have someth ing 
important to  say to us .  

Virgin ia Woolf  was qui te clear that  to  be creat ive was to be myst i 
cal ly  receptive. "The whole of the mind must l ie wide open if we are 
to get the sense that the writer is communicating his experience wi th 
perfect ful lness . There must be freedom and there must be peace, " 
she writes in A Room of One 's Own. The "wri ter m ust l ie back and 
let his mind celebrate i ts  nuptials in darkness. He must not look or 
quest ion what is being done. " With in  the mind, "some marriage of 
opposi tes has to be consummated . "  Only then can there be the bi rth  
of  a new creation .  Once the wri ter has entered th i s  Keatsian dark
ness, the mystical dark night of the soul, he or she is l iberated from 
the normal confines of his gender: 

I f  one is a man, st i l l  the woman part of the brain must have 
effect ;  and a woman also must have in tercourse with the man in 
her .  Coleridge perhaps meant th is  when he said that  a great 
mind is androgynous. It is when this  fusion takes place that the 
mind is ful ly  fert i l ized and uses al l  i ts facult ies. 

(p. 97) 

Elsewhere she writes of creation as "a state of t rance . " She pictures 
the writer s i t t ing "sunk  in d reams on the verge of a deep lake . . .  
le t t ing her imagination sweep unchecked round every rock and 
cranny of the world that l ies submerged in the depth of our subcon
scious being ."  (Professions for Women) Sadly ,  l ike Catherine of Siena, 
Virginia Woolf was never able to achieve this creat ive l iberation and 
freedom in  her personal l i fe, whatever she did when she was writ ing 
her novels .  Far from coming to terms with her subconscious, her 
neurosis destroyed her and led her to suicide. It is not every nature 
that can stand such in tense exposure to the subconscious. I t  is no 
wonder that women fight shy of vision and ecstasy . "Ecstasy" and 
"madness" used to be synonymous words in our language a few 
hundred years ago. 

Doris Lessing, another great champion of "mysticism" for 
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women, also shows that  th i s  process can bring about temporary de
rangement . Her purely secular mystics rol l  around on the floor weep
ing, they h i t  their heads against the wal ls ,  chew their fingernails t i l l  
they are permanen t ly  bleeding, wander round the st reets at night 
hal l ucinat ing and raving, mutter and gibber uncontrollably during a 
performance in the theatre. They look terrible :  their hair becomes 
wild and c razy; their bod ies are frighteningly emaciated. Often they 
become physical ly i l l  or are inmates of mental hospitals . Simi larly ,  
Margaret Atwood's myst ical  heroine in Surfacing rejects the human 
race totally and wants to become an animal .  She prowls round the 
forests naked, scrabbles in  the earth for roots and plants to eat ,  
checks constan tly to see if she is growing any fur.  I f  th is is what 
mysticism does for you, who needs i t? 

Lessing is carefu l  to bring her mystics out of th is  derangement ,  
however, in to a richer existence and a new sanity .  The derangement 
is a temporary but necessary stage. Modern l i fe and the role of 
women are seen as so unhea l thy that only through psychic violence 
can a woman break through her condit ioning and achieve true hu
mani ty .  Women are conditioned, Lessing says, constantly to placate, 
to charm and to appease. We have seen how and why this is so. To 
gain a real knowledge of sel f  and a new liberation, the transit ion 
from this placating state is  bound to be violent .  I t  involves inner 
journeys into the subconscious and confrontat ions that are frighten
ing and terrible. Th us Kate in A Summer Before the Dark escapes 
from the demands of her grown-up fami ly  after years of service, and 
during a summer adopts several d ifferent new roles. She begins to 
have a serial dream, where she finds herself carrying a dying seal 
over bleak and terrible terrain to save i ts l ife. She knows that unt i l  
she  has  fin ished the dream and l iberated the seal she cannot return to  
her  fami ly .  Her  dream is showing her  at a level beneath the  rat ional 
that all is not wel l with her l i fe; j ust as Perpetua dreamed her way 
through to a courageous con trol of her l ife and her death , so too does 
Kate. In The Four-Gated City the myst ical vision is seen as an end in 
itself, not j ust as a necessary and l iberat ing stage. After taking her 
heroine with the symbol ic name of Martha Quest through al l  the 
main stages of a woman's l i fe in  a marathon series of five novels, 
Lessi ng ends her journey wi th the mystical l i fe. Martha marries, 
bears a ch i ld ,  has lovers, gets involved in pol i t ics, spends some t ime 
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as an Earth Mother managing and control l ing a large household .  She 
does not d iscover her fu l l  potent ia l ,  however, unt i l  she develops her 
"mystical" abi l i t y  to go on inner journeys away from the conscious 
and rational world. This leads her to expand the powers of her mind,  
so that she becomes clai rvoyant and telepathic .  Elaine Showalter has 
percepti vely remarked that in this novel Lessing has reversed the 
Jane Eyre story . In Jane Eyre, the mad wife is kept in the attic. I n  
Lessi ng's novel ,  the mad wife, who i s  also the greatest myst ic in  the 
novel, l ives in the basement ,  and Martha, her husband's lover and 
housekeeper, descends into the basement and joins Lynda in  the 
"madness" which leads to new vision . The basement shows the more 
fundamental powers of the subconscious mind .  Upstai rs in t he upper 
regions of the conscious mind,  Mark, the husband and lover, inhabits 
the male cerebral world in  his study which he tries to make an 
emblem of his purely rational-and u l t imately inadequate-vision of 
and solution to the world's problems. 

Margaret Atwood's heroine in  Surfacing has damaged herse lf  and 
become frighten ingly inhuman and dissociated from her env iron
ment. In her mystical journey she has to come to terms with her 
past ,  plunge into the depths of her psyche, confron t death and rea l ize 
how she has l ied to herself. I t  is on ly  when she has descended below 
the rational level , which her overly rat ional father told her was All ,  
that she can understand what has happened to her and achieve a true 
l iberation into a rich and emotional appreciation of the world around 
her .  Like her father, she has "discovered new places, new oracles, 
they were th ings he was seeing the way I had seen, true vision; at the 
end, after the fa i lure of logic" (p. 1 45) .  For neither Atwood nor 
Lessing is the myst ical quest a trad it ional ly rel igious one, but the 
path their heroines take is essen tial l y  the same. Both writers see that 
until women have made this journey in some sense they will remain 
impoverished human beings whatever professional success or equal
ity with men they may ach ieve. "Liberat ion" can be a soul less and 
cold ach ievement ,  concerned only with external c ircumstances. Thus 
Atwood 's heroine is certa in ly a " l iberated" woman at the outset of 
the novel :  she has freed herself from the l imitations of her parents' 
l ives, has left her husband and chi ld ,  takes lovers and l ives a trendy 
and conven t ional ly  in terest ing l ife with a "creat ive" job. However, 
she is dead inside herself, sealed off from real i ty .  
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One of the reasons why women reject myst icism today may wel l  be 
that it offers too extreme an autonomy for most women . Mystics l ike 
Catheri ne of Siena and Hi ldegard of Bingen were able to be qu i te 
independent of the world of men , but most women are neither capa
ble of this autonomy nor do they want it. Writing of the mystical 
vis ion, T. S .  Eliot said that "human kind cannot bear very much 
real i ty . " John of the Cross warned the myst ic that he would have to 
leave his former props and supports behind and step into a dark 
night where nothing was fami l iar and where there was no easy con
solation. Less ing and Atwood offer to the potential mystic a very 
bleak and lonely future : their heroines have sought. not a man but a 
vision. More to the taste of most women is the less radical solution 
offered by feminist novelists who describe women's social l iberation 
-writers l i ke Marge Piercy, Alix Kates Shulman and Lisa Al ther. 
Like the mystic, . these writers are also clear that there has to be a 
period of social dislocation when the women painful ly  peels away 
from hersel f  if t rue l iberation is to be achieved . This means going out 
on a l imb l ike the myst ic ,  and facing lonel iness. At the conclusion of 
these stories of women's l iberation the heroine is often left without 
an official mate . However, the lonel iness is qualified : very often the 
heroine has some form of love, and has nearly always acquired a new 
circle of c lose (often women) friends. The l iberation achieved does 
not mean the absolute autonomy of the mystic .  

Yet whether or not women choose the mystical path  toward l ibera
tion , the women mystics-Christian or post-Christ ian-are usefu l  to 
use. Life, we know only too wel l ,  is d ifferent from the world of 
fiction. To set out on the road to l iberation is lonely at the start, and 
there are no guarantees that you wil l  not be lonely at the end. I t  is 
possible that having abandoned a former dependent mode of l ife, a 
woman may not discover, for example, a convenient ,  warm circle of 
support ive friends to raise her consciousness. The possib i l i ty of the 
Dark Night has to be faced when changing one's l ife. A woman has 
to be ready to accept the bleakness of the mystic, because indepen
dence necessarily demands a sel f-reliance that brings some loneliness 
wi th i t .  This raises the question that every woman has to ask herself. 
How independent does she real ly want  to be? Does she simply want 
financial independence, for example? I s  she prepared for the fact that 
such independence can jeopard ize the emotional dependency of a 
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relationsh ip? Does she want to retain some measure of emot ional 
dependency? And if so, how much? I t  is important to handle these 
and related quest ions in a very clear-sigh ted way .  Women 's l iberat ion 
and the rais ing of the femin ist consciousness means more than at
tacking male oppress ion and working for eternal change. I t  demands 
some degree of inner l iberat ion,  some new inner independence, and 
this wi l l  demand some k ind of inner journey. Inevi tably th is  wi l l  
mean pain of some k ind .  The myst ics provide us with an ext reme 
image of absolute autonomy against which each woman can measure 
the independence that she wants and can real i st ical ly  achieve. 

It is in terest ing and perhaps i ronic that the only form of ecstasy 
that most women consciously seek today i s  sexual ecstasy. I t  is now a 
commonplace that we have made a rel igion out of sex, especia l ly 
s ince the 1 960s, and invest orgasm with u l t imate, transfiguring s ig
nificance. That we have t ransferred words l ike "ecstasy" and "rap
ture . .  from the world of mysticism to the world of sex is itself re
veal ing .  Words that once described a woman's most rad ical 
wi thdrawal from the male world now describe her moment of stron
gest connect ion with a man. Perhaps th is  shows us the unease we st i l l  
subl iminal ly feel about int imacy and closeness between the warring 
sexes. Even when we are speaking most enthusiast ica l ly abou t sexual 
in t imacy and experience "ecstasy, . .  perhaps at that very moment of 
sharing the sexes want to ret reat from one another .  Perhaps at some 
level a man and a woman st i l l  desi re some degree of d istance from 
each other even at the moment when they are supposed to be most 
deeply connected. I ndeed, i t  is a commonplace that sexual pleasure 
can make a man and a woman even more conscious of the gulf  t hat 
rea l ly  separates them-post coitum omne animal triste. It is a lso 
i ronic that ecstasy once provided a woman with the most indepen
dent experience; now her sexual ecstasy is envisaged as a deeply 
dependent experience. Because women are so often ignorant about 
thei r  bod ies, they are frequently more dependent on thei r men for 
their pleasure than idea l ly  they should be, and i t  never occurs to 
many of them to take the in i t ia t ive in procuring some pleasure for 
themselves or thei r partners .  As Germaine Greer put it in The Fe
male Eunuch, since the recent Cult  of the Orgasm sex has become 
for women . .  a myst ical experience which is a grace from men, as 
Teresa of Avila was gran ted ecstasy by God"  (p. 2 1 8) .  At the very 
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t ime when women are seeking new independence they have created 
for themselves a new myth of extreme sexual dependency , as they 
wait for their men to "give" them orgasm, seeing i t  as the man's sole 
responsibi l i ty .  S imi lar ly ,  psychoanalysis offers a form of ecstasy in 
the sense of a deep in terior journey into the heart of the mind,  which 
un leashes repressed energies and, ideal ly ,  leads to l iberat ion from 
neurosis. I t  offers a myth of secular enl ightenment .  I t  is very popu lar 
among women,  especial ly in the Uni ted States. However, this also 
involves deep dependency . This i s  not just because psychoanalysis 
largely depends upon the insights of male th inkers l ike Freud and 
J ung, so that women are yet again running to men for their ideas 
about themselves. Dependency upon the analyst is an essential part 
of the whole process. Women cla im that they want to be independent 
and free of subservience to men, and very often the women who 
make this claim th_e loudest are the very women who seek orgasmic 
dependency or plunge into the dependency of analysis . 

We may not wish to embark on the deep myst ical journey into the 
psyche. We may not have the psychological robustness to expose 
ourselves to such a journey. Scient ists have made it clear that not 
everybody is able to produce the right type of brain rhythms to 
achieve the receptive state that is the essence of mysticism. However, 
the cont rast between a St .  Catherine of Siena and a Teresa of Avila 
points to the importance of achieving some kind of interior freedom, 
instead of relying solely on gain ing l iberat ion in the external world 
vis-a-vis men . Today we no longer th ink of the tranced woman as a 
source of s trange independen t power. Men have fair ly recent ly abol
i shed th is ideal for women. On his study wal l ,  Freud used to keep a 
photograph of the hypnotist  Charcot t reat ing a hysterical woman. I t  
is  an image that is by now fami l iar to us. The woman is  in  a para
lyzed trance, rather l ike de Vitry 's  frozen statue myst ics. Al l  around 
her, gazing at her in tent ly ,  are men, Charcot 's  pupi ls .  However, this 
c ircus of men is no longer regarding the ecstatic with wonder and 
reverence. Charcot is about to pul l  th is woman back into the world 
out of her t rance. Men have penetrated this last resort of women's 
m inds. Freud was fond of remarking that hysteria seemed to have 
dec l ined among women during his l i fetime. It is as though once men 
had penetrated in to defense and invaded their inner terri tory , women 
no longer sought this method of escape. Freud and Charcot were 
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right to pul l  women out of this unheal thy retreat ,  but myst ic ism, we 
have seen, does not have merely to mean neurotic withdrawal. 

A study of all the great mystical trad i t ions shows that the t rue 
mystic is deeply agnostic .  If you ask a mystic who this God is that he 
is supposed to have encoun tered , he wi l l  always tell you that he does 
not know, that "God" is so far above l imi ted human conceptions 
that he is above human defin i t ion, concepts and terms. Whether a 
myst ic is a Sufi ,  a Christ ian or a Buddh ist ,  he is aware that u l t imate 
real i ty is indefinable and at some level beyond human cert i tude. The 
creat ive myst ic l i ke Einstein also moves from the known to the as-yet 
unknown in  a s imi lar process of mystic agnost icism . There is at 
present between the sexes a good deal of aggressive rat ional ization 
and dogmatic prej ud ice. Men make sexist remarks about  women ; 
women v i l i fy men . Many of the dogmatic assertions on both sides are 
at best only half- truths,  because we s imply do not know enough 
about the real personal i ty d ifferences between the sexes. A l i t t le mys
t ical agnosticism would not come amiss here .  Both sexes are stuck in 
neurotic and host i le  patterns  of behavior toward each other. Con
stant ly we repeat the myths of our Christian past in  ways that are 
often unheal thy .  Instead of repeat ing old myths and get t ing stuck in 
prejudiced ruts, men and women need a new vision , beyond what we 
know and have experienced al ready .  I nstead of wearily reproducing 
old modes of behavior and old emotional prejudices, we should be 
content to wai t in  Keats' s tate of "negat ive capabi l i ty ,"  or John of 
the Cross' Dark Night .  We cannot see clearly at present ,  and prej u
d ice and aggression are not the right way to arrive at new imagina
t ive vision . If we are to arrive at new solut ions, then we need to 
cul t ivate the recept ive as well as the aggressive analyt ical part of the 
bra in .  



7 

THE FOUR FACE S  

OF EVE 

In  the West men declared war on women and excluded them from 
their world .  The good woman was one who was independent of men 
and l ived in  a sealed-off female world .  The atmosphere between the 
sexes was hosti le .  However, we have seen that there were women 
who could, even in the heat of the sex war of Europe, command the 
respect of Christendom. Women who were virgins, martyrs and mys
tics were esteemed . A career of sanct i ty usual ly involved one of those 
three paths. However, once the path was taken, the three modes of 
female goodness in the West became one. A woman saint might spe
cial ize in one part icular d isc ip l ine-thus St. Margaret of Cortona 
was devoted to the path of autonomous virgini ty ,  St. Perpetua to 
martyrdom and St. Teresa of Avi la was preeminent ly  a mystic-but 
to take on one of these three ways of l i fe meant that you had, in  some 
sense, to take them all on. Thus every woman had to be a virgin in 
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one way or another, even if  her v i rgi n i ty  were only honora ry .  The 
sex hat red of Europe demanded that .  However, we have seen that  
v i rgins usual ly undertook the ha ir - ra is ing penances that  belong to 
martyrdom to tame their un ruly bodies. You cou ld not be a success
fu l sa in t  un less you suffered . Moreover, v i rgins and martyrs both  had 
intensely spir i tual  experiences of Jesus ,  which could loosely be ca l led 
myst ica l .  The mythologies of each of these th ree sta tes overlap, as 
the myths develop. Thus the au tonomy of the virgin is very s imi lar  to 
the au tonomy achieved by the myst ic ,  when she is sealed otf from the 
world .  As the marty rdom myth developed , women martyrs were 
seen more and more as vi rgins dying to preserve v i rgin i ty ,  and many 
of the st igmat ics and ascet ics had erot ic myst ical experiences that 
characterized the v i rginal B ride of Christ . I n  i ts earl iest days martyr
dom was s imply t he most ex t reme form of Christ ian mysticism ; thus  
Perpetua and Blandina go in to a myst ical t rance and do not  feel thei r 
sufferings, and though Perpetua may not be a v i rgin herse lf, her 
d ream foreshadows the vi rago myth of v irgin i ty .  What we have here, 
therefore, are not th ree means to sanct i ty  for women, but one com
posi te and complex means. The good woman of the West is V i rgin/ 
Martyr/Myst ic .  Men had declared that women were ev i l ;  each one of 
them was Eve. If  Eve was to be redeemed by sancti ty ,  therefore, she 
had to  undergo a threefold d isc ipl i ne. She had to be V i rgin/Martyr/ 
Myst ic a l l  at once. Each woman was Eve, but  if  she were a sain t  she 
had three faces, t h ree aspects .  

However, in fact ,  as t he mythology of the redeemed, Chris t ian ized 
ideal woman developed , the redeemed Eve t u rned out  to have not 
t h ree faces but four .  Not only did women see themselves as Virgin/ 
Martyr/Mystic, men saw them this way too, but however much they 
praised th is holy woman sain t  they were often th reatened by her. I n  
the  late 1 5 th  cen tury t he sex war of  Europe would begin i t s  most 
in tensive assau l t  on women, in  the Wi tch Craze. However, the cas
t rat ing wi tch had appeared in the Christ ian emotions before that .  
The holy sa in t  was a lso often seen as frighten ing and cas trat ing to 
men . Underneath the praise of her hol iness, i t is possible that  the 
men who told her story saw the wi tch .  Eve then is V i rgin/Martyr/ 
Myst ic/Witch ,  a t ight ,  com plex knot whose s t rands are inextricable. 

During the previous four chapters ,  I have t raced each st rand of 
the Chris t ian myth of female goodness separately . This chapter wil l  
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show how the four  apparent ly separate myths merge and melt into 
one .  So deeply had the myth of Eve wi th her four  faces sunk in to 
Western ideals of women, that long after the Reformation t ried to 
abol ish the cult of the sain ts, i t  persisted in  i ts  fourfold form and 
even found secu lar expression. 

One of the very first women to be held up as ideal was St .  Thecla, 
the legendary companion of St. Pau l .  Her story ideal izes vi rgin i ty ,  
but a lready i t  had jelled with the ideal of martyrdom. We are con
stant ly seeing Thecla flung in to the arena to face suffering and death. 
I t  is precisely in  the arena that she d iscovers her autonomy and 
becomes independen t of Paul .  She baptizes herself.-no longer need
ing Paul 's ministrations-by an act of voluntary martyrdom when 
she fl ings herself in to the trough of man-eating seals .  Virgin i ty and 
martyrdom are deeply l inked in the Christian mind.  When Ambrose, 
the great Doctor of. Virgini ty ,  te l ls  Thecla's story he i ntroduces it by 
saying :  " Let Thecla show you how l ife can be sacrificed" (De 
Virginibus, I I :  1 9) .  I t  was Ambrose who told the story about the 
v irgin he knew who was locked into a brothel by the Romans and 
who, once she escaped, rushed off to sacrifice her l i fe in  martyrdom. 
Virgin i ty  he sees as i nseparable from suffering and death .  "Virgin
i ty ,"  he says, "is not praiseworthy because i t  is found i n  martyrs, but 
because i tself makes martyrs" (ibid . ,  I :  1 0) .  Virginity was i tself a type 
of martyrdom. Ambrose sees St .  Agnes as a Victim and a Virgin, 
pursuing a double vocation of virgin i ty  and suffering. "You have then 
in one victim a twofold martyrdom, one of modesty and one of rel i 
g ion .  She remained a v irgin and achieved martyrdom" (ibid. ,  I :  1 9) .  I f  
you want  to be  an autonomous and independent vi rgin ,  the  next step 
was, in  some sense, death .  A virgin is essent ia l ly a lso a martyr. 

I t  m ight seem that at first the women martyrs who were revered 
by the Church were not v irgins. Blandina, Perpetua and Fel icitas, we 
have seen ,  were viewed as wives and mothers. Yet Perpetua's famous 
dream of becoming an androgynous "man" in  the stadium is c learly 
connected with the t ranscendence of sexual i ty which was virgin i ty ,  
and wi th the virago ideal . To become a virg in meant that you left the 
l im itations of your gender behind, as Perpetua does in  her fight with 
the Devi l .  Perpetua becomes a v irago in  the act of martyrdom. Yet 
Perpetua d idn' t  suffer any pain , and here the th ird element of the 
complex appears.  Because she is in  a state of Ecstasy and Trance she 
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achieved an invulnerabi l i ty and an imperviousness to pai n that is 
prec isely what virgin i ty  was also supposed to give a woman. Later in 
the 1 3 t h  cen tury Jacobus de Voragine's The Golden Legend showed 
that martyrs were v irgins who fel t  no pain and could not be subd ued 
by any of t he appal l ing tort ures that were devised to make them 
suffer. Thecla also had fel t  no pai n and could not be k i l led . Her 
v irgin i ty  put  a sh ield around her which made her invulnerable to the 
host i l i t ies of the outside world .  The virgin and the ecstat ic both cul t i 
vate  an autonomy that  i s  impervious to the world. 

Ca theri ne of Siena is a clear medieval example of the t ri ple ideal 
exist ing in one person. She was a virgin who had fantasies of d ivine 
nupt ials wi th Jesus and who produced the v irginal d isease of an
orexia nervosa. She was also a martyr who not only k i l led hersel f by 
her fearfu l austeri t ies, but who also developed the st igmata. Final ly ,  
she was an ecsta t ic whose ecstasies prompted her to break into the 
male world and l ive an act ive l i fe. Yet i t  is not merely that women 
fol lowing the career of sanct i ty fol lowed three separate routes to 
sanct i ty .  The ideal i tself  was basical ly one. V i rgini ty and ecstasy both 
give invulnerabi l i ty ,  so  tha t  S t .  Agnes' body is covered by a celest ial 
vest in the brothel and the Beguines in their ecstasies cannot feel  it 
when Cardinal  de V i t ry st icks pins into them and beats them .  Virgin
i ty  also is a form of martyrdom because it spel ls death to a woman's 
gender. Ecstasy too is a martyrdom: in the early days of the Church 
martyrdom was s imply seen as the final type of ecstasy when the sou l 
final ly passed away into God in  a ecstatic swoon . Wri t ing of ecstasy 
in her au tobiography, Teresa of Avi la says that i t  is a martyrdom. 
When the soul  seems to lose consciousness and becomes absorbed 
into God , " I t  seems as though it were on the threshold of death ,  save 
that th1s suffering brings with it such great happiness that I know of 
nothing with which it may be compared. It is a martyrdom, severe 
but a lso delectable" (Ltfe, XX). 

Yet t hese invu lnerable, autonomous women were also very threat
ening to men in the atmosphere of the sex war. Women who d idn' t  
need men because they could bapti ze themselves, receive indepen
dent voca tions and missions, and have d i rect con tact wi th God in 
ecstasy were clearly worrying .  Even as early as the 2nd century we 
can see th is male hatred of the au tonomous vi rgin surfacing in the 
Thecla story, when the male physicians come up to rape and murder 



282  T H E  GOSPEL ACCO R D I NG To WOMAN 

her in  her cave. Later Joan of Arc,  the virgin and vi rago par excel
lence, was burned as a witch. An ecstatic who was a contemporary of 
St .  Teresa of Avi la  narrowly escaped the same fate. Mana de Ia 
Visitaci6n, the Portuguese nun ,  was a typical "sain t"  of the type we 
have been considering.  She was v irgina l ,  a stigmatic and had ec
stasies and raptu res-al l  the hal lmarks of sanct i ty ,  in fact .  These 
credent ia ls won her respect in the male world and she was constant ly 
consul ted by churchmen and pol i t ic ians-Phi l ip II  of Spain even 
asked her advice about the Armada. However, she became too pow
erfu l  and was denounced to the Inquisit ion as a witch. She threw 
herself on the mercy of the Pope, confessed that she had had an 
incubus as a chi ld and because of her sincere repentance she was 
publ ic ly humi l iated and imprisoned in a convent of Poor Clares, 
where she died a saint ly  dea th .  The Witch Craze was then at i ts 
height ,  so i t  wouJd not have been surprising if  some of her dreams 
and ecstasies had taken wi tchy forms and her "confession" was prob
ably qui te s incere. Ecstasy was dangerous for women : some people 
had erot ic relat ionships with the Devi l  in dreams and visions, and 
others had erot ic relations with Jesus. It could go either way .  Teresa 
of Avi la  was constan t ly  being examined to see if her visions were 
inspi red by the Devi l .  The saint ,  however holy, was sometimes seen 
as a witch;  her independence and power seemed d iabolic .  

Even when women were not pi l loried and persecuted as witches 
but revered as sain ts, the frightening witch is often latent in the 
powerfu l  v irgin .  The medieval v irgin-martyr stories are ful l  of terri
fying tales of these women who are clearly dangerous to have around 
and fatal to men. St. Catherine's famous wheel d isintegrated and 
k i l led all the execu tioners. When St. Martina was taken to the Tem
ple to be sacrificed to idols, the devi ls l iv ing in the idols were so 
terrified by her v i rginal presence that the idols collapsed and k i l led 
all the priests. The story of St .  Barbara, as i t  is told by Christ ine de 
Pizan, is a typical story of these dangerous women : 

Because of her beauty ,  her father had her shut  up in a tower. 
She was inspired by fai th  in God, and because no one else could 
baptise her, she herself  took water and bapt ised herself in  the 
name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit .  Her father 
sought a noble marriage for her, but she refused all offers for a 
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long time. Final ly she declared herself a Christian and dedicated 
her vi rgin i ty  to God .  For this reason her father tried to k i l l  her, 
but she was able to escape and flee. And when her father pur
sued her to put her to death, he final ly found her through infor
mation provided by a shepherd, who immediately was tu rned to 
stone, he and his an imals .  

The father brought her before the prefect who ordered her to 
be executed with excruciati ng tortures because she had dis
obeyed all his commands. And she said to h im,  "Coward,  are 
you unable to see that tort u res wi l l  not harm me?" Whereupon, 
flying in to a rage, he commanded that her breasts be torn off, 
and in  th is state he had her led through the c i ty .  During the 
en t ire t ime she praised God, and because of her shame at havi ng 
her vi rgin body seen naked, our Lord sen t  h is angel who healed 
a l l  of her wounds and covered her body with a white robe. 

After she had been led around enough, she was taken back to 
the prefect ,  who was beside himself with rage when he saw her 
completely healed and her face radiant l ike a star. He had her 
tortured again unt i l  her tortu rers were exhausted with tor
ment ing her. She prayed to God to help al l  those who would 
entreat Him in her memory and who remembered her passion . 
And when she had finished her prayer a voice was heard, say
ing, "Come, beloved daugh ter, rest in your Father's k ingdom 
and receive the crown and al l  t hat you have asked will be 
granted you . "  After she had c l imbed the mountain where she 
was to be beheaded, her crim inal  father cut off her head himself, 
and as he was coming down from the mountain,  fire from 
heaven struck him down and reduced him to ashes. 

(The Book of the City of Ladies, I I I ,  9, 2) 

St .  Barbara is a typical woman, wal led off from men because of her 
sexual i ty  into her separate sphere. Shut up in her tower, she has no 
contact with the male world .  She becomes completely autonomous in 
her seclusion . Like Thec la she baptizes herself, and l ike Thecla 
again ,  Christ ianity for her means vi rgin i ty .  She wi l l  suffer not so 
much for her fa i th ,  as for the affront and the chal lenge her vi rgin i ty  
offers to the male world. She no longer has to be subject to any man,  
and she wi l l  suffer "excruciat ing tort ures" s imply because she refuses 
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to obey her father .  Her virgin i ty  has  rescued her  from the normal 
state of female dependence and subservience. V irgi ni ty also gi ves her 
complete invul nerabi l i ty .  Her wounds are healed and she is gi ven the 
celest ial robe, as Agnes was, which seals  her vi rgi nal body off from 
the world . I n  the end she is t riumphant .  The unfortunate shepherd 
and h i s  total ly innocent sheep are t u rned to stone for bet rayi ng her. 
The execut ioners are exhausted and the prefect reduced to impoten t 
fu ry . Her womanhood becomes impregnable to them;  her breasts 
grow back on and her body remains fresh and t i reless when male 

"passion" has expended i tself  upon her. She even taunts the emperor 
for being an impotent and ineffect ive coward . Clearly she is the u l t i 
mate castrat ing bi tch.  Final ly her father h imself is  k i l led . Her death 
is  a parody of the sacrifice of I saac : she goes up the mountain  l ike 

Isaac to be k i l led by her own fa ther, but she is the heroine, not the 
Pat riarch .  When the father i s  coming down from the mountain ,  l ike 
Moses descending from Mou n t  Sinai where God had spoken to him 
amid thunder and l igh tn ing, his tr iumph is short - l ived : he is  st ruck 

by fire from heaven . V irgin i ty  is destructive of t radit ional pat riarchy. 
The witch a lso was protected by a defensive shield of ei ther glamour 
or charm, which is at the same time destruct ive and cast rat ing to 
men. 

Th is autonomous and invu lnerable woman is  often a dangerous 
and castrat ing witch at the same t ime as she is a sa int .  The story of 
Maria de Ia Visi taci6n is classic in th is respect .  It is no accident that 
the med ieval legends often have the virgin-martyr accused of being a 
witch  and an enchantress. Women themselves were sometimes quite 
conscious of t he t h reat that th is complex vocat ion presen ted to  t he 

male world and how deeply  challenging i t  was . Thus in the 9th 
century ,  the nun  playwright Hrostv i tha used some of these legends 
as bases for her plays. V i rt ue, she says, is shown as especia l ly trium
phant when "womanly fra i l ty emerges victorious, and v i ri le force, 
confounded ,  is laid low. " This might wel l be t rue, but the men of the 
Court who watched H rostv i tha's plays would have fel t  rather 
a larmed by their v i ri le  force being laid low by poor, frai l  women. 
One of her characters ,  the V i rgin Martyr ,  H i  rena,  revea ls herself as a 
real vi rago when she jeers at her persec ut or's impotence: 
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Unhappy man! blush, bl ush, Sis inn ius, and groan at being van
quished ignomin iously :  for you could not defeat a tender l i t t le 
gir l 's you th wi thout a panoply of arms. . . . You shal l  be 
damned in Tartarus; but I, about to receive the palm of martyr
dom and the crown of v irgin i ty ,  shall enter the etherial bed
chamber of the eternal King .  

(Dronke, p .  78) 

If men were th reatened by these dangerous vi ragos, the women 
themselves were shown exul t ing in  their triumph.  H i ldegard of 
Bingen may have talked about herself, qui te genuinely,  as a frai l  and 
worth less woman, but when her wi l l  was crossed in  any way she 
could become a real harridan . Because she was a Prophetess, her 
views were great ly respected and there were certain ly  occasions in  
H i ldegard 's l i fe when she claimed in no uncertain terms a Div ine 
backing for what was real ly a scheme of her own.  I t  cannot have 
been easy for her, told by the Church that she was inspired by God, 
to make the d is t inct ion between the "Divine" and her own "human" 
vis ion.  Thus when she decided that she was going to leave the pros
perous Abbey of Disibodus and make a foundation of her own, the 
reaction of her Abbot was host i le .  H i ldegard was a prest igious sub
ject ,  and she would be removing from the Abbey, with her nuns who 
would take with them all their dowries and revenues. Hi ldegard 
wrote th is  letter in answer to his object ions: 

If you are determined to go with your perverse proposals, raging 
against us, you wil l  be l ike the Amelicites and l i ke Ant iochus, of 
whom it  was wri tten that he despoi led the Temple of the Lord . 
I f  some of you, unworthy  ones, said to yourselves : Let 's take 
some of their freeholds away-the I WHO AM say : You are the 
worst of robbers . And i f  you try to take away the shepherd of 
spi ri tual medicine [i . e .  Hi ldegard's personal adviser] then again 
I say, you are sons of Bel ia l ,  and in th is  do not look to the 
j ust ice of God. 

( Ib id . ,  p. 1 5 3) 

I t  is excel lent that women l ike H i ldegard were able to defy men and 
get their own way, but her very ready ident ification of her own wi l l  
wi th  the Div ine is s l ight ly  d is turbing, and one cannot help feel ing she 
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was exploit ing her  posi t ion by  put t ing a curse on her Abbot .  He was 
pla in ly ala rmed by th is threa ten ing of the Divine displeasure and 
hast i ly gave in .  As H i ldegard puts i t :  "And when I ,  poor l i t t l e  crea
tu re ( ! ] ,  had with these words pet i t ioned (!] t he Abbot and his con
fn!res for the freehold of the si te and domains of my daughters, they 
all granted it to me. " We are only a step away here from the curse 
t hat a witch was supposed to put upon men. The witch was clearly 
inheren t in  the way that both men and women regarded the holy and 
autonomous vi rgi n .  

"The Lady of Shalot t"  is often scorned today by  l i terary crit ics, 
but in this poem Tennyson clearly caught the imaginat ion of the 
Victorians ,  and i ts popu lari ty  has persisted into the 20th cent u ry .  
The Lady of Shalot t  has even capt i vated the attent ion of the contem
porary novelist Muriel Spark in her most famous novel , The Prime of 
Miss Jean Brodi�. I t  is not surprising that  the poem has so much 
appeal .  Tennyson managed to find a secular form for the old myth of 
Western woman, wi th her four faces. The Lady of Shalot t  encapsu
lates in  herself  the fourfold way the West had come to view women. 
Th us she is shu t  away from the ordinary world and enclosed in the 
tower of Shalot t ,  l ike St .  Barbara. Isolated by a "curse" which means 
that she may not even look at the world ,  t he Lady is j ust like the 
Chr is t ian woman ,  who was ost racized and condemned arbi trari ly by 
Christ ian i ty because she was Eve, and enclosed in a world of her 
own . Inside her tower, the Lady is a mystic because she is creat ive, 
weaving her vision of the world into her tapes try .  She is also a virgin ,  
though a reluctant  one  because she finds herself longing for love. 
When she fa lls in  love wi th Sir Lancelot she is, as t he victim of 
romant ic passion , at once dest royed. She becomes a martyr, and 
ven turing out in to the world which was forbidden her causes her 
death .  The world of Christendom was a dangerous place for women, 
and they did better not to  t ry to break in to i t .  As she goes to her 
martyrdom, the Lady con t i nues in the t radi t ional ecstasy " l ike some 
bold seer in a t rance. " Holman Hunt  pain ted her like a witch. She 
com pletely embodies t he woman that Christ ian i ty  had taught i t self 
to venerate and fear in  a myth which i t  developed during the ni ne
teen centuries of its his tory .  

Today the  complex vision of women bequeathed to the West by 
Christ ian i ty  is s t i l l  wi th us. One face of Eve qu ickly becomes an-
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other. Thus some women claim that they want independence and go 
about  winning it by presen t ing themselves as passive martyrs,  en
t irely dependent upon thei r tormentors, men. The virgin thus be
comes the martyr. Certain women l ike Marilyn Monroe presen ted 
themselves as glamorous castrat ing wi tches during their l ives, and 
after thei r death they were seen as martyrs. The powerful viragos of 
the Krantz-Conran style of fiction are also witches, because they 
very often castrate men, using them for their own ends. Other 
women confuse power with the role of victim in  a damaging exercise 
of power through a display of helplessness. The way that women 
often view the wi tches of the 1 6th and 1 7 th centuries shows signs of 
the same muddle .  Some feminists like to call themselves witches 
because they see themselves as powerful rebels against the establ ish
ment ,  but in  fact  the real  wi tches were suffering vict ims. Most femi
n ists l ike Mary Daly who encourage this  v iew would probably de
spise the castrat ing glamorous and charming "witches" of today, 
who are the t rue heirs of the Malleus. 

The biggest muddle perhaps exists i n  our at t i tudes toward men.  
Are we supposed to deride them, as the v irgin-martyr St .  Barbara 
did ,  egging them on to further displays of impotent rage? Or are we 
supposed to placate them and sacrifice our l ives to them? When the 
ideal has always been separateness, autonomy, defensive sel f-protec
tion and defiance, then what happens to the new ideal of togetherness 
and marriage? The Protestan t  Reformation exal ted marriage for the 
first t ime and promoted the ideal of Holy Matrimony. The new ideal 
woman was to be dependent on her h usband, and, as that had always 
been an economic fact  of l i fe for most women, i t  was an ideal that 
was easi ly accepted. Are we supposed to be autonomous or depen
dent? Ul t imately the two ideals are mutual ly exclusive. Which to 
choose? When women have always been told that marriage is second 
best ,  how wi l l  they adapt to the new married idea? When the old 
ideals become part of the new ideal of the dependent wife and 
mother, then a fresh muddle occurs .  A woman wi l l  now be told to 
sacrifice her l i fe not to God but to her husband and chi ldren .  Some
t imes she wil l  be told that even though she is sexual ly experienced 
and has chi ldren, she is real ly a vi rgin ,  and physical ly  and psycholog
ical ly impervious to male lust .  Later she wi l l  be told that she can 
have an independen t l i fe and career. She can l ive her own l i fe, l ike 
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the independent and autonomous vi rgin ,  even though she is emot ion
a l ly  dependent upon her husband and has chi ldren dependent upon 
her. She wi l l  be told that she wi l l  have a t ransfiguring experience not 
when she has a vision of God ,  but when she fal l s  in  love with a man. 
She cannot have independent ecstasy but only dependent orgasms. 
The old ideals of autonomy have now been taken right into the heart 
of the dependency ideal creat ing what is possibly the most difficult  
muddle of al l .  



8 

THE PROTE STANT 

S OLUTION: 

WIFE AND 

MOTHER 

The vast majori ty  of women have never been professional v i rgins ,  

martyrs,  myst ics nor wi tches but  wi ves and mothers .  In  most cu l 
t u res a g ir l ' s  whole l i fe is s imply  a prepa rat ion for marriage, and no  

o ther  dest i ny  occu rs to her .  I n  the Chris t ian West ,  on the  other hand,  

there has a lways been the  ideal  of the  independent  and autonomous 

woman ,  even though, i n  pract ice, t h is ideal was only possible for 

very few women . Today the  risi ng d i vorce rate and the q uest for 

a l terna t i ve ways of fami l y  l i fe show a rejec t ion of marriage which 
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would be  unth inkable in other cu l tures, where there i s ,  for women at 
least , no l ife outside the fami ly ,  and certain ly  no "higher" glory than 
bei ng a wife and mot her. The feminist movemen t ,  which con t in ues 
the ideal of v irgin i ty  in a secular mode, is often virulent ly opposed to 
marriage, and more and more women in more and more sectors of 
society are feel ing that al though they want to be married and want to 
have chi ldren , marriage and the fami ly are not enough for them . 
They have rejected Luther's axiom, which was so vigorously champi
oned by the Victorians, that a woman's place is in the home. Like the 
holy women of old , they want now to break into the male world and 
have careers instead of simply l iving vicariously through their hus
bands and chi ld ren . It is not surprising that marriage is encountering 
such fundamental crit icism, because as a valued ideal in the West i t  is 
a new inst i t ut ion.  It was always important for the wealthy and land
owners because i.t was a means of forming pol i t ical al l iances and 
increasing possessions. For the humbler peasants and artisans, mar
riage was s imi larly important in providing both men and women 
with helpmates in the struggle with l i fe. However, the Church did 
not concern i tself wi th marriage, and married people thought that 
their marriages were their own business, not that of the Ch urch.  In  
an  age dominated by  rel igion , marriage was seen ,  by  both Cathol ics 
and by Protestants ,  as a pu rely secular arrangement ,  even as some
th ing rel igiously regrettable for the also-rans of this l i fe .  It was the 
Protestant Reformation which slowly evolved the ideal of Holy Mat
rimony which st i l l  survives. However, the older ideals of cel ibacy 
and independent l ives for both men and women persisted alongside 
the growing adu lat ion of dependent marriage for women , to find 
forcible expression in our own day. 

We have seen that from the very earliest days of Christ ianity mar
riage and the fami ly were not given the value and respect that they 
certai nly had in other cu l tures. Both Jesus and Pau l  seem to have 
viewed marriage as a very secondary factor in the Christian l i fe. I f  
you could not manage without i t ,  then  it was permissible and accept
able, but, given the factor of Jesus' imminent return and the fact  that 
" the th ings of this world are passing away ,"  i t  was seen as bet ter for 
men and women to remain unat tached i f  they could.  Both men and 
women had to wean themselves from the absorbing responsibi l i t ies 
and preoccupations of fami ly  l i fe .  Women were no longer to find 
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their fu lfi l lment in motherhood and domest ic i ty .  Like the male 
Christ ians, they had to learn new priorit ies and to put "the Lord 's  
affairs" first . Men and women were seen ideal ly by Jesus and Pau l  as 
equal partners ,  J i ving celibately if they possibly could ,  but in inde
pendent equal i ty and mutual respect .  However, we have also seen 
that even in the New Testament there is a change in the later scrip
tures. Misogyny and sexual fear have crept into the First Epist le to 
Timothy, and in the post-Paul ine Letter to the Ephesians we have a 
very d ifferent view of the relat ionship between the sexes : 

Give way to one another in obedience to Christ .  Wives should 
regard their husbands as they regard the Lord,  s ince as Christ i s  
head of the Church and saves the whole body, so is a husband 
the head of his  wife; and as the Church submits to Christ ,  so 
should wives to their husbands, in  everyth ing.  Husbands should 
love thei r wives, j ust as Christ loved the Church and sacrificed 
h imself for her to make her holy. He made her clean by washing 
her in water with a form of words, so that when he took her to 
himself she would be glorious, with no speck or wrinkle or any
thing l ike that ,  but holy and faul t less. I n  the same way husbands 
must love their  wives as they love their own bodies; for a man to 
love his wife is  for him to love h imself. A man never hates h i s  
own body,  but  he  feeds i t  and looks after i t ;  and that is the way 
Christ treats the Church,  because it is his body and we are i ts  
l iv ing parts. For this reason, a man must lea ve his father and 
mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will become one 
body (Genesi s 2 :24). This mystery has many implicat ions; but I 
am saying that i t  appl ies to Christ and the Church . 

(Ephesians 5 : 2 1 -32) 

This passage has been used in  very differen t ways. Christ ian apolo
gists have used i t  to poin t  to the essent ial ly pos i t ive view of Christ ian 
marriage as found in  the New Testament :  never mind St .  Paul 's 
preference for the cel ibate l i fe in  1 Corinth ians, here we see that Paul 
rea l ly  valued both sex and women.  Here married sex is compared to 
Christ 's  love of the Church-what could be bet ter than that? Simi
larly, women are compared to the Church i tself by St .  Paul ,  who 
clearly,  therefore, sees women as essent ia l ly noble and holy, what
ever later, more unbalanced , Christ ians may have said about femi -
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n ine evi l .  On the other side, crit ics of St .  Paul have seized on this 
passage to prove Paul 's  u l t imate chauvinism : women may be com
pared to the Church , but real ly Paul sees them as essent ial ly impure 
-look at a l l  the washing the bride has to do before she is fit  for her 
husband, and for all Paul 's  remarks elsewhere about the essential 
equal i ty of men and women, i t  is clear here that women are real ly 
deeply subservien t to men . However, to attribute th is Epist le to St .  
Paul  is probably a mistake, as i t  seems to have been written some 
fifty  years after his death ,  in about A . D .  1 00. The crit ics of the pas
sage are right to see women port rayed here as dependent beings, and 
this is yet another instance of the progress of Christian thought into 
ideals that would have been strange to both Paul and Jesus. The 
author of Ephesians has picked up St. Paul 's view of the Church as 
the body of Christ, but he has radically a l tered this image. Paul had 
seen the Church and Christ as an inseparable un i t :  each Christ ian 
had a special function in  the Church ;  j ust as each member of the 
human body has a special function and are al l  dependent on one 
another, no function or gift in the Church is superior to any other. 
Again ,  al l  the members are Christ in some way.  Because they are the 
body of Christ, they cannot be separated from him in any way at al l .  
By t he  t ime Ephesians was written, t h e  Church i s  seen as separate 
from Christ :  the Inst i tut ional Church is emerging to stand between 
Christ and the individual Christian ,  and wi l l  subordinate some mem
bers of the Church to others-clergy over lai ty ,  cel ibate over married 
people, men over women . This is fundamental ly  opposed to Paul 's 
egal i tarianism. Christ is no longer ident ified inseparably with a 
Church but is superior to i t  and independent of i t ,  as a husband is 
independent of and superior to his wife .  The author of Colossians 
wil l see this same separation between Christ and his body ,  the 
Church :  

Now the Church is h is  body,  
he is i ts  head. 

( 1 :  1 8) 

Because the author of Colossians conceives of the Church as inferior 
to Christ instead of one with him, he sees the Christian l ife in terms 
of subord inat ion of one Christ ian to another. Slaves are to be obedi
ent to masters, chi ldren to parents and . .  Wives, " the author urges, 
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"give way to your husbands as you should in the Lord" (3 : 1 8) .  I t  is a 
far cry from Paul 's  advice to married couples where wives were seen 
to enjoy equal i ty  with thei r husbands, because all Christ ians were 
one in the Lord and there were now no further dist inct ions of race, 
class and sex once Christ ians had become part of Ch �isrs body.  Thus 
al ready in the New Testament the fami ly  l i fe of a Christ i an is seen to 
have conflict ing ideologies : there is the earl ier ideology of equal part 
nersh ip between the sexes opposing the later ideology that women 
were dependent upon men and inferior to them. It is a conflict that 
persists in our own day and which persisted throughout t he transfor
mation of marriage in to a Christ ian vocation. 

Christ ianity has fol lowed the author of Ephesians in making the 
Church female. I t  might  seem that th is habit  of speaking of the 
Ch urch as "she" and as our "Holy Mother" can only benefit women, 
just as the adulation of the Virgin Mary would. However, the essen
t ia l  inferiority and dependency of women was written into the image 
of the female Church right from the very beginning .  I t  certain ly  d id 
not affect the way men viewed women . S imi larly ,  Christian art may 
have fi l led our Churches and art gal leries with images of mother
hood, wi th Mary carrying the chi ld Jesus, but always this was a 
v irgin motherhood, which bore no relat ion to motherhood as i t  af
fected the ord inary Christ ian woman. 

Had th ings remained stable at this poin t ,  i t  would simply have 
meant that Christ ian marriage and the posi t ion of women within i t  
wou ld have resembled the posi t ion of women within other cu l tures: 
she would merely have lost t he equal ity wi th men and essential inde
pendence from them that Jesus and Paul had offered her. However, 
th ings did not stop there. The Christ ian message was absorbed into 
the pagan world of Late Ant iqui ty and absorbed, in a way qui te 
pel:u l iar to Western Christ ian i ty ,  a sexual neurosis .  For the Fathers 
of the Church wi th the ir  hatred of sex, marriage cannot be a true and 
val uable Christ ian vocat ion even though they may oppose sects l ike 
the Encratists and the Manichees who say that marriage is s inful .  
Idea l ly ,  because sex was evi l ,  marriage should be shunned .  " I  praise 
wedlock, I praise marriage ,"  wrote Jerome, "but only because they 
produce me v irgins" (Letter 22) .  This "praise" of marriage was 
hedged about wi th  the self-deceptions of Christ ian doubleth ink :  I n  
t h e  same let ter Jerome could write, "Do  you dare t o  disparage wed-



294 T H E  GOSPEL ACCORDING To WOMAN 

lock, a state which God has blessed?" So far, so good. But then, 
i nevitably :  " I t  is not d isparaging wedlock to prefer vi rgin i ty .  No one 
can make a comparison between two things if one is good and the 
other evi l . "  Because sex is so deeply l inked with s in and evi l in the 
Christ ian mind ,  evi l  is brought righ t in to the heart of every marriage, 
for a l l  God's "praise" and "blessing. " Tertu l l ian saw this when he 
saw that marriage "consists essent ia l ly in fornication" (An Exhorta
tion to Chastity). and he is del ighted to seize upon St .  Paul 's words 
and interpret them in a way that would have astonished Paul, but 
which was ent i rely expressive of Tertul l ian's Christian neurosis :  Paul 
had said that "it is good for a man not to touch a woman. I t  fol lows 
that it is evi l to have contact with her; for nothing is contrary to 
good except evi l"  (On Monogamy, i i i ) .  Again,  when he refers to 
Paul 's  famous words about  it being better to marry than to burn, 
Tertul l ian comq�ents grimly :  . .  Better i t  is to lose one eye than two" 
(ibid . ,  i i i) . The Fathers view sex very d ifferent ly from Paul, and th is 
colors the way that they interpret h is  view about marriage-a view 
which would h i therto be seen through their eyes in the West. Mar
riage must be an evil and should,  therefore, be avoided. It might be 
objected that the Fathers could not have wished marriage to die out 
because th is  would mean that the human race could not cont inue. 
That was no problem to the Fathers, for procreation was by no 
means seen as a Christian duty. "Leave that to the pagans, " TertJJl
l ian said tersely .  Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage, a great admirer of 
Tertul l ian,  said that the first commandment given to men was indeed 
to increase and mult ip ly ,  but now that the earth was ful l  there was 
no need to cont inue frenetical ly this process of mult ipl ication. Au
gust ine was c lear that if everybody stopped marrying and having 
chi ldren that would be an admirable thing: i t  would mean that the 
Kingdom of God would return all t he sooner and the world would 
come to an end. By cont inuing to propagate the human race, we 
were simply holding up Christ 's  glorious return . 

This negative view of marriage was reflected in the complete lack 
of in terest in i t  shown by the Church authorities. For one thing, no 
special ceremonial was devised to celebrate Christian marriage. The 
Church very quickly produced its own l i turgy of Eucharist, Baptism 
and Confirmation, but nothing was done about marriage. It was not 
important for a couple to have their nuptials blessed by a priest. 
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People could marry by mutual agreement in the presence of wit
nesses; they could have sex at once, and there was no need to wait for 
the Church's bless ing. This system, known as Spousals, persisted 
after the Reformation and endured well in to the 1 8 th  cen tury .  Very 
often the couple married in the church porch .  Thus Chaucer's Wife 
of Bath tel ls the Canterbury pi lgrims that she had had five husbands 
"at the Church door. " Augustine and Aquinas may have said that 
marriage was a sacrament ,  but no ceremonial was devised to cele
brate this sacrament .  At fi rst the old Roman pagan rite was used by 
Christ ians. Clearly i t  had to be modified, but the modifications were 
purely superficial : the Holy Spir i t  and Christ were subst i tu ted for the 
names of pagan gods. Thus there was no special Christ ian marriage 
service for centuries. The first detailed account of a Christian wed
ding in the West dates from the 9th cen tury ,  and it was ident ical to 
the old nuptial service of Ancient Rome. For all the insistence of the 
Scholastics that Christian marriage was something essent ia l ly d iffer
ent from marriage between pagans, this sacrament had to wait centu
ries before receiving Christian baptism. 

The wedding is now so firmly entrenched in  our Western con
sciousness that i t  i s  difficult  for us to real ize how very new the wed
ding mythology real ly is .  A young girl is taught, t rad i t ional ly ,  to 
look forward to her wedding as the high point  of her l i fe. Clad in  
virginal white ,  she  wi l l  float down the aisle to pledge her  l ife to her 
husband .  This wil l be her fu lfi l lment as a woman . Love, that deeply 
Christ ian vi rtue, i s  now seen to be inseparable from the ideal of 
marriage and human fu lfi l lment in  fami ly  l i fe. Today men and 
women who are not Christians, who have no real Christ ian beliefs 
and never enter a church normal ly ,  wi l l  st i l l  often want a Ch urch 
wedd ing.  Marriage and Christ iani ty somehow seem inseparable. Be
cause marriage is now seen as a union of Love, i t  has become some
th ing "sacred" to us, and a purely secular celebrat ion is  seen as 
unworthy by many people. It does not matter that the young couple 
may have am ple evidence for the fragi l i ty  of married love; they usu
al ly buy the whole wedding package. Unmarried people are urged to 
the al tar by their married friends with as much zeal as the Fathers 
once urged v irgin i ty .  Therein l ies a person's whole fu lfi l lment ,  they 
insist ,  in  one of those violent swings of opinion that characterizes the 
Christian neurosis .  Yet this coupl ing of love and marriage is rela-
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t ively new.  From the t ime of the  Troubadours, love was seen to be 
quite independent of marriage, and in the 1 2th century a very fa
mous pair  of lovers felt that marriage would inevitably destroy their 
love. 

Abelard and Helo'ise have assumed a romantic status that is usu
ally given only to the lovers of legend,  l ike Tristan and Isolde. Thei rs 
was a cause celebre of the 1 2th century.  Abelard was the leading 
scholar of his t ime.  He had a towering reputation. From al l  over the 
known world people flocked to hear him teach and lecture al l  his l ife. 
They would follow h im into the "wilderness" after the catastrophe 
and camp around his poor l i t t le oratory ,  the Paraclete, bui lding 
themselves huts made of twigs and daub. Abelard was not primari l y  
a religious teacher nor a t heologian :  his theological stud ies tend to be 
rat her conservative. He was real ly a phi losopher and a logician, but 
i t  was not possible .to separate the two spheres of secular and rel i
gious. Phi losophy was the "handmaid of theology, "  and toward the 
end of his l i fe the theological implications of his philosophical con
clusions caused him to be shamed and denounced by the Church in 
the person of St .  Bernard. 

Abelard was no rel igious rebel ,  however. I t  is perhaps difficult  for 
us to appreciate ful ly the pervasive power of the Church in the medi
eval world .  Al l  the universi t ies were run by the Church. The only 
way you could get an  education was by becoming a clerk, or taking 
at  least m inor orders (the lower ranks of the priesthood) .  I t  is not 
clear whether or not Abelard was a priest ,  but there is every indica
tion that he simply took minor orders when he decided to become a 
scholar. He led a devout and chaste l i fe unt i l  he reached a peak in his 
career, when he fel l  in love with Helo'ise. Helo'ise was an extremely 
inte l l igen t woman, the n iece of Fulbert, one of the Canons of the 
Cathedral ,  who l ived with him in his house. Abelard got himself into 
Fulbert 's household without difficul ty . Fu lbert was as infatuated with 
the bri l l iant  and charming young man, as was everybody else. Abe
lard also had no trouble seducing Helo'ise :  as she herself  says in one 
of her let ters, he was physical ly  very attract ive to women, and he 
could make up songs and s ing them beautifu l ly .  Abelard gave 
Helo'ise lessons ,  and she fel l  deeply in love wi th him. Thei r  love affair 
con t inued for months ,  right  under the nose of the unsuspecting 
Fulbert. 
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I f  Fu lbert was unaware, however, the rest of the world was not .  
Abelard became so infatuated t hat he became lackadaisical in  his 
teaching and his  s tudies, and mooned around l ike a typical lover, 
composing love songs to the beaut ifu l  Heloi'se . His pupi ls and col
leagues became first worried and then incensed . I t  was only a matter 
of t ime before somebody enl ightened Fulbert and he caught the lov
ers in flagrante delicto. From that moment events started to gather 
for the tragedy .  Heloi'se became pregnant and was spiri ted out  of 
Paris into the country to have thei r son,  whom Abelard called, 
rather oddly ,  Ast ralabe. By th is t ime Fulbert was out for Abelard's 
blood , and to pacify h im Abelard promised to marry Heloi'se. 

I t  was then that Abelard panicked and caused Fulbert to wreak his  
terrible revenge. There was absolutely no reason why, legal ly ,  Abe
lard could not get married . I t  is often supposed today that because he 
was a priest marriage was impossible for h im.  This is not true. Even 
if, for the sake of argument,  we admit  that Abelard was a priest ,  
cel ibacy for the clergy was not yet obl igatory . I t  would be some 
eighty  years before I nnocent I I I  was able to impose cel ibacy on the 
c lergy at the Lateran Counci l .  I t  was at  that t ime never even mooted 
for the minor orders, among whose ranks Abelard was almost cer
tain ly  placed . However, a l though it might have been legal and valid 
for Abelard to marry her, th is brought no joy to Heloi'se. A modern 
gi rl with an i l legit imate baby might be overjoyed to get married to 
the father of her chi ld ,  especial ly i f  he was one of the great celebrit ies 
of h is  day. But  Heloi'se was appalled at the idea, precisely because he 
was a celebrity .  She argued fiercely wi th him against th is  marriage. 
For a careerist l i ke Abelard marriage would be as damaging in the 
1 2th cen tury as the discovery of an i l l ic i t  love affair would be to a 
polit ician l ike Ceci l  Parkinson today . I t  would have been much more 
acceptable for Abelard to have kept Heloi'se as his mistress . The 
status of marriage was so low that it could bl ight a ris ing young man. 

In  a long letter written to a "friend" but which was probably a 
c ircular let ter for concerned people, Abelard sets forth The Story of 
My Calamities and gives several pages out l in ing Heloi'se's arguments 
against the marriage. In one of her later letters to Abelard , Heloi'se 
confirmed that she had been against the marriage and that ;;he found 
the t i t le of Mistress or Whore much more desirable than Wife. She 
knew perfect ly  well that marriage would not "make an honest 
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woman of her, " as we would imagine today. She would be blamed 
for ruin ing Abelard's career. She herself-and in her letters as well 
as in the arguments she used to dissuade him we see what a very 
good pupil of Abelard's  she was-intell igently and passionately 
shows Abelard that marriage is beneath him. It i s  a state to which 
somebody of his caliber should never sink .  The Fathers of the 
Church are quoted copiously by both lovers, especially St .  Jerome, 
and c learly thei r scorn of marriage had informed public opinion in a 
way that seems incredible to us, for whom marriage gives a rising 
young man or woman the seal of respectabi l i ty .  Heloise was adamant 
that marriage could only bring disgrace to them both, and in the 
event she was proved quite correct :  

What honour could she win,  she protested, from a marriage 
which would d ishonour me and humil iate us both? The world 
would just ly exact punishment from her if she removed such a 
l ight from i ts midst .  Think of the curses, the loss to the Church 
and grief of phi losophers which would greet such a marriage! 
Nature had created me for all mankind-it would be a sorry 
scandal if I should bind myself to a single woman and submit to 
such base servitude. She absolutely rejected this marriage; i t  
would be nothing but a disgrace and a burden to me. 

(Historia Ca/amitatum) 

Later in  one of her letters, Heloise laments in very conventional 
but heartfe l t  terms the way that women can only bring shame upon 
men who are foolish enough to get involved with them. She quotes 
the examples of the great temptresses of old,  l ike Deli lah and of 
course Eve, for "she who had been created by the Lord as [Adam's) 
helpmate became the instrument of his total downfall . "  Heloise is 
deeply and emotionally convinced of the Christian myth of feminine 
evi l .  Long before the Malleus Maleficarum was written, she sees 
herself l i teral ly as a castrating witch. Abelard's tragedy was her fault 
because she was a woman and because her sin was the female s in of 
sexual ity : "I  yielded long before to the pleasures of carnal des ires, 
and meri ted then what I weep for now. The sequel is a fitt ing punish
ment for my sins. " For Heloise the great mistake was that she and 
Abelard decided to get married : 
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For whi le we enjoyed the pleasures of an uneasy love and aban
doned ourselves to fornication ( if I may used an ugly but expres
s ive word) we were spared God's severi ty .  But  when we 
amended our unlawful  conduct by what was lawful ,  and atoned 
for the shame of fornication by an honourable marriage, then 
the Lord in his anger laid his hand heavi ly upon us ." 

(Letter 3) 

Helo"ise was an en t ire ly orthodox young woman, and though later 
Abelard would be denounced by the Christian establ ishment ,  on the 
subject of sex he went  ent irely along with the Church.  Abelard and 
Helo'ise were not a young couple in  love who rebel led against con
ven tional views with a fine careless rapture .  Both believed that they 
were s inners because of their relat ionship, and that they richly de
served their appal l ing fate. Yet despite their orthodoxy it is in terest
ing to note that Helo"ise views here are exact ly the same as those of 
the Catharists, who were being persecuted for their views by the 
Church .  The Cathars also fel t  that marriage was shameful  because it 
attempted to make something essent ia l ly evil honorable and respect
able, and advocated that a couple should not get married if they 
could not do without sex and asserted that promiscui ty was prefera
ble to wed lock. Yet again ,  the "heresy" of heret ics on this matter of 
sex is seen as ident ical wi th the views of devout, orthodox Christ ians. 
The Devi l ,  Heloi"se adds wel l  within the orthodox tradi t ion,  knew 
very well that "men are most easily brought to ruin by thei r wives, 
and so . . .  he at tacked you by means of marriage when he could 
not dest roy you through forn ication" ( ibid) .  

For Helo"ise there was nothing honorable about marriage. She set 
before Abelard a long l ist of authori t ies-Paul ,  Jerome and Augus
tine figuring important ly-to show why marriage was an unworthy 
state for a great man . In  the Historia Ca/amitatum Abelard recal ls 
the strong arguments she used to d issuade h im from taking th is 
d isastrous course: as a phi losopher, she urged , Abelard had a sacred 
vocation. To su l ly  h imself with the ignoble and unworthy state of 
marriage should be beneath h im.  There is no talk of the sacrament of 
marriage, no talk of its being an image of Christ 's love for the 
Church,  no ment ion of i t  as an "honorable estate, " provided for 
man 's comfort in the Garden of Eden by a loving God . For Abelard 
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to stoop to " the unbearable annoyances of marriage" was an appal l 
ing thought .  The phi losophers had always taught that philosophy is 
a ful l - t ime pursuit ,  demanding that a man despise the world and give 
himself up to it wholly .  Phi losophers "have cut themselves off from 
their fel lows because of their singular chast i ty or austerity ."  Mar
riage is such a sordid state that i t  is impossible for the phi losopher 
who requ ires a "dignified way of l i fe" :  

What harmony can there be  between pupi ls and  nursemaids, 
desks and cradles, books or tablets and distaffs,  pen or stylus 
and spindles .  Who can concentrate on thoughts of Scripture or 
phi losophy and be able to endure babies crying, nurses soothing 
them with lu l labies, and a l l  the noisy coming and going of men 
and women about the house? Will he put up with the constant 
muddle and squalor which small chi ldren bring into the home? 
The wealthy can do so, you wil l  say, for thei r mansions and 
large houses can provide pri vacy and, being rich, they do not 
have to count the cost nor be tormented by dai ly cares . But 
phi losophers lead a very d ifferent l i fe from rich men , and those 
who are concerned with wealth or are involved in mundane 
matters wi l l  not have time for the claims of Scripture or philoso
phy. Consequent ly ,  the great phi losophers of the past have de
spised the world, not renouncing it so much as escaping from it ,  
and have den ied themselves every pleasure so as to find peace in  
the  arms of philosophy alone. 

(Historia Calamitatum) 

There is never a moment when Heloi"se th inks that she could enhance 
his l i fe as his wife. It is e i ther the stylus or the spindle :  married l i fe 
and phi losophic dignity are mutual l y  incompatible. I t  never once 
occurs to Helo"ise that marriage is a noble and fulfi l l ing vocation 
which can lead them to God. I t  can only suck him down to depths of 
uncontro llable emotion where reason is lost in  the chaos of concupis
cence: 

But if pagans and laymen could l ive in  this (celibate) way , 
though bound by no profession of fai th ,  is there not a greater 
obligat ion on you, as clerk and canon , not to put base pleasures 
before your sacred duties, and to guard against being sucked 
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down headlong into this Charybdis, there to lose a l l  sense of 
shame and be plunged forever into a whirlpool of impuri ty .  

( Ibid .)  

Helo'ise was not pul l ing out of the love affai r. What wi l l  pul l  Abe
lard forever into this i rret rievable and shameless impurity is  not the 
sin of fornicat ion, but lega l izing the sin by marriage. By publ icly 
set t ing h imself up as a married man, Abelard was tel l ing the world 
that he was having sex .  The final arguments Helo'ise uses against 
marriage sound surprisingly modern : 

Heloi'se . . . argued that the name of the mistress instead of 
wife would be dearer to her and more honourable for me--only 
love freely given should keep me for her ,  not the constriction of 
a marriage t ie ,  and if we had to be parted for a t ime, we should 
find the joy of being together al l  the sweeter the rarer our meet 
mgs were. 

( Ib id . )  

But it was no use. Abelard was adamant and Heloi'se had to give in ,  
with none of the tremulous joy we associate with blushing brides but 
with a sense of doom : "amidst deep s ighs and tears she ended in 
these words :  'We shal l  both be destroyed . Al l  that is left us is  suffer
ing as great as our love has been' " (ibid . ) .  

Helo'ise's fears were total ly just ified .  Abelard also knew that  a 
marriage could only harm his  career, and when he offered to marry 
Heloi'se he insisted that "the marriage should be kept secret so as not 
to damage my reputat ion. " The wedding was furti ve, and after i t  the 
unhappy pai r separated and "went our ways unobserved . "  Abelard 
was trying to atone for his s in and give h is  son legi t imacy, but the 
st igma attached to marriage was too great for him to acknowledge 
Heloi'se publ icly as his wife. Fulbert was now so angry with Abelard 
that no marriage ceremony would calm him down. I t  would be nice 
to th ink that Fu lbert was concerned about his niece, but that does 
not seem to have been the case. He had taken so l i t t le not ice of her 
before her pregnancy that she had been able to sleep with Abelard 
right under his nose. He was furious because of " the dishonour done 
to h im ."  His mode of revenge, knowing just how detrimental th is 
could be to Abelard ,  was to spread the news of the marriage, break-
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ing his oath of secrecy.  Heloise, far from being proud to be acknowl
edged as Abelard's wife, cursed him and swore publicly that they 
weren ' t  married, causing Fu lbert in  exasperation to hurl abuse at her. 
Abelard panicked. He packed Helo"ise off to a convent in Argenteu i l  
and, despite the fact  that  there was no thought at th is  stage of her 
becoming a nun ,  made her wear the rel igious habi t .  I t  must have 
looked as though Abelard were t ry ing to disguise the fact that she 
was his wife, and i t  gave to Fulbert the excuse he needed for his 
famous act of revenge. He broke in to Abelard's lodgings one night 
and castrated him. 

Al l  around Abelard and Heloise more ord inary souls were get t ing 
married , but they do not seem to have been "fal l ing in love" to do so. 
Unt i l  the mid- 1 8th century love remained confined to poetry and 
later to novels. Even when the increase of l i teracy and the rise of the 
popular novel made the notion of love rise to the forefront of a 
woman 's consciousness, i t  was sti l l  considered inexpedient to marry 
for romantic passion . Marriage was seen as a pract ical partnership .  
A young peasant would not  have the energy or leisure to "fal l  in  
love. " He would need a woman who was a good worker. Although 
among the weal thier classes there was, during the 1 7th century on
ward, an increasing tendency to allow young people to choose their 
own mates, passionate love and desi re were not seen , even by the 
couple themselves, as a sign of a promising relationship. It was not 
unt i l  the 1 9th century that the ideal of marrying for love took real 
root in the popular mind in practice as well as in l i terature. This does 
not mean that people were mercenary or sou lless. Life was hard and 
serious for the poor, and love a luxury that they could not afford .  
S imi larly, the mortal i ty rate made such a notion a s  "t i l l death us do 
part" have a very different ring .  Even in  the 1 6th  cen tury the average 
l i fe expectancy was not m uch greater than i t  had been in the paleo
l i th ic  era. The average age at death was between twenty-five and 
thirty .  Thus marriage could not be seen in such "world-without-end" 
terms as it has been since. I t  was probably regarded, by both men 
and women , as a rather transitory state. A young woman could be 
twice married and twice widowed before she reached the age of 
twenty,  and a chi ld might have two or three stepmothers and stepfa
thers between birth and adu lthood . This, h istorians l ike Lawrence 
Stone suggest ,  affected the emotional c l imate. It was just not good 
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sense to invest too much emot ional capital in a relat ionship which 
was most unl ikely to last for long. The emotional c l imate warmed 
appreciably during the 1 8 th cen tury-novel ists l ike Laurence Sterne 
write of feel ings and "sent imental" love, and love creeps into the 
correspondence between spouses and lovers more frequent ly and 
more warmly .  The fact that by this t ime the mortal i ty rate had so 
improved that a moderately affluent Englishwoman could expect to 
l ive unt i l she was fifty must have made a great d ifference to the 
freedom a young couple fel t  to make a s trong emotional commitment 
to each other. But even to put the l i fe expectancy at fifty is st i l l  to feel 
i ts  brevi ty .  To blame the frequency of d ivorce today is unrealist ic. 
Marriages never lasted so long as they d id in  the late 1 9th and early 
20th cen tury , unt i l  d ivorce became common. The d ivorce rate could 
be said simply to have replaced the death rate of previous centuries. 

To say al l  th is  is  not to say that no married couple ever loved each 
other. The ideal was not so much that love would strike before mar
riage, as grow after it .  But even then we are talking about a love of 
companionship  and esteem. A woman in 1 6th-cen tury England and 
before was usual ly  a companion and partner to her husband, helpi ng 
to manage his estates, his business or working alongside him in the 
fields. By the Victorian period, it became fashionable to prove that 
you were wealthy enough to manage without a working wife ,  and 
women became del icate, decorat ive, and married because of "love" 
rather than ut i l i ty, a debi l i tat ing and weakening state of affairs for a 
woman because i t  deprived her of an equal ity that she had gained as 
a practical partner to her husband. 

The second point that has emerged is that marriage was seen as 
something essent ia l ly secular .  It may have been a sacrament ,  but the 
wedding was not usual ly celebrated in  Church.  The "sacred" charac
ter of Western marriage is a relatively new phenomenon, whether we 
mean a "secular" or a convent ional ly rel igious "hol iness ."  Helo'ise 
did not see marriage as being valuable rel igiously; she has absorbed 
too wel l the teaching of the Fathers whom she quotes to Abelard. I f  
the  Reformers tried to  bui ld marriage up  as  an ideal , this d id  not 
mean that Protestants regarded marriage in a rel igious l ight .  Luther 
d-:!n ied that marriage was a sacrament .  I t  is a purely secular matter 
for him, a business arrangement ,  someth ing that is essent ia l  to a 
healthy l i fe l ike food, c lothing, house and land, which may be neces-
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sary to men but is not holy in i tself. I t  is , he insists, for the state to 
decide what does or does not const i tute a legal marriage, and the 
Church has no rights a t  the wedding; i t  can only enter the "cere
mony" if invi ted .  Marriage does have its Christian aspects, but only 
because the couple are Christ ians, l iving, in other respects, a ful ly  
Christian l i fe .  Later, too, the Puritans would a lso see marriage as a 
secular affair with no rel igious connotations. All  this might seem 
qui te heal thy .  After al l ,  it meant that the Churches, whose influence 
on the l ives of ordinary people could be rather d isastrous, were being 
encouraged to leave married people alone. Apart from the Roman 
Catholic Church's concern to try and l imit  the sex l ives of married 
couples to a near-cel ibacy,  she was quite content to leave the mar
riage laws in an extraordinary d isarray. In the 9th and the 1 3 th 
centuries the Church d id try to d iscourage i l legit imacy and polyg
amy by making la�s about inheritance, but i t  seems unl ikely that 
this legislation had much effect .  What did and what did not const i 
t ute a legal marriage was never defined very clearly ,  and by the 
beginning of the 1 7th  century in England, the marriage laws were in 
great confusion. Desertion and polygamy seem to have been rife,  and 
fidel i ty  backed up by no real ly effect ive secular coercion. I t  was the 
Puritans who inst i tu ted proper legislation about marriage and who 
began a Registry for Births ,  Marriages and Deaths which was effec
t ive, even though this was a secular activi ty .  Unt i l  this poin t  it seems, 
from the scanty evidence avai lable, that ordinary people regarded 
their marital arrangements as their own affair and of l i t t le interest to 
the govern ing authorit ies. 

For marriage to be considered a simply secular affair may, in  our 
more secular society, seem no very great d isabi l i ty ,  but in an Age of 
Faith l ike the Middle Ages, where there was nothing that was en
t i rely secular, such an att i t ude meant that marriage was pushed to 
the sidel ines of l i fe. Luther's attitude about the essent ial ly  secular 
nature of marriage again degraded i t  as a Christian vocation in an 
age of extreme rel igious fervor, and in a theocracy , l ike the Puritan 
State in New England, a secular concept of marriage meant that the 
sex l ives of ordinary people were not seen as having any real religious 
value. Luther and Calv in stamped the Augustin ian neurosis firmly 
on Protestantism, and in such a cl imate of sexual distrust marriage 
was un likely to be seen as something "sacred . "  One might, as Luther 
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declared, be propel led toward marriage inexorably by the force of 
one's uncontrol lable lust and concupiscence, but this did not make 
marriage holy for him. He did abolish the cel ibacy idea l ,  but this was 
simply because he fel t  that cel ibacy was imposs ible because of man's 
uncon trollable lust . It is a very negat ive view of marriage : i t  is not a 
vocation that is lovingly chosen-rather, there is no escape from i t .  
To Wolfgang Ressenbusch , who was d i thering about whether to get 
married or not ,  Luther wrote that he had absol utely no choice in the 
matter, so he should stop agon iz ing:  

I t  must ,  should and wi l l  happen in any case. S top thinking 
about it and go to it right merri ly .  Your body demands i t .  God 
wil ls  i t  and drives you to it . There is nothing you can do about 
i t .  

For Luther  with his extremely negat ive views about sex a l l  marriage 
can do is be "a hospi tal for sick people. " Cel ibacy ,  he knew, could 
lead to a breed of very "pecul iar . .  people, and aJ J  Christ ian marriage 
can hope to achieve is to provide a remedy for a man's dangerous 
sexual i ty so that "God winks at i t .  . .  The baptism of marriage does 
not happen with Luther, al though his den igration of cel ibacy as a 
superior state is  one move toward the acceptance of marriage as a 
worthwhile step in  the Christ ian mind.  

With Calvi n  we are very much nearer to the Christian ization of 
marriage as an integral part of the Christ ian l i fe .  Calv in is the first  
Christ ian theologian to speak real ly wel l  of women, even though he 
distrusts sexual pleasure as  Christ ians had always done, and he sti l l  
maintains that  celibacy is a higher state than marriage. Marriage in  

Calvi n 's view was not created by God simply for procreation but to 
provide man with a necessary compan ion . Without women , men are 
incomplete-someth ing ent i rely new to the Christian view of the 
creation of woman.  Slowly,  other Anglican and Reforming divines 
would pursue this ideal of companionate marriage. Thus Wil l iam 
Tyndale would be horrib ly t radit ional in  h is  v iew of marriage as 
beneficial for the woman because i t  could "con trol her lusts and 
wanton appeti tes, . .  and yet  he does a l low the wife to have an impor
tant Christ ian role i n  the fami ly ,  equal to her husband 's .  She may, in 
certa in cases of necessi ty ,  baptize, preach and admin ister the Lord's  
supper. Admitted ly  these cases of necessity are few and far between, 
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but in principle woman is seen as a companion to man here. The 
famous div ine Jeremy Taylor says that marriage was the best of 
friendsh ips, " a union of all th ings excel lent . "  The husband should be 
"paternal and friend ly ,  not magisterial or despot ic ," though the wife 
had to be du ly  subservient to this friendly father figure. Sex must not 
be immoderate in  Taylor's view, but one of its purposes was certa in ly 
"to endear each other ."  Slowly ,  in  however qualified a manner, a 
woman is beginning to be seen as a companionable, i f  st i l l  submis
si ve, presence in the l i fe of man and a force for good in  his l i fe, with a 
few int imations of equal i ty about her. 

However, we must not take these in t imations too seriously .  This 
new Protestant ideal of the companionate wife was not the force 
which has propel led Western women in our century to demand inde
pendence and equality . The Protestants may have begun to baptize 
marriage, which was the way of l ife for the vast majority of Christ ian 
women, but this ideal of togetherness went strongly against the 
whole Christ ian tradit ion .  Just as the apparent ly  posi t ive imagery of 
the Church as female actually wrote dependency and inferiority into 
the female posit ion, so too were the old Christ ian neurotic habits of 
al ienation and sexual hatred written into the beginn ings of the theol
ogy of marriage. It was absolutely right and good that the vocation 
of most women was now creeping into a central  and posit ive place in 
the Christ ian l ife instead of being accorded a place on the sidel ines, 
but the Reformation was not an unmixed bless ing for women . 
Calv in 's  praise of woman as a complement to man instead of an evil 
influence did not make him in  practice any d ifferent from the Catho
lics. Geneva was a very male state indeed , and women were definitely 
accorded a subordinate p lace in  the Calvinist world, separate from 
the male world of affairs .  Of the Reformers, it is Luther who most 
forcibly makes women lonely outcasts, ostracized from the world of 
men in  a "Christ ian" marriage. For Luther, far from giving dignity 
to women by promoting marriage as obligatory, sees marriage as a 
woman 's pun ishment :  

Th is punishment too springs from original s in ;  and the woman 
bears i t  just as unwi l l ingly as she bears those pains and inconve
niences which have been placed upon her flesh .  The rule re
mains with the husband , and the wife is compelled to obey h im 
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by God 's command. He rules the home and the state, wages 
war, defends his possessions, t i l ls  the soil ,  bui lds, plants, etc. 
The woman, on the other hand, is l ike a nail driven into a wal l .  
She  s i ts a t  home . . . the  wife should stay a t  home and look 
after the affairs of the household as one who has been deprived 
of the abil i ty of admin istering those affai rs that are outside and 
concern the state. . . . In this way Eve is pun ished. 

(Lectures on Genesis, 3 , 1 6) 

Nothing has changed. Luther may have quarreled doctrinal ly with 
Rome, but we have frequent ly seen how the t rad it ion of the Christ ian 
neurosis is unaffected by in tellectual dogmatic d ifference. A woman 
is st i l l  Eve. She s t i l l  has to be banished to a world apart from men. 
The extraordinary image of a woman as a nail dri ven into the wal l is 
reveal ing.  She is helpless, driven , hammered into her role of wife and 
mother, not l u red or wooed in to a cosy marital int imacy . There is no 
int imacy . She and her husband inhabit separate worlds .  She is kept a 
prisoner at home in a state of deprivation , wh i le her husband engages 
in the great world outside. At the very beginning of the history of 
"Christian" marriage, therefore, there is no love, no equality and no 
togetherness for men and women. 

However, it took a whi le for the sexual neurosis to " take" in Eu
rope under Catholicism. I t  would also take a whi le for the Protes
tants to Christianize marriage in the West ,  which had for so long 
been kept as a purely inferior and secular vocation, outs ide the main
st ream of l i fe. Historians of the fami ly ,  l ike Ralph Houlbrooke, 
maintain that the religious world of Europe did not affect the l ives of 
ordinary married people. Nei ther Cathol ics nor Protestants saw mar
riage as a tru ly re l igious affair, but the Protestants, part icularly the 
Puri tans, were efficient proselyt izers and by the 1 9 th century would ,  
d isastrously, have succeeded in impressing the Christ ian neurosis 
onto married l i fe-the Victorian neurosis that sti l l affects us today . 
We have seen that as far back as the New Testament there was a 
conflict about the role of women in marriage. Was she to be equal to 
her husband in al l  respects, as Paul and Jesus said, or was she to be 
dependent and consider herself as an inferior partner as the later 
New Testament wri ters had insisted? What was to be the role of sex 
in marriage? How would married people, now that marriage was 
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being Christian ized, be able to square tradi tional Christian misogyny 
and the new ideal of married love? These quest ions would not receive 
their final unfortunate answer unt i l  the Victorian period , but previ
ous Protestant generat ions had wrest led with these problems and 
attempted answers. 

In the first place, it could be said that Protestant promotion and 
control of marriage was a bad thing for women, even though it t ried 
to come to terms with the Jot of most women and rescue them from 
the irrelevant margins of the Christian l i fe .  I t  is true that under 
Catholicism women had had a very bad deal and that most women 
had no choice about thei r vocat ion. The vi rginal career was only for 
the wea l thy few. Nevertheless, the cu l t  of v irgini ty had provided 
women with images of female autonomy and independence, and 
women knew that members of their sex could be powerfu l  beings, 
superior to men a.nd even feared by them on occasion. The Reform
ers banned these stories and the cu l t  of the Vi rgin Mary and the 
saints ,  and so took these images away. Christ iani ty became more of a 
male world than ever. Not only did i t  deprive the Christian imagina
t ion of powerfu l  images and myths and thus made it a cerebral ,  
emotiona l ly  impoverished and narrowly mascul ine affair, on a more 
basic level the only  important people and "gods" now were all men. 
Also, the communal l i fe of Cathol icism with its festivals and feasts, 
i ts l i turgy and processions had made rel igion a very sociable affair. 
Puri tan Protestantism took away these publ ic l i turgies and made 
rel igion a private, in ternal affair  of the heart. The l i fe that had been 
a l lowed to women in the community and her own religious involve
ment was now taken away from them , and in purely religious ways 
they became deeply dependent upon thei r husbands. Nai led in her 
home, the woman was even more isolated than before. 

In  Cathol ic ism, as in  J udaism, women had enjoyed a certain 
power in  control l ing the domestic rituals of feast ing and fast ing, 
rituals wh ich no longer happened in the Protestant regime. The 
Cathol ic woman also had and has a confessor whom she can consult 
privately, and thus, in  theory at least, she has a counter-balance to 
domestic tyranny .  I n  the Reformed Churches it was the husband 
who was the guide of her conscience and of her rel igious l i fe .  The 
Protestant doct rine of the priesthood of a l l  believers made the hus
band and father of the fami ly  a priest in his own home. In a Puritan 
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household i t  was the father who led the family prayers, a function 
that had a great emotional impact upon his fami ly :  it was he who 
in terceded for them, he who spoke to the Almighty .  Husband and 
wife were no longer kneel ing side by side, whi le a priest , dist inct 
from them both ,  stood at the altar. It has been said that patriarchal 
tyranny rises and fal ls  i n  England with the rise and fal l  of the prac
t ice of fami ly prayers. The father became a bishop in his own house. 
He could punish his fami ly  in the name of God and exact obedience 
as from God himself. Because Protestantism revived August ine's pes
s imist ic and terrible doctrines of Original Sin (which in Catholicism 
were being, slowly,  replaced by less frighteni ng theories), the father 
fel t  it h is  duty to Hog Original Sin out of his chi ldren:  Elizabethan 
England, of course, was a great age of Hogging. Also, as the practice 
of rel igion became less a matter of evocati ve and symbolic l i turgy 
and more concentrated on the Word and private Bible study, women 
became deeply dependent upon their husbands because of the wide 
educational gap that existed between men and women at this t ime. 
Most women were unable to read i n  El izabethan England . Only a 
very few women were educated to as h igh a level as men during this 
period . One thinks of Queen Elizabeth herself and, earlier, of 
Thomas More's daughter, Margaret Roper. This was, however, a 
privi lege offered to a t iny minority.  Women and men no longer 
learned their rel igion together by joining in  the services of Cathol i 
c i sm,  where the l i turgy and the religious art surrounding them in the 
Churches and great Cathedrals offered them a religious education. I n  
England,  a s  in the Protestant countries o f  Europe, i t  seems that there 
was a decl ine in  the status of women after the Reformation , and i t  is 
difficult  to believe that Protestantism is  not at least part ly  responsible 
for rein forcing a trend of repression of women or even creating it .  
There was of course the "monstrous regimen t  of women rulers" l ike 
Queen Mary and Queen El izabeth ;  a female in power would certainly 
have had some effect on the consciousness of men and women about 
the status of women . Yet in fact ,  despite these powerfu l  and learned 
women , there is evidence that women were less well thought of after 
the Protestant Reformation than before i t .  

The Protestants were very anxious to gain control of the family ,  
since they could see that this was the place to start weaning the 
ord inary people away from their doctrinal or emotional loyalty to 
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the old fai th .  There are indicat ions that this took some time, because 
people were just not used to having their mari tal arrangements and 
fami ly  l ives directed by authori ty ,  apart from hearing ceaseless ad
monit ions on the evils of sex and the advantages of abstinence. The 
new concent ration on the Word meant the sermon became more 
important than ever. Sermons were of course publ ished and read 
during the somber Pro testant sabbaths.  Later the Puri tan habi t  of 
in trospect ion led to the beginn ings of autobiography. People would 
read accounts of the stri vings for salvation of prominent Christians. 
Because many people's conversions were of the "twice-born" variety, 
there i s  the usual Christian twice-born inabi l i ty  to come to terms 
with sexual i ty ,  especial ly the sex that happened prior to "salvat ion . "  
Thus the young 1 7 th-century Puritan minister Oliver Heywood, who 
wrote one of the pious journals which became such a vogue, could 
write this pure A1,1gustin ian ism : 

Though my parents were saints ,  yet my birth and my nat iv i ty 
was in  sin , and so was my conception , for they were i nstruments 
to bring me into the world not as saints  but as man and woman . 
. . . Therefore I am by nature . . .  a l imb of Satan . . .  with 
propensity  to s in .  

(The Diaries of Oliver Heywood, ed. J .  H .  Turner, 1 883 ,  
pp .  1 5 3-54) 

I t  is  a classic defini t ion of the way Original S in is passed on.  Sex has 
nothing to do with hol iness; his parents created him not as "saints" 
or as saved people but as man and woman . I t  is obvious what Hey
wood would have been tel l ing his parishioners in Yorkshire about the 
role of sex in  their married l ives. Furthermore, Heywood th inks 
about sex in  the old Christ ian way-as something monstrous ancf 
uncont rol lable. He embraced marriage in the spiri t  of Luther, not as 
a matter of conscious choice but out of grim necessi ty. "My necessi
t ies within and wi thout put me on seeking a sui table yoke-fellow" 
(p. 1 54), he writes .  It is quite clear that one of these inner "necessi
t ies" was sex, which in the manner of the twice-born Christ ian he 
regarded as evil and i rresistible: 

From my chi ldhood and youth my natural const i tution exceed
ingly incl ined to lust .  . . . Temptations, backed with strong so-
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l ic i tat ions, have been so  violent upon me  that I look upon i t  a s  a 
miraculous mercy that God hath not left me to stain my profes
sion and be a perpetual blot to myself and friends by some 
notorious act of prodigious uncleanness. 

(p. 1 68) 

I t  is un l ikely that this prim young Puritan was possessed of such a 
"prod igious" sexual i ty ,  but the important thing is that he saw him
self  as a sexual monster, his appet i te held in  check only by an unnat
ural "miracle. " The twice-born experience was, of course, extremely 
common in the Puri tan brand of Christ iani ty as it has been in later 
forms of Protestantism l ike Methodism. Luther and Calv in were 
both "converted" by sudden, bl inding experiences, and both of them 
d ist rusted sexual pleasure and held sex as a concupiscent and irre
pressible force against which man was helpless. The anti-sexual neu
rosis of such "sick souls, " an apparently essential part of the twice
born experience, meant that Protestan tism provided a very fertile 
ground for the cont inuation of the old Christian emotional hatred of 
sex, despite the "break" with the old Catholic dogma. The tradit ion 
of neurosis continued to be passed on in outpourings l ike Heywood's 
and in sermons. However, l ike Luther, the Puritans were realists . Sex 
had to be held in check and sermons and writ ings constant ly  harped 
on the importance of self-con trol ,  even though everybody knew that 
sex, alas, was a fact of l ife. 

Even wri ters who, l ike Tyndale, preach positively about the posi
t ion of women cont inue to be wary of sex. I t  is also t rue that what
ever the Protestant preacher might have to say that is posit ive about 
the compan ionship of men and women, the old suspicion of women 
remains. Women who l istened to the sermons and read the pious 
books would have carried away from them a very clear picture of 
their  dependent and inferior status .  Protestantism went back to the 
Bible ,  and this  d idn' t  j ust mean the New Testament .  Examples from 
the Old Testament were sought to provide the reformed Christian 
family with suitable images of fami ly l ife and proved to be much 
more fru i tfu l  than the New Testament .  The holy fami ly  of Mary, 
Joseph and Jesus was a most unusual fami ly  because Mary and Jo
seph never had sex and the child Jesus was divinely conceived. The 
Puri tan and Angl ican preachers therefore turned to Abraham, Isaac 
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and Jacob for inspiration. This was not helpful to women, however, 
as the wives of these Patriarchs seem l i t t le better than slaves. Thus 
Wi l l iam Gouge could write that "the extent of wives' subjection doth 
stretch very far, even to a l l  th ings. " A husband "in regard to his 
place and office" was the representative of God, he "beareth the 
image of God" s imply because he was a husband and father, even 
though he personal ly might be " the image of the Devi l . "  (See Law
rence Stone, The Family. Sex and Marriage in England, 1500-1800, 
pp. 1 97-98 . )  

Woman had been told for centuries that they were the image of  
Eve. They were sexual ly insatiable and lured men away from their 
pure and lofty spiritual selves. They were wicked and powerfu l .  
Now,  with the st ress on a woman as  a wife the emphasis shifted 
away . Woman was not evi l ,  she was just weak and inferior. As Gouge 
said, this was the qi rect resu l t  of the Fal l :  "We cannot th ink that the 
woman was made before the Fall that the man might rule over her. " 
The Fal l  meant that she lost her power and independence. Luther 
had seen her imprisoned in  her husband's  home as a punishment; 
Gouge is k inder, but equal ly damaging. A wife must be subject to her 
husband for a good reason :  "that she who first drew man into sin 
should now be subject to him, lest by the l ike womanish weakness 
she fal l  again . "  It was a new twist to the Eve myth.  I nstead of 
powerful ly  leading men to their spiri tual doom, the new Protestant 
Eve is not exact ly  wicked; she is just so weak and so spiritual ly 
enfeebled that she hasn ' t  a hope of salvation unless guided by her 
h usband. The old misogyn ism remained. Some Angl icans make nice 
noises about women from time to t ime, but always women need 
gu idance and correct ion.  From 1 562 onward ,  parsons were ordered 
to read every Sunday a homily on marriage, which said that : 

. . .  the woman is a weak creature not endued with l ike 
strength and constancy of mind;  therefore they be the sooner 
disquieted, and they be the more prone to all weak affections 
and disposit ions of mind more than men be; and l ighter they be 
and more vain in thei r fantasies and opin ions .  

(Stone, p. 1 98) 

Woman is  the "weaker vessel l ,  of a frai l  heart ,  inconstant ,  and with a 
word soon st irred to wrath . "  Protestants s t i l l  cont inued to burn 
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wi tches unt i l  the end of the 1 7 th century, as the old myth of the evi l  
insat iable woman was far from dead, but alongside i t  grew th is image 
of woman as deformed,  weak and inferior in her very nature. Women 
accepted th is  est imate of themselves. Th us even the val iant  New 
England rebel M rs. Anne Hutchinson admit ted "woman 's ignorance 
and weakness of j udgement ,  which in  the most knowing women is 
inferior to the mascul ine understanding of man" (ibid . ,  p. 1 99). 

Women were now presented as lonely dependen ts. The nuclear 
fami ly  which causes us such trouble today seems to have been the 
creation of Protestantism . The extended fami ly of the Mediterranean 
in  the M usl im  and Catholic worlds is ent ire ly d ifferent .  From 1 500 to 
1 700 the fami ly became smaller and more self-contained .  The Refor
mation swept away al l  the old support pract ices of Cathol icism, 
which had t ided people over crises. Confession, the doctrine of Pur
gatory, Miraculous Shrines, Novenas, Processions had al l  kept al ive, 
however spuriously, a feel ing of hope and a strong sense of commu
n i ty .  Man now stood alone before h is  maker with his Bible in  h is 
hand, deprived of a l l  the old psychological props and col lect ive ritu
als that Cathol icism had provided. There was now only the fami ly, 
and wri tten in to the fami ly  was the principle of wifely subord ination . 
In  New England the Puri tan governments of the 1 7 th  cen tu ry offi
cial ly denied to women the independence of any rel igious l i fe at al l . 
Even Cotton Mather, who was sympathetic to women, told them 
that the best way to avoid errors (to which women are especial ly 
prone) was to follow the example of v irtuous men. The idea of men 
learning from women, as Cathol ics had sat at the feet of women 
saints ,  was now anathema. In some of i ts  pract ices the Protestant 
Church underl ined the doct rine of the inferiority of women. Thus in  
the Angl ican communi ty of Virginia i n  the 1 7 th century the authori
t ies were faced with  a problem that caused a conflict between wifely 
subord inat ion and heresy. George Walker was a Quaker, and there
fore a heret ic .  Al ice, h i s  wife, was an Angl ican and should have been 
considered a more sui table person to instruct and con t rol the ir  chi l 
dren. However, the court t hat was asked to i n tervene in th is case of 
female "rebel l ion" chose to uphold George's authority in his  own 
home, thus seeing patriarchy as more Christ ian and important than 
orthodoxy. Protestant women would appear to have lost  any ideal of 
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indiv idual d ign i ty  and independence that Christianity had offered 
them. 

However, t his does not seem to have been the case ent irely .  I t  is 
certa in ly t rue that during the 1 7th  and 1 8 th centuries women lost a 
good deal of power and respect in Europe, and certainly the 
Church's  preaching of wifely dependence and authority did nothing 
to improve her lot . Yet i t  has been argued that the real v i l la in in  th is  
swift cult  of female dependency was not Christ ianity but Capital ism . 
The rise of a capital ist economy, Al ice Clark has argued in The 
Working Life of Women in the Seventeen th Cen tury, deprived women 
of many of her tradi t ional powers and areas of authority. By 
s tress ing the commercial aspect of landownership and making estate 
management a male-dominated enterprise, women were den ied a real 
role in  fami ly l ife and were made mere consumers in the bourgeois 
world of the town�. Whatever Christ ians may have said before about 
men and women occupying separate spheres, in  practice the average 
wife and mother had had a strongly productive role  and the 
Churches, both Cathol ic and Protestant a l ike,  had, unti l this cen
tury ,  not much concerned themselves with the inferior, and in some 
sense evil ,  state of married l i fe. Now an economic change was driving 
women back from the outside world away from men, depriving her 
of her product ive power and making her a mere dependent with her 
h usband no longer playing an integral part in  the l i fe of the home. 
This new dependency was certainly backed up by Protestant and 
Counter-Reformat ion teaching about marriage, but i t  may wel l  be 
that as yet the Christian West was sti l l  not used to being instructed 
about marriage by the Christ ian authori t ies, and that th is depen
dency change was largely secu lar. Christian teaching may only have 
been reinforcing a purely economic change. 

It may be that in  the 1 7 th century at  least ,  especial ly in  New 
England, the Ch rist ian ization of marriage did not make itself fel t  in 
the dependency but in the independence of women. The Colonies 
were a much more favorable envi ronment for women at that t ime. 
Women there were not yet affected by Capital ism, as they were des
perately needed as workers and the shortage of women meant they 
were sought after as wives. Puritan Church organization was, we 
have seen ,  very patriarchal ,  and yet Protestan tism with its st ress on 
the individual conscience meant that women in fact played a very 
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important role in the l i fe of the communi ty  and that in  theory they 
were considered the equals of men. There was a certain confl ict ,  
which the fundamental ist ,  Bible- inspired Puritan community must 
have seen in the New Testament ,  where there was a simi lar disagree
ment about the woman's role. The preachers there preached patri
archy and wifely submission, as i t  was found in  Ephesians and Colos
sians, but they were wel l aware that a woman also had to wrest le 
wi th her own salvation : i t  was no longer possible for her to get by 
s imply by being a member of the Church.  The Protestan t  and Puri 
tan Churches had developed in  opposi t ion to establ ishment Chris
t iani ty ,  so what bui l t  i n to their view of religion was a quest ioning and 
independent spirit which wou ld be difficult  to handle when they 
themselves became the establishment .  This too would affect the posi
t ion of woman , who had in the old fighting days often been encour
aged to "rebel" from establ ishment before her husband,  j ust as in 
El izabethan England Catholic women had been encouraged by the 
Church to s tay t rue to the Old Fai th  when their husbands had con
formed to the New. That the Puri tans of New England, who had 
been great rebels in  the old country ,  were aware of the conflict in 
thei r at t i tude to women is shown by the remark of the preacher 
Jonathan Mi tchell in  Cambridge, Massachuset ts, 1 67 1 :  "Woman," 
he said , "is last ly (i .e .  u l t imately) and as Homo (or one of mankinde) 
for God; but next ly  and as Mulier (in her proper place and sex) for 
the man" (R. Thompson, Women in Stuart England and A merica, 
p. 86). Expressed in sl ight ly  d ifferent  terms is  the old contradiction 
that had persisted in the Fathers. As virgo a woman had become a 
man,  in their view, but when faced with real viragos they had found 
it difficult to be consistent .  

Women in New England clearly found Puri tanism at tract ive. By 
the end of the 1 7th  century more women attended the Churches than 
men. The Church was careful  to maintain that a woman could be 
more spiritual ly advanced than her man, and this must have given 
women's self- image a useful  boost .  Thus a n umber of women were 
made Members of the Ch urch of Boston before their husbands. This 
was not a superficial matter. To be a ful l  Member was to be one of 
the Elect; i t  was not a human state but divine,  the difference between 
Heaven and Hell in the next world. If the Church admi tted you as 
one of the Elect, it meant that you were predestined by God for 
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salvat ion.  Thus in Dedham, Massachuset ts, in 1 637 the Church was 
elect ing seven "pi l lars" of the newly established Church from a 
short l ist , among whom were Joseph Kingsbury ,  an important mem
ber of the community ,  and his wife. Joseph was rejected because he 
was found,  when examined, to be "too much add icted to ye world ,"  
"stiff and unhumbled" and was fina l ly  gui l ty of "distempered flying 
out" in his examination. He was rejected not only as a "pi l lar, " as 
one of the Elect, but was barred from more ord inary Church mem
bership which entai led a loss of cit izensh ip.  However, h is wife was 
admit ted to Membersh ip  among the first intake. She was "a tender 
harted soule fu ll of feares and temptations but truly breathing after 
Christ . "  As Roger Thompson has pointed out in his book Women in 
Stuart England and A merica, th is must have affected the domestic 
l i fe of the Kingsburys and been to the other women in Dedham a 
l iv ing example of t�eir essent ial equal i ty and perhaps their individual 
superiority to their men (pp. 84-86) . 

New England cal ls  to mind not mere equal i ty but independence 
and female leadersh ip in the person of Anne Hutchinson. Her exam
ple, together with the example of other women who had defied their 
men in New England, acted as an in toxicant for 1 7th-century colo
nial women, as the host i le Edward Johnson writes: 

In the new communi ty of rebels on Rhode Island whither Anne 
and her fami ly  had been exiled there were extremists among 
whom there were some of the female sexe, who (deeming the 
Apost le Paul to be too st rict in  not permitt ing a woman to 
preach in  the publique Congregation) taught notwithstanding; 
they have their cal l  to this office from an ardent desire of being 
famous, especial ly the grand mistress of them all , who ordi
nari ly prated every Sabbath day, t i l l  others, who th irsted after 
honour in the same way with herself, drew away her Auditors, 
and then she withdrew herself her husband and her family also, 
to a more remote place. 

(ibid . ,  p .  9 1 ) 

Puritan ism could inspire and revive, even within a c l imate that did 
not exal t female celibate autonomy, the myth of the emancipated 
woman. I ts doctrines may not have permitted them the cult of inde
pendent women saints ,  but they d id revive against savage male hos-
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t i l i ty  the Christian ideal of the woman who could claim not merely 
equal i ty but even superiority to the men around her.  I t  was not 
necessari ly the case that these women were rebels . Thus the New 
England poet Anne Bradstreet ,  a contemporary of Anne Hutchin
son , had original ly been shocked when she first arrived in the Colony 
by the apparent tyranny of the Church there and its determination to 
enforce belief. Yet this did not h inder her developing her own rel i 
g ious ins ights ,  qui te separately from the men around her ,  even when 
these insights or questionings led her into speculat ion which the offi
cial  church would have condemned .  Thus in  a let ter that she left for 
her chi ldren we see a personal search and quest that is ent i re ly inde
pendent :  

Many t imes hath Satan troubled me concerning the verity o f  the 
Scriptures, many t imes by atheism how I could know whether 
there was a God . I never saw any miracles confirm me, and 
those which I read of, how did I know but they were feigned? 
That there is a God my reason would soon tel l  me by the won
drous works that I see, the vast frame of the heaven and the 
earth ,  the order of al l  th ings, n ight and day, summer and winter, 
spring and autumn,  the dai ly providing for th is great household 
upon the earth,  the preserving and di rect ing of all to i ts proper 
end. The considerat ion of these things would wi th amazement 
certainly resolve me that there is an Eternal Being. But how 
should I know He is such a God as I worsh ip in  Trin i ty ,  and 
such a Saviour as I rely upon? Though th is hath thousands of 
t imes been suggested to me, yet God hath helped me over. I 
have argued thus with myself. That there is a God, I see. I f  ever 
th is God hath revealed h imself, i t  must be in  His word, and this 
must be it or none.  Have I not found that operation by i t  that no 
human invention can work upon the sou l ,  hath not judgments 
befal len d ivers who have scorned and contemned i t ,  hath i t  not 
been preserved through al l  ages maugre al l  the heathen tyrants 
and al l  of the enemies who have opposed it? Is there any story 
but that which shows the beginnings of t imes,  and how the 
world came to be as we see? Do we not know the prophecies in 
i t  fu lfi l led which could not have been so long foretold by any but 
God Himself? 
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When I have got over th is block, then have I another put in 
my way , that admi t  th is be the true God whom we worship, and 
that be his word, yet why may not the Popish rel igion be the 
right? They have the same God, the same Christ ,  the same 
word .  They only enterpret i t  one way, we another . . . .  

(Heimert and Delbanco, pp. 1 40-4 1 )  

She toys with atheism and with Popery wi th a n  astonishingly free 
and independent spirit of inquiry ,  in a way which neither her hus
band nor the Church could have countenanced . Anne Bradstreet was 
a very exceptional woman with a good marriage. Her own excellent 
mind enjoyed the responsibi l i ty that Protestant ism and Puritanism 
gave to the individual to work out his or her own salvation. I nstead 
of finding it inhibit ing, Anne Bradstreet found it  l iberati ng. 

The story of Catharine Beecher, another American woman, gives 
us some idea of both the difficult ies and freedom that Calvinist fam
i ly  l ife provided for women. Catharine was the eldest daughter of the 
New England preacher Lyman Beecher, and in  early 1 822 she be
came engaged to a young Yale professor. Dr. Beecher dec ided it was 
t ime to precipitate in his daughter some kind of rel igious awakening 
before her wedding. In order to be a good wife and mother she had 
to be "converted" and see the l ight for herself. However, his efforts 
met with l i t t le success. They seemed to have been characterized by 
sadistic terrorism that drove Catharine into a state of prostration as 
he wrest led with her soul .  Thus he wrote to h is son Edward : 

Catharine has been sick three days, the fi rst in acute distress. I 
had been addressing her conscience not twenty minutes before. 
She was seized with the most agonizing pain .  I hope it  wi l l  be 
sanctified.  

(Hellerstein and Offen,  p.  1 02) 

The l i t t le  session with Catharine's conscience sounds horrific, but 
worse was to come. A month later, in  May 1 822 ,  Catharine's fiance 
was drowned in a shipwreck.  Beecher then told his daughter that this 
was all her faul t .  Her fiance had d ied because she had not been 
converted; he was a martyr to her lack of fai th .  Catharine expresses 
the isolation women have so often fel t  in a letter to Edward . If it 
were not enough that she has lost her fiance, there is the terrible fact 
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that "now that I have nowhere to go but to God, the heavens are 
closed against me and my prayer is shut out . "  I t  is not that Catha
rine was rebell ing against her rel igion or her father. She had not 
stood out against his terrifying assaults on her conscience out of 
pride. She wanted to believe, but she could "feel no real is ing sense of 
my s infulness, no love to the Redeemer, nothing but that I am un
happy and need rel igion . "  However, need is not belief. The Calvin ist 
born-again Christ ian has to feel that he loves God, feel that he is 
saved , feel that he is a terrible sinner. This Catharine could not do .  
Her father may have beaten her in to the ground so that she became 
i l l ,  but she stil l could not say that she had "got rel igion" because she 
knew that it was not t rue. 

This tenacious clinging to the tru th  made Catharine proof also 
against the new assaul t  launched by her father. For nearly a year the 
Reverend Beecher laid siege to her soul ,  trying to induce in his 
daughter a proper sense of her gui l t .  He cal led in a Brother Hawkes; 
he confessed himself at his "wit 's  end ,"  but st i l l  Catharine was un
able to l ie e i ther to him or to herself: 

I see noth ing but the most debasing selfishness and depravi ty  in  
my heart, and th is  depravity equal ly d isplayed in a l l  the actions 
of my past l i fe .  

But alas! th is  extenuat ing feel ing blunts the force of convic
t ion .  I see that I am gui l ty ,  very gui l ty, but I cannot feel neither 
can I convince my understanding that I am totally and utterly 
without excuse. . . . I feel  that I am gui l ty but not as gui l ty as 
if I had received a nature pure and uncontaminated . I can not 
feel  this; I never shal l ,  by any mental exertion of my own. 

(Ibid . ,  p .  1 03-4) 

If God has given her th is  sinful  nature, Catharine argues to herself 
and to her brother, then how can she be whol ly to blame? She can 
see that this feel ing is "contrary to the whole tenor of the gospel , "  
but she cannot give i t  up :  "But i s  there not a real d ifficulty in  the 
subject?" She cannot get  beyond th is d ifficulty .  "The more I struggle 
the less gui l ty I feel , "  she says desperately. Despite her grief and 
bereavement, despite her lonel iness and alienation from her father, 
Catharine could not take the easy way out .  Final ly she writes in 
February 1 823 that she and her father wi l l  have to agree to differ. 
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The difficul ty and the gui l t  consist in  this consciousness of in
abi l i ty .  The t ruth to be proved, then, is that ,  in certain cases, we 
must not rely upon our own consciousness, but trust to the 
in terpretat ions that are given by fal l ible men of the Word of 
God. 

If  I say that I can not perceive that emotions of affection are 
at the control of the wi l l ,  you say that ,  as you understand the 
Bible, God does require these th ings. Now, which is easiest : to 
abandon confidence in my own consciousness or in your inter
pretation of the Bible? 

(Ibid . ,  p. 105) 

Anne Bradstreet and Catharine Beecher showed that within the 
new nuclear fami ly of the Puritan world ,  a woman could preserve 
i ndependence of spirit i f  great-hearted . The stress Protestant ism 
placed on individual' salvation could force a woman l i ke Catharine to 
d iscover an i rreducible real ity within herself, and a strong personal 
in tegrity .  It is also true that two centuries before Catharine's time, 
the women who were burned during the Salem witch hunts behaved 
on the whole with considerably more dignity than the men. Yet mere 
mention of the witch hunts throws into relief the real hatred that 
could flare up in  New England Puri tanism. Anne Bradstreet had had 
a loving marriage, but she l ived and pursued her spiritual quest in  an 
atmosphere of potential misogyny.  Anne Hutchinson had certainly 
fel t  i ts ful l  force and so, two hundred years later, did Catharine 
Beecher in the heart of her own family .  Anne Hutch inson was sup
ported by her own husband, even though she was condemned by the 
men of the Colony. In the witch hunts men were ready to accuse 
their own wives in the general hysteria and see them go to their 
deaths. Two hundred years later, the struggle that Catharine encoun
tered was more hidden and private. The power she showed was an 
in ternal one. Unl ike Anne Bradstreet and Anne Hutchinson,  she did 
not rebel by breaking in to the male worlds of poetic creation and 
religious leadership,  but rebel led in  her own conscience. The posit ion 
of women had so decl ined by the 1 9th cent ury, even in the New 
World of America, that the power enjoyed by these early women 
Puritan sett lers was no longer open to Victorian women, however 
brave. For Catharine even the experience of fal l ing in  love and be-
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coming engaged to be married is turned ,  by her father, in to a batt le .  
Men and women are st i l l  at war, even in the Christ ian world of love. 

The posi t ion of women dec l ined st i l l  further in the West during the 
1 8 th cen tury .  In  England the rot set in  earlier than i t  d id in America. 
The power that many women had enjoyed during the Civi l  War and 
the rel igious authority that a few women discovered in the Puritan 
Churches stopped at once with the restoration of the monarchy and 
the demise of Puritanism.  Restoration comedy gives a picture of 
powerful  women, manipulating their men, for example, by dictating 
very strict terms of marriage.  However, there is no evidence at al l  
that women enjoyed such power in real i ty ,  and i t  is far more l ikely 
that such scenes were in fact a sat i re and derived their humor from 
the real picture of women's helplessness. What is much more t rue to 
l i fe is the hatred that subsists between men and women in  these 
plays. The sexes are at war, even when they make "love. " Husbands 
and wives are always in a state of hatred. Women who are mistresses 
suffer at the hands of their lovers and endure their cruel humi l ia
t ions, sometimes wi th witch- l ike v i triol ic revenge and wit ty ,  articu
late hatred , but sometimes, too, by expressing sheer pain and vulner
abi l i ty ,  which cuts through the gl i t tering art ificial i ty  of the world of 
Restoration drama with a gasp of raw real i ty .  The plays of Congreve, 
Wycherley and Etherege, for all thei r presentation of powerful 
women , vibrate with the hatred. Also, for al l  the apparently "god
less" world of these plays, for all their del iberate rejection of Chris
t ian values and cul t  of secular pract ice, the view of women and their 
relationship with men is en t i rely Christian. Even when a society 
th inks i t  is reject ing Christ iani ty ,  i t  is deeply enslaved by the Chris
t ian neurosis. These women are sexual ly insatiable. A woman wi l l  
rape a man with her husband in the next room; once in i t iated she 
cannot get enough of it ; she will use sex to manipulate her husband 
and humi l iate him. There is no such thing as an innocent woman, in  
Wycherley's view . Even the "country wife" i s  a shrewd, sexy l i t t l e  
v ixen, and women wi l l  fonn together i n  cabals l ike  wi tches to plot 
against their men.  

Neurosis went underground in  the more apparent ly reasonable age 
of the Enlightenment ,  only to surface again ,  violent ly ,  during the 
Victorian period . The explosion of sexual fear and hatred that 
erupted during the 1 9 th century, especial ly in England and in East-
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ern America, produced , as  an essential part of the neurotic package, 
the old neurosis about women . Because in the ant i-Catholic environ
ment of England at that time a revival of celibacy was impossible, the 
virginity myth was revived in  a more submerged form. Women, l ike 
the Virgin  Mary ,  became virgin wives and mothers. Marriage in fact 
depended on the existence of prost i tutes,  and brothels mushroomed 
in Victorian London . The myth of the evi l  woman actual ly sup
ported the myth of the Angel Wife, j ust  as in reality a man could 
resort to prost i tutes and mistresses and save his wife from too many 
onslaughts of his foul  lust .  The good woman had to be a sexless one. 
Other more intrepid Victorian virgins revived the old virago myth  
and  felt a new freedom and independence, bu t  i n  general the  Protes
tant cl imate succeeded in enforcing the notion of dependency very 
successful ly .  For the last two centuries Christian preachers had been 
urging the not ion · of the compl iant woman, and now the ideal real ly 
took root ,  despite the independence and equal i ty written into Protes
tantism. Thus the Evangel ica l  writer Elisabeth Sandford could write 
in her t reatise Woman in her Social and Domestic Character: 

. . . there is something Unfeminine in  independence. I t  is con
t rary to Nature and therefore it offends. A real ly sensible 
women feels her dependence; she does what she can, but she is 
conscious of  her inferiori ty and therefore gratefu l  for support. 
. . . I n  everything women should show their  consciousness of 
dependence. 

The Evangelical wri ter Hannah More also urged this ideal on her 
fel low women : "Women in th is respect are something l ike chi ldren ," 
she wrote, . .  the more t hey show their  need of support the more 
engaging they are . "  Where for centuries the  notion of the indepen
dent virgin ,  who had ret ired from the world of men into a female 
autonomy, had been pressed on the West ,  and was being tentatively 
expressed by women like George Eliot and Florence Night ingale, the 
ideal v irgin in the neurotic atmosphere of Victorian England was 
now a wife.  Locked up in her home, and pressed by unreal ist ic myths  
of female perfection in to a marginal posit ion in society, women 
found that their world had tru ly  shrunk .  Alongside the old myths of 
v irgini ty ,  the other faces of Eve reappeared obedient ly  as an essential 
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part of the complex neurosis. Coventry Patmore's "Angel in  the 
House" is a fami l iar figure :  

A raptu re of submission l ifts  
Her l ife in to  celest ial rest ;  

There's noth ing left of what she was; 
Back to the babe the woman dies, 

And al l  the wisdom that she has 
Is to love him for being wise. 

Patmore was a Catholic, so it is hardly  surprising that he should 
speak of the new Virgin-Angel in  terms of the old Cathol ic sa ints .  
Yet despite the violen t ly ant i -Catholic feel ing in England at the t ime,  
the poem was immensely popular .  The Angel  in the House is a mys
t ic .  Her rapture, however, is no longer absorption in God ,  but sub
mission to a man . She dies to herself, regressing back into infant i l 
i sm,  but th is  new mortification is again d i rected not  to God but to 
her h usband .  The new ascet ic has an indomitable wi l l ,  l ike the ascet
ics of old,  but "Her wil l 's indomitably bent On mere submissiveness 
to h im . "  The world of women has cont racted alarmingly .  Her rap
ture, her martyrdom is now ent i rely for her husband.  As the  famous 
Unitarian Harriet Mart ineau said :  "The sum and substance of female 
education is t raining women to consider marriage as the sole object 
in l i fe, and to pretend that t hey do not th ink so. "  The Victorian 
writer Anne Richl ieu Lamb in her book Can Women Regenerate 
Society? made the same complain t ,  and showed the fundamental im
possibi l i ty  of a woman's l i fe :  

Treated at one moment as a chi ld ,  at another as a playth ing, if  
fai r  as an angel-for a whi le !  Then wearied of, as the chi ld ,  
t h rown away as the toy ,  and beauty varnished, s tript of her 
angel ic splendour and forced to t read the miry paths of l i fe in  
the way she best can . Such is woman now : t rai ned from chi ld
hood to bel ieve that for man and for man alone she must l ive, 
that marriage must be not only her h ighest ,  but her only aim on 
earth ,  as in it is comprised the whole of her d is t iny . 

(p. 1 3) 

Clement Scott 's  song, which was so frequen t ly  sung at American 
weddings in the late 1 9th  century, shows that marriage was a worn-
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an 's  dest iny not  only in th i s  l i fe ,  but  that  it is almost the Beat ific 
Vision of God: women have again been isolated from men and put on 
a superhuman pedesta l .  Beatrice showed Dante paradise, but  he had 
never had the chance of being married to her, and so disi l J usioned. 
The wife is the new Beatrice : 

Oh promise me that some day you and I 
Wi l l  take our love together to some sky 
Where we can be alone and faith renew 
And find the hol lows where these flowers grew, 
Those first sweet violets of early spring, 
Which comes in  whispers ,  thri l l  us both and sing 
Of love unspeakable that is to be; 
Oh promise me! oh promise me! 

Oh promise me that you wi l l  take my hand, 
The most unworthy in  this lowly land, 
And let me si t  beside you, i n  your eyes 
Seeing the vision of our paradise; 
Hearing God's message whi le the organ rol ls  
I ts  mighty music to our very souls 
No love less perfect than a l ife wi th thee 
Oh promise me! oh promise me! 

Marriage has been t ransformed into an earthly paradise; expectations 
are raised for both men and women that cannot possibly be fulfi l led. 
For women part icularly ,  as marriage is her only world, th is is cata
st roph ic. God has faded away, but she has st i l l  to fulfi l l  all the old 
rel igious dut ies. She has to be a mystic ,  whose special and spiritual 
perceptions are a guide to her husband, and yet she is to a llow herself 
to be guided directly and absolutely by him . She is to deny herself  
sexual pleasure. She wi l l  always be virginal ,  because she is i ncapable 
of real penet rat ion .  She wi1 1  always remain aloof from the man with 
his dark ,  bestial urges which he cannot control. And yet she has to 
endure sex without pleasure and as vi rgin-mother bear as many chi l
dren as possible. She is a martyr because she has to die to herself  
dai ly ,  and is not  al lowed to achieve a personal fu lfil lment ,  but  to 
serve and love her husband .  I t  was a l ife that was impossible, and 
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that mut i lated women as much as the old images of al ienat ion and 
host i l i ty  had ever done. 

It was inevi table that ,  given such a brief, women would suffer. The 
1 8 th-cen tury woman had been robust and heal thy .  In an age of rela
t ive sexual and domestic freedom she had flourished. Nai led back 
into the home, however, Victorian women became del icate. Part ly 
th is  was because to have a del icate wife was social l y  chic. However, 
the frequent "decl i nes" into which women fel l  were genuine enough, 
if psychosomatic .  An anonymous woman author of a book cal led 
The English Matron, which was publ ished in 1 846, writes of the 
sufferi ngs of women : "How many suffer, or say they suffer from 
debi l i ty ,  headaches, dyspepsia, a tendency to colds, eternal sore 
throats, rheumatic attacks and the whole list of pol ite complaints ."  
Yet she concludes that "the two prevai l ing diseases among females in 
this count ry are hypochondriasis and hysteria" (p. 1 3 3) .  

By the Victorian period there was the worst of al l  Christ ian 
worlds. The old sex fea r  was back in ful l  flood, and women had lost 
the autonomy that they had once possessed, if  only ideal ly .  The man 
and the woman marry for love but in fact this "love" is  shot through 
wi th hatred . Even the ideal Angel in  the House is seen as an in im ical 
figure in Patmore's poem:  This "chi ld" of a woman , who "pratt les 
l ike a chi ld at play ,"  has actual ly  an i ron determination under her 
soft exterior: 

And evermore, for e i ther's sake, 
To the sweet fol ly  of the dove, 

She joins the cunning of the snake, 
To ri vet and exa l t  his love; 

Her mode of candour is decei t ;  
And what she th inks from what she' l l  say , 

(Altho' I ' l l  never cal l  her cheat , )  
Lies far as Scot land from Cathay. 

Without h is  knowledge he was won ; 
Against his nature kept devout ;  

She' l l  never tel l  him how ' twas done 
And he will never find i t  out .  

I f, sudden,  he suspects her wiles ,  
And hears her forging chain and t rap 
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And looks, she si ts in  s imple smiles, 
Her two hands ly ing on her lap. 

Her secret (privilege of the Bond, 
Whose Fancy is of either sex), 

Is  mine;  but let the darkness guard 
Mysteries that l ight would more perplex. 

The host i l i ty that exists beneath the surface of this ideal of married 
" love" is extraordinary .  A woman is seen as an amoral manipulative 
l i t t le liar. She may "exalt" a man by her love, but at the same time 
she "rivets" h im against h is  wil l ,  forging a chain of slavery. Al
though she is wreathed in demure "simple smi les ," the woman is sti l l  
Eve, even whi le she is an angel . The "cunning of the snake" attracts 
her j ust as much as i t  attracted the mother of all the living. She is 
stil l trapping man by her wiles ;  powerful in weakness, she still se
duces him,  if not sexually, but "against his nature" and without his 
knowledge. Man is the prisoner of his  beloved wife, trapped by a 
creature he doesn' t  want to understand. The success of Patmore's 
poem shows that he struck a deep feel ing in England at the t ime, and 
that for all its idealization of married love, men and women hated 
one another as much as ever. The only d ifference is that now they 
cannot even express this hatred openly ,  but have, helplessly, to call it 
"love. " Throughout Christ ian history men had thought of women as 
deformed monsters. The Angel in the House is also a moral monster: 

I f  none but her dear despot hears, 
She pratt les l ike a chi ld at play. 

Perchance, when all her praise is  said , 
He tel ls the news, a batt le won, 

On e i ther side ten thousand dead. 
"Alas !" she says : but ,  i f  ' twere known, 

She th inks, "He's looking on my face!" 

Unfortunately, the Angel in  the House is st i l l  a fami liar figure .  We all 
know these cunning l i t t le kittens whose narrow outlook dooms them 
to appal l ing trivial i ty .  The interesting th ing here is that this was 
precisely the Victorian ideal . Women were creatures that men loved 
-and st i l l  love-to hate. She is st i l J  Eve, the enemy of man . 

Beneath this ideal ization of women and blissful married l i fe there 
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was therefore great unhappiness. I n  America this unhappiness sur
faced in t he explosion of sects and experiments that rejected the 
tradit ional notion of the Puritan nuclear family .  Ei ther these groups 
rejected sex and marriage completely, l ike the Shakers or the Amana 
Inspi rationists ,  or they experimen ted wi th  communal l iving and free 
love, as did the Oneida Perfect ionists , who did away ent irely with the 
normal sex ro les and tried to l i ve l ives of tota l  sexual equal i ty .  There 
were no permanent sex bonds at Oneida, and each member of the 
group could,  in theory, have sex with any other member. I t  was seen 
not as sexual l icense but as freedom from possessive selfishness. 
Noyes, the founder of the group, devised a means of sexual i ty which 
inh ibi ted ejaculation , which not only acted as a desi rable contracep
t ive but which was reminiscent of the sexual pract ices of Tantric 
Buddhism, where ejacu lat ion is withheld to enable the adept to t ran
scend himself. The Oneida group enjoyed considerable success, and 
again we have to see that the unhappiness and frustration wi th t radi
t ional marriage must have been great in America at the t ime if so 
many men and women were wi l l ing to embrace communal l i ves 
which were such a challenge to al l  thei r condit ioned responses. The 
Mormons also revol ut ionized conventional marriage pat terns, and 
the fact that men and women were not only ready to accept polyg
amy but were a lso ready to follow Brigham Young on the peri lous 
migration to Utah speaks vol umes for the growing d issat isfaction 
wi th the Christian fami ly .  

In both the Oneida and the Mormon experiments,  women flour
ished. I t  is easier to understand that women would thrive in the 
l iberat ing atmosphere of Oneida, where women were al lowed to do 
tradit ional ly male work as well as experiment with sexual freedom. 
The Mormon system of polygamy certainly produced t raumas of 
jealousy in some women , and most women found the whole idea, 
when Joseph Smith original ly in t roduced it, deeply shocki ng. How
ever, some women did find i t  l iberat ing. One woman state senator 
put i t  th is way : "A plural wife isn ' t  half as much a slave as a s ingle 
wife .  If her husband has four  wives, she has three weeks of freedom 
every single month" (A. de Riencourt ,  p. 324). The traveler Richard 
Burton cla imed that :  
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. . . incredible as  the statement may appear, rival wives do 
dwell together [ in U tah] in  amity . . . .  They know that n ine
tenths of the m iseries of the poor in large cit ies arise from early 
and imprudent marriages, and t hey would rather be the fiftieth 
. .  seal ing" of Dives than the toi l ing single wife of Lazarus .  

(The City of the Sain ts, London, 1 963 ,  p. 483) 

Mormon leaders l ike James Strang, who had at fi rst bitterly opposed 
polygamy, justified the system by claiming that it benefited women: 
monogamy claimed to give women freedom in  choosing their mate, 
but in fact the pressures of the marriage market meant that in prac
t ice a woman often had to take any man she could get. This meant 
that strong and talented women often found themselves bound to 
pueri le men who are inferior to them in  every way. Polygamy, he 
claimed, gave women a better choice. Mormon women certainly fel t  
t hat they were the equals and friends of thei r husbands in a way that 
the convent ional American woman of the period did not. I t  was not 
only that the frontier cond itions in Utah and the long absences of the 
husbands on preaching expedi tions gave the women more power and 
freedom, but also that the polygamous system undercut romantic 
love for men as well as for women. The sheer mechanics of the large 
household where there were several wives made the expression of 
romantic love impractical ,  but even more simply the "harem" com
pletely destroyed the idea that everybody had One True Love, which 
is the essence of the mythology of romantic love. This freed women 
from the masochist ic rituals and absurd ideal izat ions that existed 
elsewhere in the 1 9th  century. The Mormon women were also ad
v ised not to a l low themselves to become emotional ly dependent upon 
their husbands, because otherwise the polygamous l i fe was impossi
ble .  Even though Salt Lake City was clearly a male world and the 
men got  the best of the bargain (women were not  allowed to have 
several husbands), it did prove to be l iberating for many of the Mor
mon plural wives. Certain ly  the fact that Utah granted suffrage to 
women in i ts  first state consti tut ion and that there were more profes
sional women in Utah at the end of the 1 9th  century than almost any 
other state says a good deal for the confidence and the autonomy 
that Mormonism gave to i ts  women. 

The new cult of loving togetherness then was fraught with difficul-
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t ies, as it cut across the habits of centuries. Constant ly we find old 
neuroses cropping up in marriages that are qu intessential ly Chris
t ian .  Sex, which is st i l l  often a problem in secular marriages, re
mained very problematic in rel igious marriages . We can see this with 
the many people who joined cel ibate movements l ike the Shakers and 
Amana groups. The 1 8 th-century Boston preacher Cotton Mather, 
who was obviously a highly sexed man, became deeply worried about 
h is sexual l i fe with h is  wife at the end of his l i fe .  Mather was married 
three t imes and had fifteen chi ldren. His int imate d iary shows no 
worries about married sex, but only fear of extramari tal sex and the 
strongly fel t  need to replace one wife with another very quickly to 
inocu late h imself against temptation. However, later in his l i fe he 
became very worried that he was enjoying sex too much.  Both Prot
estants and Cathol ics were fond of quoting Jerome's remark that to 
make love to your wife with too much pleasure (so that you would 
sti l l  want her even if  she were not your wife) was adultery .  Mather 
had picked up a very old neurosis, even though he clearly thought 
that marriage itself was "holy. " A "holy" pair  who have been pre
sen ted in the Cathol ic Church as the example of what a Christ ian 
marriage should be were the 1 9th -century French couple Louis and 
Zelie Mart in ,  the parents of St .  Therese of Lisieux. This happy pair 
hated sex so much that after their wedding they did not consummate 
their marriage for ten months and had every intention of remaining 
perpetual ly cel ibate in imi tat ion of the Holy Fami ly .  However, they 
were persuaded by a priest to do their marriage "duty" and produced 
many chi ldren, of whom five girls surv ived. Despite her frequent 
rhapsodies about the joys of fami ly l i fe and motherhood, Zel ie was 
constant ly bemoaning the fact that she had not been able to be a nun,  
and was always longing for the cloister. Both she and Louis had 
appl ied to religious orders and been rejected . Marriage was for both 
of them only second best .  Zt!l ie always claimed that her wedding day 
was the unhappiest day of her l i fe: "I cried as I have never cried in 
my l i fe and was never to cry again . "  She spent the day after the 
ceremony with her sister, who was a Vis i tation nun :  "I compared my 
l i fe with hers and the tears flowed more than ever" (S.  J .  Piat, The 
Story of a Family, p.  3 8) .  I f  she was not a l lowed to be a nun ,  she was 
determined that all her daughters would be. She used to tell her 
daughters about the superior state of vi rgin i ty ,  and when her eldest 
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gir l ,  Marie, stood out against her (refusing, for example, to say the 
P rayer to St .  Joseph t hat begins "Protector of Virgins"), Zel ie began 
a campaign of ret reats and lectures unt i l  Marie gave in .  Al l  her 
daughters did become nuns; four were Carmeli tes and one a Visi ta
t ion nun .  That the Catholic Church has constant ly pushed this fam
i ly story before the fai thfu l  as an example of what a Christian family 
should be shows that th ings haven ' t  changed much.  

The Martin home was fil led with "love,"  which was expressed 
wi th  al l  the cloying sent imental i ty of t he late 1 9th century.  They 
loved God and Jesus, but also loved one another with great emo
t ional fanfares. Yet th is  model family could also be unbel ievably un
kind,  even cruel. Zelie clearly d isliked her th ird daughter, Leonie, 
who was nei ther as heal thy ,  pretty or as intel l igent as her sisters. She 
constan t ly slighted Leonie, and taught her other daughters to do the 
same. When the s ister of Zel ie who was a Visitat ion nun was dying, 
Zelie wrote this to her: 

As soon as you are in Paradise, go and find Our Lady and tell 
her :  "My good Mother, you played a trick on my sister when 
you gave her that poor Leonie; that was not the sort of child she 
asked you for, and you must mend the mat ter. Then you are to 
go and find Blessed Margaret Mary, and say to her: Why did 
you cure her mi raculously? It would have been better to have let 
her d ie :  you are bound in conscience to remedy the evi l . * 

(Ibid . ,  p. 205) 

That the good Fr. Piat, who has written the fu l lest account of the 
ed ifying family l ife of the Martins, can print this without ever th ink
ing that someth ing was wrong with th is  loving home speaks volumes 
for the way Christ ian love is so often and so acceptingly seen to 
coexist closely with cruelty.  Zel ie was not joking;  she meant every 
word of this .  Her letters are fu l l  of complaints  about Leonie, who 
"cou ld never be a credi t" to her like her other chi ldren. Today Le
onie would be sniffing glue or shoplift ing.  Al l  she could do then was 
withdraw completely from fami ly l ife, going off to the kitchen after 
meals to sit with the servant  Louise and haunting Zelie wi th pathetic  
pleas for love, which were constant ly  rejected . J ust before Zel ie died 

• Leon ie had been cu red of a dangerous i l lness by a novena made to Margaret Mary. 
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it was d iscovered that for years Leon ie had been engaged in a sado
masochist ic relat ionsh ip with Louise. Nobody had bothered to see 
what had been going on right in the heart of th is  loving fami ly .  

Throughout th is  book I have tried to show how eas i ly  Christ ian 
love can sometimes become hatred . The love of a good woman, 
whether the woman was the Domna of the Troubadours or the V icto
rian Angel , could become in  some cases an act of al ienat ion.  I t  is not 
s imply in  the relat ionships between men and women that Christ ian 
love explodes eas i ly  into Christ ian hatred in the West .  The Christian 
ideal of love is very difficul t ,  even impossible. How can one love one's 
enemies without them stopping, ipso facto, being enemies at al l? Yet 
Jove is the most important of the Ch rist ian commandments and the 
essence of the Christian l ife. The neurotic suppressions of the West 
have meant that th is Jove usual ly expresses i t self more by a banding 
together against outsiders than in  posi t ive warmth which radiates 
outward to the "enemy" outside. Thus Lawrence Stone has poin ted 
out the violen t tenor of 1 6th- and 1 7th-century l ife where one's 
"friends" were not one's dearly loved companions but simply one's 
cont rol lers and financial backers, as the word is used at t hat t ime.  
The most clear example of the hatred that surrounds Christian love 
was of course the phenomenon of the Crusades. Popes and saints  
preached the idea of Crusade as an act  of the love of God and love of 
neighbor. Yet they resul ted in the violen t slaughter  not only of infidel 
Moslems and Jews in  thousands, but also of the massacre of fel low 
Christians in Byzant ium and Syria.  The fears and insecu ri t ies that 
Christianity has so often imposed on the West can only erupt i rrat io
nally and violen t ly ,  and hatred is never very far away from "perfect 
Jove. " 

I t  should not then be surprising that the enemy woman comes in 
for s imi lar hatred, even wi th in the  confines of what is supposed to be 
a "loving" marriage. The historian of the English Family ,  Ralph 
Houlbrooke, says that very few fami l ies seem to have been happy in 
the period 1 400 to 1 800. Certain ly  in  our own day mari tal unhappi
ness is a constant and very famil iar phenomenon . The battered wife 
is an obvious example, but in  the West ,  especial l y  the Protestant 
West ,  there is a real tendency to make an enemy of the wife. In  
Cockney rhyming slang "wife" is translated " t rouble and strife ."  The 
nagging and tyrann ical wife is a constant stereotype, and whi le she 
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made a figure of fun in soap opera and sit .  com . ,  the fun is edged 
wi th real male host i l i ty .  The stag night ,  where a prospect ive groom 
indu lges in  an all -male orgy of freedom, st i l l  celebrates the male 
feel i ng that in marriage one is abandoning one's real friends (men) 
and gett ing sucked in by the enemy. Simi larly ,  the bored and weary 
way men tradit ional ly talk about "the wife, " and are encouraged to 
do so, shows that no matter how much money has been spen t on a 
romantic, orange-blossom, Christ ian-style wedding, the real i ty is, 
more often than not, a state of war. Men and women have been 
urged for too long to keep away from one another in our cul ture to 
s ink easi ly into cosy loving int imacy within a marriage. I t  is interest
i ng that the ideal of Christian marriage real ly "took" in the 1 9th 
century at a t ime when the hold of Christianity was beginning to be 
loosened and science and technology were suggesting a different 
world-view. Wom�n at that t ime were alienated and ostracized by 
being iden t ified with goodness and with a rel igion that thei r  men 
were leaving behind them . In an Age of Faith marriage was consid
ered secular and religiously irrelevant ,  even rel igiously unworthy. In 
the Age of Doubt it is made a sacred real i ty  and the wedding at last 
begins to come into its own . Always marriage in the West has been 
outside the main preoccupations of the period, a marginal activity .  
Whatever l ip  service had been paid throughout the Christian centu
ries to marriage as a sacrament ,  i t  was on ly truly Christ ianized 
through and through, emotional ly d rawn into the main mythology of 
Christendom, when Christ ianity was beginning for the fi rst t ime to 
be serious ly doubted. Just as women were made to stand in for a 
rel igion that men l ike the great Victorian Leslie Stephen had out
grown, and damaged by having an impossible idealism imposed upon 
them, so too the ideal of married love is taci t ly regarded as an impos
sibi l i ty  by bei ng i nvested with the t rappings of a rel igion which more 
and more people in our cultu re were rejecting. The real i ty ,  in the 
Victorian period as now, is that women and men have trad i tionally 
felt marriage to be a battleground in the Christian West. 

The "formal" wedding today often looks as though the marriage 
myth is no longer seriously believed in .  In our age which ideal izes 
s implici ty  and informality and which feels that ext ravagance is no 
longer merely unwise financial ly but moral ly wrong in view of the 
starving mi l l ions, the expensive wedding with everybody dressed up 
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to the nines and processing to a Church they never otherwise vis i t  is 
right outside the real ideology of our time. People even look as 
though they are in fancy dress : the bride, v i rgin or not, is in  an 
incred ible confect ion of white with a vei l and style of d ress that bears 
no relation to her normal clothes.  The dress usual ly  costs a fortune 
and can never be worn again because i t  is so obviously a wedding 
dress and would be tota l ly  unsuitable for any occasion that the bride 
might attend in  her normal l i fe .  The men have often had to h i re 
Morning Dress, wh ich often smells subt ly of moth bal ls because the 
sui t  has been unworn for so long.  I t  is not uncommon for the main 
part icipants-the happy pair and their fami l ies who are footing the 
b i l l-to find the whole affair to be an extremely t raumatic occasion. 
Nerves run h igh with the strain of i t  all .  And yet the large formal 
wedd ing cont inues to be chosen as the way that married people com
mit themselves to one another. While the divorce rate rises and the 
val id i ty of marriage is more and more questioned, the formal wed
ding gets bigger and bigger. In our century, which has been more 
secular than any other, the Wedding Myth has reached a crescendo . 

The marriage of H .R .H .  Prince Charles and Princess Diana was 
arguably the biggest national event we have had in Britain for de
cades. In the Uni ted States, which has deliberately eschewed monar
chy, thousands of people sat up al l  n ight to watch the ceremony on 
televis ion. The Archbishop of Canterbury said that the wedding and 
affair was a "fairy tale:' He made a point  that was truer than he 
real ized . Just as the fairy-tale world expresses dreams that we know 
cannot be fulfi l led but  which we cont inue to repeat as some kind of 
compensation for unsatisfactory real i ty ,  so too do we cl ing to the cul t  
of the wedding ever more firmly, making i t  ever more extravagant ly 
deny the real i t ies and values of our l i fe not only as compensation but ,  
with the logic of the fai ry tale, perhaps , to try and "magic" the 
real i ty in to being by celebrat ing the ideal .  The zeal with which the 
press pounced , short ly after The Wedding, on s igns of marital dis
cord between Charles and Di  and on Di  ' s  possible anorexia and 
frequent bad temper show that however much they may have raved 
on the day about Royal Romance, both they and their public were 
only too well aware of the d ifficult ies that marriage brings to any 
couple, royal or not .  

The media too, which did The Wedding so proud, a lso present 
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weekly for our delectat ion sagas of marital strife and disharmony in  
the series Dynasty and Dallas. Both present the family as  sol id and 
uni ted against outsiders ( in the t radit ion of Christ ian love), but real ly 
the fami l ies seethe with host i l i ty .  In  Dynasty the women tend to be 
glamorous and castrat ing witches .  They are the powerful  ones. Most 
of them have l i t t le c lout outside the fami ly-with the grand excep
t ion of Alexis-but within i t  they do pretty much what they wan t, 
and know how to manipulate and cont rol their men . Even the soft
spoken, breathy Krystle gets her point  across pret ty sharply when 
she wan ts to. In Dallas, on the other hand, women are seen as family 
vict ims.  The power resides with J .R .  and the male world .  Women are 
powerless martyrs ,  endlessly suffering helplessly and passively, their 
l i ves rarely extend ing beyond the confines of the home. In  a recent 
episode one woman was in prison , another a chronic case in  a men tal 
hospi tal ,  another 9eserted by her husband and pregnant ,  another 
pining for love of her husband who has rejected her, another cruel ly 
ignored by the man who had j ust married her,  and Sue Ellen , as 
usual ,  driven by J . R. 's manipulat ions to drink and alcoholic m isery . 
The enormous populari ty  of Dallas does not show a very good pic
ture of marriage outside the Ewing ranch . It means that women must 
recognize in this picture of female family suffering something that 
they can ident ify with and that men must enjoy seeing women put in 
their "proper place. " In  Dynasty men are cont inual ly turned on by 
the glamorous and castrat ing witches whom they can lust after and 
at the same t ime just ifiably condemn for their evil sexiness, while the 
women enjoy ident i fying with the displays of female power. 

There is no need to s tress the fact that in the West we are increas
ingly troubled about the future of marriage and the family ,  and the 
populari ty  of Dallas and Dynasty underline that unease. New pres
sures l ike the growing equal i ty and independence of women have 
been added to the old s tresses and strains of married l ife, when i t  was 
defini tely seen to have an inferior status in society .  The same insecu
ri ty t hat made Abelard hide his marriage from the world is evident 
today in the doubletalk going on about marriage. On the one hand, i t  
is s t i l l  extol led as the only heal thy way of l ife, while on the other the 
vocabulary of married or monogamous "relationsh ips" is host i le ,  
bearing very l i tt le resemblance to the "caring" ideal of nurturing 
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love. Rosal ind Coward shows this  in her essay "What Is  This Thing 
Between Us?" :  

The language of the emotions bears start l ing resemblance to  
descriptions of the economic act iv i t ies of the  capi tal ist  system. 
It describes losses, gains,  out lays, investments and returns. And 
it is, in essence, aggressive. Take the very goal of a committed 
relat ionship. The ul t imate goal is security and trust, two specifi
cal ly  capi talist modes of holding property. The greatest d isaster 
for a relat ionship is loss, a wasted effort. We talk of commitments 
to one another; we take risks that don ' t  pay off; we seek assur
ance from one another. I f  we are fortunate we have a rewarding 
relationship. Personal behaviour too is described in these terms. 
Protagonists are accused of being possessive or dependen t, and 
are praised for being self-sufficient. 

This  is the language of economic compet i t ion and survival . 
Impl ic i t ly ,  i t  refers to the issue of who wi l l  support whom, who 
is dependent upon whom, who owns the other person. I t  speaks 
of a desire to profit from experience, of a desire to have material 
gains, and of the economic base l ine of sexual relations. The 
aggression implicit in the language is obvious. It speaks of a 
system where dog eats dog and only a few succeed. But  the 
aggression impl ied here is mild compared with the other great 
metaphor for emotional l i fe, that of warfare. Protagonists in a 
relat ionship can be described as triumphant victorious, or de
feated. We talk of peaceful or destructive or devastating experi
ences. We talk of people surrendering, or resisting or behaving 
defensively. Relationships are described as being dangerous or 
explosive. Rf!conciliations or truces are sometimes achieved be
tween warring forces. And if that happens we call ourselves 
survivors. 

(Female Desire, p. 1 28) 

There is nothing very surprising in the idea of relationships being 
seen in  economic terms. Marriage was always an economic arrange
ment before Christ ianity bapt ized i t .  However, the aggressive edge 
should not surprise us e i ther. It is not s imply that Coventry Patmore 
wrote of love in terms of bewildered host i l i ty  in  "The Angel in  the 
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House" j ust over a hundred years ago. The coexistence of hatred as 
the obverse of love is a very old complex in our cul ture. 

Slowly and very late in the Christ ian West the ideal was evolved of 
marriage as a union of two loving partners who would cherish one 
another throughout their l i ves . The fact that we st i l l  feel uncomfort
able about love between the sexes inst i tu t ional ized and made, in sec
ular terms, "holy" is shown not only  in the agressive jargon which 
has sprung up in the rhetoric of relationships recent ly, but in the 
very self-conscious ways we speak in jargonese about  relationships at 
all .  We analyze and worry and discuss; we take our "problems" to 
counselors and to psychiatrists . We see the relat ionship, whether we 
are talking about  marriage or about its secular offspring, the monog
amous couple who are " l iv ing together, " as someth ing problematic . 
We cannot accept i t  as simply an inst i tut ion of our culture. We have 
to "work at it ," be " imaginative" and "seek out new forms . "  We do 
indeed. We are not yet used to t he ideal of the sexes being loving 
partners. In our cul ture t hey have been enemies, and when we end
lessly  chew over the "problems" we have in our "relationships" we 
are constant ly using language that acknowledges this  subliminal ly .  

Throughout Christ ian history we have seen that it  i s  separation 
which has been the dominant motif, not togetherness. Men have 
pushed women away from them, and women have withdrawn. 
Women have erected protect ive defences around themselves to make 
them invulnerable to male attack . Men and women have wounded 
and castrated one another. Mut i lat ion has been the motif far more 
than the loving embrace. We have seen how between the sexes that 
love has quickly modulated into hatred and sometimes springs from 
hatred. No matter how firmly we bel ieve that love is an ideal, love 
has proved to be a double-edged weapon .  No matter how much we 
tel l  ourselves that we long for married love, we know that the Chris
t ian fami ly has often been cruel and neurotic; that love often ex
presses itself with hatred. We know also that though the sexes want 
to l i ve together, togetherness is the d ifficul t  ideal . It may be that the 
real i ty is that the sexes are cont in uing their long Christ ian t radit ion 
of wi thdrawing from one another. 



9 

THE FUTURE : 

EXODUS? 

In  1 97 1  for the first t ime a woman was invi ted to preach at the 
principal Sunday service in Harvard Memorial Chapel .  I t  seemed a 
breakthrough . Not only was a woman being asked to preach-some
thing which is t radi t ional ly seen as a male privilege in  Christian i ty
but a woman was penet rat ing the u l t ramale preserve of Harvard 
Universi ty .  However, the woman preacher, the feminist Mary .Daly, 
saw the occasion rather differently .  Her sermon was a bi t ter at tack 
on the sexist structures of inst i tut ional Christian i ty .  Her sol ut ion was 
the new model that she cal led "Sisterhood ,"  which stressed the pro
phetic and heal ing aspects of the Christian l i fe. Final ly  Mary Daly 
ended her sermon wi th an appea l :  

S isters: the sisterhood of  man cannot happen without a real 
Exodus. We can this morning demonst rate our exodus from sex
ist religion . . . we cannot real ly belong to inst i tu t ional rel i -
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gion as  i t  exists. I t  i sn ' t  good enough . . . .  Our t ime has come. 
Let us affirm our fai th  in ourselves and our will to transcen
dence by rising and walking out together. 

She then descended from the pulpi t  and headed a mass departure 
from the Chapel . She has never returned to the Church .  As the 
Christ ian feminist  Sara Mait land has said , she has become a myst ic 
in the desert. The occasion had seemed auspicious: a woman was 
being invi ted to enter, however t ransiently ,  the male world .  Yet the 
woman concerned chose to ret ire into a world of her own. As 
Mait land points out, Daly's act ion is symbolic, but i t  does neverthe
less express a widespread withdrawal by women from main l ine 
Christ ianity :  "The very existence of women's 'heretica l '  groups, from 
Mary Daly's 'post-Christian feminism' to witches, Mother-Goddess 
worship and various pantheist ic nature cul ts  is i tself a demonstration 
that women feel  radical ly disgusted by the Church" (A Map of the 
New Country, pp. 1 3 9-42). 

Men are also making their own Exodus from the Church . The 
decision of the General Synod of the Church of England to admi t  
women to the  priesthood has compelled alarming numbers of  clergy 
and lai ty to withdraw into more chauvinist churches. Many are go
ing to the Greek Orthodox Church and, st i l l  more significant ly ,  to 
the Roman Catholic Church .  The Brit ish have a deeply ingrained 
prejudice against Cathol icism . Hugh Trevor-Roper, the h istorian, 
suggests that Cathol ics and the Pope are to the Brit ish what Jews are 
to Germans or Communists are to Americans. Yet the fear of women 
invading the male preserve of the priesthood is strong enough to 
impel them into the arms of th is ancient enemy .  Even if  men are not 
actual ly joining the exodus from the Church of England, very many 
of them deeply oppose the Synod's decision. The att i tude of Ch ris
t ians to this quest ion is i n terest ing .  Few male Christ ians, of whatever 
denomination, would be prepared to denounce women as did St .  
Jerome or Tertul l ian ,  but ,  however incoherent ly ,  they share the same 
essent ial misogyny.  In the West today women have invaded the male 
world .  They at tend un iversi t ies, even tradit ional ly male preserves 
l ike Harvard or the Oxbridge colleges, which were formerly for men 
only .  Women are members of Parl iament .  In Britain there is even a 
woman Prime Min ister. I t  is also against the Law in England to 
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excl ude women from jobs on the grounds of sex . I t  is general ly recog
nized that women are as in tel lectual ly capable as men and that the 
old prejudices that excluded women from certain professions were 
ill -founded .  Yet in the midst of this widespread social change, women 
are st i l l  denied entry to the priesthood in some churches and encoun
ter huge opposi t ion in those to which they are admit ted . The in
grained Christian prej ud ice against women is deep indeed. 

Throughout this book we have seen the gradual Christian creation 
that led to th is neurotic shunning of the female. Women were urged 
to withdraw, and were only too glad to retreat from this host i l i ty  if  
they got the chance. The women's novel  shows that for a long t ime 
women have cont inued th is trad i t ion in  quite secular ways,  seeing 
women as seeking l iberation by wi thdrawing into a room of their 
own. Ol ive Schreiner presents such a retreat in her novel From Man 
to Man. The heroine Rebekah ret i res from the frustrat ions of her 
marriage into an extraordinary l i t t le  room that is rigged up in her 
chi ldren's bedroom : 

The room was a small  one, made by cutt ing off the end of the 
chi ldren's bedroom with a partit ion .  She had had i t  before as a 
study for herself where she could always hear the chi ldren call if 
they needed her at night .  It was hard ly  larger than a closet , but 
there was a window in i t  and a small outer door, and both 
looked out on to the rockery and the plumbago hedge but on 
nothing else and there was a small door close beside the window 
which she had put in that at any t ime she might run out and 
work a l i t t le in  the garden . 

(London , 1 926, p .  1 7 1 ) 

This room is certain ly wombl ike, but with its image of the Madonna 
and i t s  t iny confines i t  is also remin iscent of a nun's cel l . Rebekah 
ret i res here to sew, to medi tate and to write. It is a place which she 
can call her own, a symbol of her autonomous self which is as free as 
she can make it from the demands of the fami ly .  Yet the out look is 
l imi ted : all she can see is a hedge and a rockery and, Schrei ner is 
carefu l  to tel l  us, "nothing else. " In i t  Rebekah paces up and down 
like a prisoner: "On the brown carpet on the floor was a mark l ike a 
footpath where the nap had been worn off running right around the 
desk. This was where she walked round and round, because the room 
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was not large enough for her to al low walking up and down . "  The 
icon of the Virgin ,  the autonomous woman who created a chi ld with
out being invaded by a man, as wel l  as the medi tation that Rebekah 
performs there show her to be creat ing, like the contemplat ive nun ,  
an ambience where she  is a prisoner but  in some sense free and 
independent .  

Sarah Grand, t he femin ist novel ist ,  also makes her heroine dis
cover a secret room in The Beth Book. Again i t  i s  an extraordinary 
and pathetic place; a woman can only achieve a n iche for herself i n  
th is world with great difficu lty and contort ion . Beth has to  crawl in to 
i t  on her hands and knees because i t  has no proper door. Here she 
plans to write novels in  a search for creat ive ecstasy l ike Rebekah's 
med i tat ion : 

Her mind which had run riot, fancy-fed with languorous dreams 
in the days when i t  was unoccupied and undiscipl ined ,  came 
stead i ly more and more under control and grew gradually 
s tronger as she exercised it .  She ceased to rage and worry about 
her domestic difficult ies, ceased to expect her husband to add to 
her happiness in any way , ceased to sorrow for the sl ights and 
neglects that had so wounded and perplexed her . . . and 
learned by degrees to possess her soul in dignified silence so long 
as s i lence was best ,  feel ing in herself that something which 
should bring her up out of al l  this and set her apart eventual ly in 
another sphere, among the elect .  

(London, 1 980, p .  370) 

Beth is exploring her mind in her cel l  l ike a mystic, and through this 
medi tat ion she learns autonomy. She is  no longer dependent emo
t ional ly upon her husband ,  but is  independent of circumstance and 
has discovered a personal integrity  deep within herself. She sees i t  as 
a salvation almost in religious terms. Her ecstasy wi l l  rapture her 
away from the domestic d ifficul t ies which engulf  her; she will be 
"among the elect , "  but in  "another sphere . "  That sphere is ent i rely 
feminine .  Beth's novels wil l  be For Women Only :  

. . .  not for men . I don't  care about amusing men. Let  them see 
to their own amusements, they th ink of nothing else. Men enter
tain each other with intellectual ingenu i t ies and Art and Style, 
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whi le  women are busy with the great problems of l i fe and are 
striv ing with might and main to make i t  beaut ifu l .  

(Ibid . ,  p .  3 76) 

Beth sees that the only possible liberation is an Exodus from the 
world of men. L ike Mary Daly she sees in Sisterhood creat iv i ty and 
charismatic depth .  Mary Daly had seen Sisterhood in terms of the 
medi tat ive and mystical process of prophecy, and Sarah Grand (The 
Beth Book is an autobiographical novel) also urges th is polarization 
between the aggressively in te l lectual arrogance and selfishness of 
men and the nurturing creativ i ty of women. It is a noble vision for 
women, but is  i t  t rue? I t  seems that the room became a symbol for 
women of peace and vision ,  whenever they sought refuge from the 
male world .  Thus in  The Tree of Heaven, May S inclair's suffragette 
heroine at tends a celebratory banquet in honour of her release from 
prison .  The women's Marsei l laise is  sung and 

The s inging had threatened her when i t  began; so that she fel t  
again her old terror of the col lect ive soul .  I ts  massed emotion 
threatened her. She longed for her whi te-washed prison-ce l l ,  for 
i ts hardness, i ts  nakedness, i t s  quiet ,  i ts visionary peace. 

(London, 1 9 1 7 , p. 225) 

Again that contradict ion that we have noticed before in the suffrag
ettes: when they sought an act i ve place in the male world they sought 
vict imhood, and now they long for ret i rement and imprisonment .  
Elaine Showalter has shown how in the 1 9th century the image of 
the room of one 's  own constan t ly recurs. Even in chi ldren 's  l i terature 
it appears in novels l ike Mrs. Molesworth's The Tapestry Room and 
Frances Hodgson Burnett 's The Secret Garden and The Little Prin
cess. 

I t  is s t i l l  a potent image for women novelists . Thus Booker 
p rizewinner Anita Brookner's t imid and defeated heroines, who are 
cont inual ly excluded from the male world of love and normal i ty ,  find 
themselves walled in to strange fiats  that are e i ther sterile and meticu
lous or gloomy and abnormal ly ugly and archaic. Doris Lessing's 
heroines constant ly  take themselves off to basements or to private 
rooms that are quite separate from their normal l ives to undertake 
their mystical voyages of self-d iscovery. From these rooms the only 
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possible exit is by some kind of ecstasy or recovery of the self, by a 
vision wh ich takes the heroine through the walls of the room or 
through the barriers of t ime and space, or  finally by death .  In her 
short story Towards Room 1 9, Lessing's heroine in flight from her 
domestic l i fe takes a hotel room where she can be alone. Her hus
band th inks she is having an affair , and when it seems that discovery 
is imminent she goes to her private room and ki l ls herself. Mari lyn 
French's feminist novel  The Women 's Room begins with the heroine 
ret reating from the frightening male world of Harvard into the wom
en's lavatory-the only place she feels at  home. It ends with her 
isolated and alone, set apart even from her women friends, pacing  up 
and down a beach in Maine, mut tering madly to herself. Like Les
sing's visionary heroines ,  she seems to have lost touch with real i ty ,  
because she is in the grip of a vision that puts her quite apart from 
the normal (male) world .  Madness and isolat ion end the book with 
an image of a room she dreamed about in  a nightmare: 

The sky grows icier day by day; it is  large and vacant and 
mindless. 

Some days I feel dead, I feel l ike a robot ,  t reading out  t ime. 
Some days I feel al ive, terribly al ive, with hair like wires and a 
knife i n  my hand. Once in a whi le my mind sl ips and I think I 
am back in  my dream and that  I have shut the door, the one 
without a handle on the inside. I imagine that tomorrow I will 
be pounding and screaming to be let out, but no one will hear, 
no one wi l l  come. Other t imes I think I have gone over the l ine, 
l ike Lily ,  l ike Val, and can no longer speak anything but  t ruth .  
An elderly man stopped me the other day as I was walking 
along the beach, a whi te-haired man with a nasty face, but he 
smiled and said, "Nice day, isn ' t  it?" and I glared and snapped 
at h im,  "Of course, you have to say that ,  i t ' s  the only day you 
have!" 

He considered that, nodded, and moved on. 
Maybe I need a keeper. I don ' t  want them to lock me up and 

give me electric shock unti l I forget .  Forget :  lethe: the opposite 
of t ruth .  

I have opened al l  the doors in my head. 
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I have opened al l  the pores in  my body. 
But only the t ide rol ls  in .  

343 

In  women's fict ion, then,  the pict ure is a depressing one. The only 
way a woman is seen to ach ieve autonomy and self- respect is by 
wi thdrawing total ly  from men into a lonely isolat ion .  Yet th is retreat 
is not the whole picture .  If in the Churches men and women seem 
somet imes to be wi thdrawing from one another, in the secular world, 
now that women have managed to break into what were h i therto 
wholly mascu l ine worlds, there is a new contact between the sexes. 
By work ing together men and women are learn ing to see one another 
d ifferent ly ,  even though the number of women who have complete 
equal i ty with men in their work is relat ive ly small .  By seeing men in 
a working environment instead of a purely domestic and social one,  
women are learn ing to see them more fu l ly  and men must be learning 
a new respect for women when they see them work ing competent ly 
and even bri l l iant ly .  Within marriage too i t  is becoming more and 
more common for fathers to take a more act ive role in parent ing and 
to help with housework and cooking.  In this respect th ings certainly 
are improving, even though inevitably old prejudices flare up from 
time to t ime. 

There seems to be one sad legacy that has been bequeathed to us 
from Christ iani ty that might threaten these promising signs. For cen
turies the teaching and propaganda put about  by Christ ian i ty  was 
misogynist ic .  Men castigated the female sex as evil and dangerous. 
There is no equivalent for the word misogyny  which means hat red of 
men, though some people have recent ly  taken to using "homopho
bia ."  Whatever we choose to cal l  it , th is  femin ist tendency to berate 
and even hate men is  as deeply prej ud iced as Ch rist ian m isogyny 
ever was.  For a long t ime in our cu l t ure the uneasy tension between 
the sexes led to a hatred which has now spread so that women feel 
that the way forward to l iberation is prej udice and aggression to
wards men, the enemy. It is t rue that a l though Christ iani ty was 
ded icated to spreading love and compassion between people, all too 
frequent ly it spread bi t terness, suspicion and hatred. Jesus had told 
his fol lowers to love their enemies, but Christ ian i ty  made a v i rt ue out 
of creat ing enemies-first outsiders l ike Jews and Moslems, and then 
other Christians. The I nquis i t ion,  Reformat ion and Counter-Refor-
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mation cont inued the old t rad i t ion of hunt ing out "enemies ," who 
were presented as lurking i n  the midst of the Christian community ,  
torturing them and murdering them. Informers and spies planted by 
I nquis i tors and Church/State authorities spread suspicion and fear 
in  the communi ty .  In the V ictorian period Christianity was very 
often used to ignore callously grave social and pol i t ical injustice. 
Hatred is very much the t rad i t ional ambience of Christiani ty .  When 
early missionaries set out in  the 1 4th  and 1 5 th  centuries to evangel i ze 
the Moslems, so deeply had the habit of crusading been burned in to 
Western consciousness that i t  seems that their preaching consisted in 
bitter and violent invect ive against I s lam, instead of a peacefu l  pre
sen tation of the case for Christian ity .  Some women today are con
t inu ing this t radi t ion of Christian hatred . They are creating Man, the 
stereotyped enemy, i n  as b l inkered and prej udiced a way that the old 
Christian stereotypes-Jew, Moslem, Witch,  Heretic-were bui l t  up. 
Those old images, we have seen, bore no relation to the truth ; they 
were qui te i rrational .  However, the prejudice was deeply needed. 
Many women seem to need to hate men in  order to gain a new 
appreciation of woman, just as Christians have t radit ional ly defined 
themselves in  terms of aggression and hatred . The first collect ive and 
self-conscious act of Europe as she crept out of barbarism was the 
slaughter of the Crusades. Women would often say that the women's 
movement is a "Crusade" for a better world ,  but they should be 
aware of the appal l ing cruelty and violence that that word "crusade" 
h ides so blandly .  

This kind of aggression and creat ion of enemies is certain ly part of 
our Christ ian heri tage. Far from lead ing to liberat ion , i t  al l too often 
involves a narrowing of horizons and a deeply sick refusal to look at 
real i ty which is a lways too complicated for the stereotype. The ag
gressions or homophobia of some women today i s  creating in many 
men new prej udices against women and a new i rritation or anger. I n  
their t um ,  men are beginning t o  create a stereotype o f  the Feminist 
as the Enemy. Crusades s imply evoke new Holy Wars in  the Enemy, 
in a vicious c ircle. Unti l this Christian sickness is overcome, there is 
no real hope for men and women peaceful ly inhabit ing the same 
world .  

Christ ianity has always preached love, which is a very difficult  
virtue to put into practice. I t  is much easier to love our neighbors by 
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defining and hating our enemies. I t  would seem to me impossible for 
Christ iani ty to rid itself of this neurotic habit of prejudice which, I 
believe, has scarred the West and,  in Protestant countries, has made 
us dogmat ic and aggressive with opponents .  Even today, fundamen
tal ist or Born-Again Christians are qu i te happy to ignore the im
mense wisdom and insight of many of the Eastern rel igions and say 
that all such rel igions are inspired by the Devi l .  For certain Ameri
can fundamental ists, as ,  I suspect ,  for our present Pope, Comm u
n ism is not just an undesi rable pol i t ical system, Commun ists are in 
league with Satan.  We cannot hope that Ch rist ianity can help us to 
t ranscend this tendency to hatred and prejudice. As i ts  truths be
come increasingly marginal ,  i t  seems to become even more aggres
s ive. The charismatic and fundamental ist groups which have mush
roomed in a l l  the Churches and have attracted numerous converts 
nearly al l  have this dogmatic and in tolerant prej udice toward whom
soever they see as enemies,  c l inging proudly to thei r i rrat ional i ty .  
Their aggression ,  of course, betrays and fans a deep insecurity as 
does the new homophobia of the 20th century and the new misogyny 
it gives rise to. Men and women today need to extricate themselves 
from the old habi ts of suspicion and invect ive. 

Ch rist iani ty has also preached the virtue of detachment, at least 
for mystics. Detachment idea l ly  does not mean a chi l ly  indifference 
to the world, but an abi l i ty  to stand back from oneself, to check in 
ourselves the neurotic c l inging to the ego which makes us express 
our insecuri t ies in fru i t less ways, and, final ly ,  to free oneself from 
old, unproductive habits of thought and action which merely embed 
us further in our insecuri ty .  When men and women are able to de
tach themselves from old unproductive patterns of behavior and 
cease to define their sex by hating the other, there wi l l  be an end to 
the sex war. 

Western women are spearhead ing the l iberat ion of women from 
male oppression,  and we have seen that this has been possible in the 
West because of the long Christian trad i t ion of ideal iz ing the inde
pendent woman. At the very beginn ing of its history the gospel 
Christiani ty offered to women was posi t ive .  Later the myths of v ir
g in i ty ,  martyrdom and mysticism often went sour and produced de
struct ive neuroses in the women who attempted to escape the ano
nymity of femaleness. Christ ianity certainly has bequeathed many 
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problems to both men and women. I f  women have trouble being the 
offspring of Thecla or Catherine of Siena, then (in the matter of 
male-female relat ionships) i t  is no joke for a man to be the heir of 
Jerome, August ine ,  Sprenger or Luther either. Yet however bad 
th ings were between men and women, there were always women who 
accepted the challenge Christianity offered them and did embark on 
l ives of independence. Often they made a mess of it, and this is not 
surprising. This book has often had to chart the fai lures of these 
women, and it could be objected that because I have dwelt only on 
these rather exceptional women my account has been biased . Women 
who opt for independence and who challenge the old sex prejudice of 
the West have always been a minority, but today more people than 
ever before are quest ioning the old mythologies of the sexes. I t  is not 
surprising that many women fal l  into old Christian t raps today just 
as they have always done. However, many of the women in  this book 
show that it is possible to use the Christian myth creat i vely to obtain 
a new and healthy freedom. They started from a much worse posi
t ion than we do today. I t  should be possible for us to use those 
aspects of our heritage to carry us a long way forward . 
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