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Editors’ welcome
Gender, Vol. 3 Issue. 6
Welcome to the January edi on of the Queen Mary Undergraduate History Journal!
We hope you’ve all had an enjoyable and produc ve Christmas break ﬁlled with
mince pies, merriment and seasonal jumpers and are once again ready to crack on
with those disserta ons/ coursework essays/ nights at Drapers if you’re a ﬁrst year.
Our theme this month is Gender and on behalf of the team at the QMHJ, we would
like to thank everyone once again for submi ng their work, and would like to
remind you that the deadline for our ﬁrst print edi on of the year is fast
approaching, so make sure you con nue submi ng your essays for considera on.
As always, selec ng only ﬁve essays for publica on this month was a very tricky
task, with many great essays submi ed. In the end we se led on ﬁve essays with
subjects ranging from Renaissance nuns to contemporary feminism. We hope you
enjoy reading them as much as we did. Whi ling down the number of essays is
always very tough, however we would like to encourage those who have been
unsuccessful this month to please con nue submi ng their work, and those who
have never submi ed to give it a go. Following this edi on is our ‘Red’ February
edi on, so for all you socialists out there, get submi ng those hymns to Lenin as
soon as possible for your chance to be published! As always the email address for
submissions is qmulhistoryjournal@outlook.com.
Nothing remains but for us to thank you for reading the QMHJ. We hope you return
next month for Communists and again in March for Capitalists.

All the best,
Sam and Ruth
Editor- and Commissioning-editor
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The resul ng violence and protest by the male religious – most notably the
Lincolnshire rebellion and the Pilgrimage of Grace – has been thoroughly
documented and debated by historians of the Reforma on in England.1 However, the
reac on and resistance by the female religious to the suppression of the
monasteries, for which there is substan al evidence, has been severely
underes mated and almost completely disregarded by these historians. Few have
chosen to iden fy English nuns as a force independent of the male monks, friars and
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canons, and those historians who do generally emphasise the speed with which the nuns
surrenders of Kyme, Irford, Fosse, Nun Cotham, Heynings, and Denny reported that
and their convents were surrendered.2 Kathleen Cooke has raised a few objec ons, but
there were nuns who, being “glad of this late ordinance”, had “instantly desired with
her study is more concerned with the fate of the English nuns and the role of pensions in
weeping eyes” to be released from their vows.6
3

inducing their surrender.

The glaring problem with inferring from the commissioners’ reports that the
This essay will then begin by deconstruc ng the narra ve usually adopted by
English nuns were prepared to abandon their voca on is that these reports be er
historians which presupposes that the English nuns willingly surrendered to royal
serve as evidence to the contrary. If the piety of these nuns is documented by the
authority. We will then iden fy the various ways in which these nuns did, in fact, resist
commissioners at all, it is usually of their concern in suppressing an especially
the suppression, and demonstrate how the nature of their resistance evolved between
devout community. The commissioners who visited the convent of Polesworth in
the ﬁrst (1536-7) and second (1538-40) phases of suppression. This will necessitate a
Warwickshire, for example, noted that “never one of the nuns there” will “leave nor
thorough examina on of the evidence, most notably the visita on records, grants for
forsake their habit and religion”.7 It was also reported that the nuns of Grace Dieu
exemp on, le ers and pe

ons to Cromwell, and ﬁnally the reports by his royal
and Langley in Leicestershire were all “desirous to con nue in religion”.8 Reports of
4

commissioners – in order to determine the exact measure of resistance by English nuns.

this nature were not uncommon.9 Furthermore, the Archbishop of Canterbury's
Consequently, we will also review the degree of success to which these nuns managed
Faculty Oﬃce Registers reveal that, in 1536, only 44 nuns applied for and received
to, at least temporarily, ward oﬀ suppression.
dispensa ons from their vows.10 These ﬁgures, together with a number of
We should begin by deconstruc ng the narra ve usually adopted by historians of
the suppression which presupposes that English nuns readily surrendered to royal
authority. The commissioners were ﬁrst dispatched by Thomas Cromwell in 1535 to
conduct an inves ga on and write up a report of the monasteries in England. These
reports are tradi onally invoked by historians who assert that the English nuns “lacked
the community solidarity created by observance” which, in turn, prevented them from

commissioners' reports, tes fy to the steady devo on of English nuns to their
voca on.
The decision to surrender by English nuns may well have been pressed
forward by the government scheme which, upon the surrender of their house,
awarded nuns with a pension for their compliance. Under the ﬁrst Act for
Dissolu on, pensions were restricted to the abbess or prioress of each house. The

5

sustaining “an eﬀec ve resistance”. Indeed, the commissioners who facilitated the
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no on that they had accepted their fate must now be challenged.

11

were transferred to S xwould. However, under the second Act for Dissolu on, virtually
The resistance by the English nuns to the 'ﬁrst phase' of suppression was
all of the nuns who surrendered their posi on received a pension. G. W. O. Woodward,
stubborn in nature, and largely mo vated by their enduring eﬀorts to secure an
among other historians, claims that the majority of English nuns accepted that they
exemp on for their house. The ﬁrst Act for Dissolu on in 1536 contained an
would be “rewarded more generously” for their ready compliance to authority than they
would by a “stubborn resistance”.12 Awarding these pensions certainly became the

exemp on clause which reserved the right for the king to, “at his pleasure”, declare
that certain houses should “con nue, remain, and be in the same body” without

standard prac ce for inducing the voluntary surrender of a convent. However, the
“any suppression or dissolu on”.16 This meant that Henry, or Cromwell, could, at
a rac on of pensions, which were on average as small as £3 a year, has been largely
their discre on, grant exemp on from the Act to any house of their choosing. While
overstated. As Cooke has demonstrated, the majority of nuns who accepted pensions
the majority of exemp ons were indeed to facilitate the transfer of commi ed nuns
were kept in permanent dependence, and while the suppressed monks and canons
to new accommoda on,17 there were many nuns who took full advantage of the
could seek alterna ve employment as either priests or private chaplains, nuns had no
clause in their eﬀorts to resist suppression. Their methods for securing an
such consola on. Moreover, many English nuns were s ll bound by their vow of chas ty,
exemp on varied, but were usually exhaus ve and prac cal.

ruling out the security of marriage.13
Despite the obvious social, economic and religious implica ons of surrender for
English nuns, many historians have overlooked the proof of their resistance to the
suppression of the monasteries. Jo Ann McNamara concludes her study of the
suppression by insis ng that there were “few nuns” who “protested Henry's claim to
supremacy over the church”, while Joyce Youings argues that the dissolu on of the
convents especially was “carried through” with “li le opposi on”.14 Woodward and even
Cooke suggest that, with the suppression of the greater monasteries in 1539, the nuns

The most common way in which nuns sought an exemp on for their house
was by pe

oning, usually for the a en on and intercession of Thomas Cromwell.

The “most striking characteris c” of the Vicar-General’s correspondence was its
“completely personal nature”.18 The prioress of Legbourne in Lincolnshire, for
example, solicited Cromwell to see that in their “great necessity” Legbourne “may
be preserved and stand”.19 The abbess of Godstow in Oxfordshire, Katherine
Bulkeley, pe

oned for Cromwell to intervene for the protec on of her house.

may well have accepted that resistance “would probably be fu le”.15 However, the

Bulkeley stressed that neither she nor her sisters had ever “oﬀended God's laws” in
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a way which meant that Godstow “ought to be suppressed”.20 Legbourne was

securing an exemp on by recommenda on, be it from the royal commissioners or a

suppressed in 1536 despite the eﬀorts of the prioress, while Godstow managed to avoid

friend at court. Six commissioners were appointed in 1536 to survey the nunnery of

suppression un l 1539. The evidence then does not allow us to discern the exact impact

Polesworth in Warwick, with orders, no doubt, to suppress the house. However, they

of pe

reported in July to Cromwell that, by their es ma ons, “if the nunnery be

ons, or even whether Godstow survived at Cromwell’s intercession, but it does

a est to the use of pe

ons for resis ng suppression.

suppressed”, then “the town will shortly a er fall to ruin and decay”. The “virtuous

Indeed, what is more signiﬁcant is the fact that these pe
sheer number of pe

ons existed at all. The

ons to be found in the Le ers and Papers of Henry VIII alone

suggests that these nuns were exhaus ve in their eﬀorts to resist suppression and
remain in their voca on.21 Each pe

on was certainly unique in its request. Joanna

and religious nuns” secured the recommenda on of the commissioners to Cromwell
that he “do a right good and meritous deed” and see that Polesworth “remain
unsuppressed”.24 The nuns of Polesworth escaped suppression in 1536 and did not
surrender un l 1539, at which point they all received pensions.25

Vane, the prioress of Dar ord in Kent, begged that Cromwell have “sympathe c

A convent or the prioress of a convent could also solicit a friend at court to

considera on” for an underage novice who, she had hoped, would be granted

intervene on their behalf. Richard Wharton wrote to Cromwell in March 1535 on

exemp on from the ﬁrst Act dismissing all nuns under the age of twenty-four.22 The

behalf of a “neybor and friend”, the prioress of Flixton.26 Hearing that Cromwell

prioress of Li le Marlow in Buckinghamshire, Margaret Vernon, wrote to Cromwell not

intended to “send a visitor to depose her”, Wharton begs him to “respite the

for an exemp on but for his “best adver sement and counsel”.23 Li le Marlow was

ma er”, which he evidently did un l 1537.27 Despite being a lesser monastery, the

suppressed in 1536 but Vernon – who, according to the ﬁrst Act, should have been

nunnery of Swine situated in Yorkshire was not suppressed un l 1539. Although

awarded a pension and then dismissed – was elected abbess of Malling in Kent. Despite

their exemp on might well have been granted to avoid having to ﬁnd new

the disparity between the pe

accommoda on for the nuns (of which there were over twenty), their survival might

ons of Vane and Vernon, both nuns clearly shared a

common mo ve: to resist the suppression. Their pe

ons each represent a plea for

survival which, for Vernon at least, was successful.
There were also many English nuns who had hoped to resist suppression by

9

also be a ributed to the intercession of Sir George Darcy, who wrote personally to
the king in 1536 “for the preferment of the nunnery of Swyne, of which his wife is
foundress”.28 The prioress of Catesby pe
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Cromwell should consider their exemp on for “the Queen's Grace hath moved the King's

exemp on was, according to Gasquet, usually “greatly in excess of their annual

Majesty for me”.29 However, not even a royal recommenda on could save Catesby from

revenue”.34 Indeed, many convents were reduced to a “state of absolute beggary” in

suppression in 1536, stressing again the limita ons of resistance.

their a empts to ward oﬀ suppression. The nuns of S xwold in Lincolnshire, for

There were also many English nuns who had recognised an opportunity to take
full advantage of the exemp on clause by oﬀering bribes to Cromwell and his
commissioners. Bribery, or more formally the purchase of a royal grant for exemp on,
was a desperate means by which the nuns a empted to placate the king. The evidence
for and the extent to which bribery was employed by English nuns is cri cally
underes mated by historians, who have usually emphasised (and exaggerated) their will

example, were so impoverished that they were forced to appeal for relief in order to
“pay the king the aforesaid money” that they had promised for the privilege of
exemp on.35 That said, any and all a empts at bribery by these nuns (of which there
were many) cons tuted acts of resistance, and evidently, there were nuns who were
so desperate to resist suppression that they resorted to bribery, reducing themselves
to a “state of absolute beggary” in aid of their convent's survival.

to surrender. The prioress of Catesby moved to bribe the king with “2000 marks in

However, in the 'second phase' of the suppression, ini ated by the Act for the

recompense of that house of Catesby” and Cromwell with a further “100 marks of me to

Dissolu on of the Greater Monasteries in 1539, the exemp on clause was removed.

buy a gelding; and my prayers during my life”.30 Her a empts to bribe the king so that

The last recorded nunnery to be granted an exemp on was Nunappleton in July

“the house may stand” were neither subtle nor successful, as Catesby was suppressed in

1538.36 The second Act for Dissolu on even ordered that “the said late monasteries”

1536.31

which were previously “exempted from the visita on or visita ons” should “from

The abbess of Godstow it seems was much more successful in bribing Cromwell
for exemp on. Godstow should no doubt have been suppressed in 1536 as a lesser
monastery, but Cromwell took her bribe and accepted the “oﬃce of the stewardship” of
the monastery and, in 1538, she sends her “immortal thanks” for his “inﬁnite

henceforth be within the jurisdic on of visita on”.37 During the 'ﬁrst phase', it was
evident that the English nuns were reluctant to deny Henry his supreme authority
over the Church. They constantly reassure him of their respect for the “king's
gracious commandment”.38 However, without the opportunity to secure an

goodness”.32 Both Polesworth in Warwickshire and Polsoe in Devon too managed to

exemp on for their house, the resistance by the nuns to the 'second phase' of

avoid suppression un l 1539, probably by the way of “ﬁnes paid” to the king.33 That said,

suppression took on a more aggressive, manifest form.

the cost of a royal grant or a suﬃciently alluring bribe for a convent to secure

11
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Katherine Bulkeley, the abbess of Godstow, now stripped of her exemp on

the surrender of the greater houses should at the very least appear voluntary. Under the

refused to surrender to the visi ng commissioner, Dr. London, who she described in a

second Act for Dissolu on, it was made explicitly clear that the nuns would be ac ng “of

le er to Cromwell as her “mortal enemy”. The abbess insisted that she “would never

their own free and voluntary minds, good wills, and assents without constraint, coac on,

surrender to his hand” for he had begun to entreat and “threaten me and my sisters”.39

or compulsion of any manner”.44 For the suppression of a convent, this could only be

There were indeed many English nuns who accused Cromwell's agents of using

achieved if each prioress formally relinquished the rights of her and her sisters to the

seduc on, decep on and ﬂa ery in their a empts to coerce a voluntary surrender. The

house and its property. This is precisely what Bonnew, the prioress of Amesbury, refused

abbess even proceeded to contest the commissioner's report, branding him an “untrue

to do. “If the King's highness command me to go”, she states, then “I will gladly go”, but

man” who, bearing “great malice and grudge” against her, had spitefully misinformed

according to the commissioners she was “fully ﬁxed” against conforming to their

Cromwell that she was a “spoiler” and a “waster”.40 Cromwell withdrew Dr. London at

scheme.45 Bonnew was forced to resign “at the king's bidding” and Amesbury was soon

her request and Godstow resisted suppression for another year.41 Joan Gybbart, the

a er suppressed under her pliant successor, Joan Darrell.46

prioress of Wilton in Wiltshire, also contested the ac ons and orders of her
commissioner. Dr. Hylley, she protested, “threatens us grievously, and puts us to much

It is clear that the summons to surrender was not always received with
obedience. The commissioners also experienced great diﬃculty in securing the voluntary

42

vexa on”.

surrender of Sha esbury in Dorset. It was reported that the nuns at Sha esbury were

There were many English nuns like Bulkeley and Gybbart who were prepared to

“of another sort”, and that “they will not agree” to the commissioner's orders for

resist and contest the injunc ons of commissioners. Yet another example of obs nate

surrender.47 The nuns of Romsey in Hampshire even rejected the oﬀer of pensions and

resistance by the English nuns is that by the prioress of Amesbury, Florence Bonnew,

refused to surrender their house, for which they were punished with the conﬁsca on of

who outright refused to surrender her house to commissioners in 1539. The

all their goods.48 Bonnew of Amesbury also spurned the oﬀer of a pension, declaring

commissioners informed Cromwell that they had “used as many ways with her as our

that, “as for pension, I care for none”.49 To reject their pensions was to deny the king

poor wits could a ain” but that they “could not by any persuasions bring her to any

and his royal commissioners the veneer of legality which they had sought for the

conformity”.43 This 'conformity' to which they refer, and that they had hoped to a ain,

suppression of the monasteries.

was no doubt the voluntary surrender of Amesbury by the prioress. It was crucial that

13
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suppression its 'veneer of legality'. It was ordered by the crown that the commissioners

the “absence of records” in this instance, as observed by H. T. Jacka, leaves it “almost

take “the consent of the head and convent by way of their fair surrender” through the

en rely a ma er of conjecture”. In rather excep onal cases too, there were nuns who

“suﬃcient wri ngs of record under their convent and common seals”.50 The insistence

con nued to live together and prac ce their former discipline.54 Again, the records here

upon a fair and voluntary surrender falls under what Joyce Youings describes as

are too scarce to deduce exactly the measure of such resistance by English nuns, who

“government propaganda”.51 Henry, Cromwell and his commissioners were determined

vanish almost completely from our records of the period following the suppression.

that the king's subjects see the whole process of suppression as legal and just. It is
therefore intriguing that, of the original documents drawn up for the purpose of
legalised suppression, an extraordinary twenty-eight of them never actually received the
signatures of the nuns. Gasquet's exhaus ve study of the papers preserved in the Public
Record Oﬃce reveals that not only are there discrepancies in the recorded dates for
suppression, but that there is the possibility of forgery in that some documents have
signatures which are all “wri en in the same hand”.52 Discoun ng these, there remains
only three signed surrenders of all the English convents. Of course, the lack of signatures
might well be explained by me constraints, or perhaps even by the lax a tude of the
commissioners in acquiring them. However, given the demonstrably excessive concern
for legality by the state, the shor all of documented surrenders more plausibly reﬂects
the staunch resistance by English nuns to the suppression.

By March 1540 then, English monas cism itself was virtually ex nguished. Not a
single priory, abbey, friary or convent avoided the suppression. Resistance by the English
nuns was then, ul mately, unsuccessful. However, it must be acknowledged that there
was indeed a demonstrably staunch and exhaus ve eﬀort by many of these nuns to
resist suppression. During the ﬁrst phase, English nuns pe

oned Cromwell for his

intercession, sought the recommenda ons of the royal commissioners and even
impoverished their convent for a bribe, all in aid of securing an exemp on. The
sustained applica on of these methods by the nuns across the ﬁrst phase tes ﬁes to
both their determina on to avoid suppression and their enduring commitment to their
voca on. For the second phase, with the loss of exemp on, English nuns were forced to
adapt their strategy for resistance. Between contes ng commissioners' reports, rejec ng
pensions and outright refusing to surrender, the nuns demonstrated their will to

Before concluding, we should acknowledge that there are a few records of

challenge royal authority in denying the ac ons of the crown a veneer of legality. The

English nuns who con nued to defy royal authority even a er their house had been

design of inducing surrender was not always received with obedience and saw

suppressed. There were convents - notably Seton in Cumberland, Nunburnholme in

“extraordinary drawbacks” as a result.55 These nuns employed every plausible method

Yorkshire and Clementhorpe by York – which were “repeopled” with nuns.53 However,

of resistance short of an armed, violent protest. We should then appreciate that, in spite
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Notes
of their total shutdown by 1540, the English nuns did in fact put up a staunch resistance, and even achieved a degree of success in frustra ng the royal ini a ve
and, at least temporarily, staving oﬀ suppression.
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Why did Hitchcock develop a reputa on as a misogynist?

‘He submits his heroines to excruciating ordeals.’ Why did
Hitchcock develop a reputation as a misogynist?
Sinead Naughton
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Youings, Joyce, The Dissolu on of the Monasteries (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1971)

‘He submits his heroines to excrucia ng ordeals.’1 Molly Haskall stated this
in her renowned book From Reverence to Rape ﬁrst published in 1974, and anyone
who has seen a Hitchcock ﬁlm would be hard pushed to deny it. You do not have to
be an extreme feminist, or be a feminist at all for that ma er, to agree with it. Even
Haskall herself said she was a ‘ﬁlm cri c ﬁrst and a feminist second.’2
Acknowledging these ‘ordeals’ is much the same as acknowledging that Hitchcock
had a reputa on for being a misogynist, whether you agree with it or not. The
ques on under examina on in this essay is not ‘was Hitchcock a misogynist?’ but
rather ‘why did he have a ‘reputa on’ for being a misogynist?’ It is true that
answering the second ques on will shed some light on the ﬁrst, but there will be no
conclusive answers and what he was or was not. Therefore to answer the ques on
at hand and discover how this reputa on developed, the essay will examine:
comments made by Hitchcock with respect to women, and comments made by
women about him; there will be an analysis of Ver go and Shadow of a Doubt to
determine whether it was his ﬁlms that garnered him this reputa on or the feminist
cri cs of these. The most likely answer it that it is a convoluted mix of all the above.
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The reputa on most probably began with the poor treatment of female characters

Such statements played a large role in the forma on of this reputa on, as it would

in his ﬁlms, and was from there on highly inﬂuenced by unsavoury comments he

appear (Tippe aside) that many of the women he worked with had quite

made about women, in addi on to the stories which were sensa onalised by the

complimentary things to say about him. For instance, Karen Black who starred in the

press. This made it near impossible to watch a Hitchcock ﬁlm without having the

Family Plot said ‘whoever said he is a misogynist is a silly, mistaken person… I think

preconcep on that he hated women. Once the misogynist reputa on became

he liked women.’7 Whilst the later part of Karen’s comment is not conﬁrmed, it goes

somewhat established its presence most likely aﬀected the rather hard-line

to demonstrate that his own comments did more than anyone’s' to create his

feminist wri ngs of his ﬁlms from the 1970s onwards; this had the result of further

infamous reputa on as a misogynist.

developing the reputa on.

In yet another infamous comment, Hitchcock once said the key to successful

When one thinks of Hitchcock’s reputa on as a misogynist, it is stories such

cinema was to ‘torture the women!’8 The onscreen ‘torture’ of these women

as Tipi Hedren’s reported ordeals during the ﬁlming of The Birds that spring to

certainly contributed to his misogynis c reputa on, but it was not the only

mind. Including the one of her being made to ﬁlm a scene with real birds un l she

inﬂuencing factor. Some retrospec ve feminist analyses also had a great eﬀect.

drew blood and collapsed.3 But Hitchcock was developing a reputa on for being a

Take for instance Shadow of a Doubt (1943). Set around a family in suburbia and told

misogynist long before these stories.

from a woman’s perspec ve, it is well aimed at women. Possibly a strategic move as

In an interview from 1935, Barbara J.

Buchanan asked him ‘Why do you hate women?’ Hitchcock’s answer to this was ‘I

during this period, on account of the war, women made up the largest

don’t exactly hate them, but I certainly don’t think they are as good actors as

of cinema goers. The ﬁlm did very well at the box oﬃce and received good reviews.

men.’4 He then went on to say that nothing pleases him ‘more than to knock the

Seeing as the male antagonist died at the end of the movie it was most probably

ladylikeness out of chorus girls.’5 As with his ﬁlms, the comments he made only

seen as a victory for the woman, or at least society. The reviews did not even hint at

increased in shock-value throughout the years. In the famous 1962 Truﬀaut

misogyny and Bosley Crowther’s review in The Times even men oned that ﬁlm

interview, he was asked ‘why he preferred blondes’, he answered ‘We’re a er . . .

became too obviously moralis c, although he did not relate this to feminism.9 If this

the real ladies who become whores once they’re in the bedroom.’6 Indeed, with

was the contemporary view of Shadow of a Doubt how was it that some

remarks such as these, it is not surprising that he gained a misogynist reputa on.

retrospec ve cri cs aligned it with Hitchcock’s reputa on as a misogynist.
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Diane Carson and James McLaughlin claim that Shadow of a Doubt is the story

Ver go, contrarily, did far more to highlight any misogynist pronouncements

of a woman’s choices in a patriarchal society, of which there are only two. She can

within Hitchcock’s ﬁlms. It is true that it was far more obvious and viler in its

either conform to society, through marriage, or rebel to face destruc on.10 They

treatment of women than Shadow of a Doubt, yet analyses of the ﬁlm – such as

assert that this is shown through young Charlie’s resistance of the patriarchal

Laura Mulvey’s – have mislead some people to think it is purely about the

system, wan ng a more interes ng life than her mother’s. This resistance results in

objec ﬁca on of women in a most unsympathe c way.

her near destruc on by her widow murdering uncle. McLaughlin asserts that

Hitchcock’s reputa on as a misogynist by leaps and bounds, although, when the ﬁlm

‘Hitchcock’s misogyny is blatant’ through Uncle Charlie’s murder of ‘Merry Widows’,

was released in 1958, it was not immediately linked to misogyny. It received some

women who are free of the patriarchal system. McLaughlin says their murders are a

very harsh cri cism indeed and did not gross par cularly well, but this was not on

warning to women that there are no op ons outside the system.11 Thomas

account of its misogynis c themes. But rather for what Penelope Houston in her

Hemmeter oﬀers a far more convincing argument, by proposing that the ﬁlm’s

review featured in Sight and Sound in 1958 called a ‘plot structure of egg-shell

portrayal of patriarchy was far too unﬂa ering to be paying homage to it. A er all, it

thinness.’ Penelope did men on the misogynis c nature of Judy’s make-over but,

is a system that fostered a serial killer, a childlike father, an unhappy mother, and so

far from cri cising it, she said it was one of the ﬁlms only redeeming factors,

forth.12 He instead asserts that young Charlie’s presence outside the church at the

crea ng ‘good suspense diversion.’14 Bosley Crowther’s review in The New York

end of the ﬁlm and the ambivalence about her rela onship to Graham symbolises

Times was far more complimentary; although he also refers to the ‘big hole’ in the

her stance at the margins of patriarchy and emphasises the possibility that women

plot he never men oned anything about it being misogynis c.15 This highlights that

may have other op ons.13 Therefore, although cri cs such as McLaughlin and

Hitchcock’s popular reputa on of perversely loathing women was not fully

Carson have a very pessimis c view of Shadow of a Doubt and feel that it is a clue to

developed at this point and it was feminist cri cs of the later decades the really

Hitchcock’s misogynist thinking, given its dark view of patriarchy, its privileging of the

cemented it.

woman’s point of view and the fact Young Charlie three

mes withstands

destruc on (the step, the garage and the trains) but Uncle Charlie does not, it is
unlikely that this par cular ﬁlm substan ally contributed to his reputa on as a
misogynist.

25

This has increased

The most inﬂuen al of the feminist cri cs for some me was Laura Mulvey.
Her 1975 essay ‘Visual Pleasure and Narra ve Cinema’ asserts that the only role for
women in mainstream ﬁlm is as the object of the ‘male gaze’ and to help fulﬁl male
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desire. Mulvey also makes a divide between male star as ac ve and the female as

Sco e is fooled and manipulated twice throughout the ﬁlm and thereby can

passive16 and uses Ver go to express this view. Claiming that, as the story is from

be seen as weak, even Crowther called him ‘dizzy’ in 1958. Sco e’s weakness is

Sco e’s point of view, we iden fy with him only, Judy/Madeleine is only present

highlighted by his contrast to the powerful Gavin Elster. Elster is associated with old

to fulﬁl Sco es needs and desires and her ﬂashback is a small excep on which

world power and ‘manliness’, shown by the lavish imperialis c décor in his oﬃce and

changes nothing.17 Mulvey’s argument has convinced cri cs such as Barbara

his posi on as a shipping magnate. Sco e’s impotence which has already been

Creed, that Judy is only the ‘raw material or the “hero’s” dreams’ [emphasis

building through his illness and corset wearing, is further exasperated through his

added],18 and many others that Hitchcock was a through and through misogynist.

manipula on by Elster.21 It is also important not to forget that Judy played a hand in

But her theory is not without its own plot holes.

this manipula on. And although when they met again she sets out to make him love

The sympathy felt by the audience with regards to the leading ladies in

her, “as I am for myself,” she eventually relents and lets Sco e change her in full

Hitchcock’s ﬁlms certainly added to his reputa on of being a misogynist. This

knowingness that what he’s a er, was never, and will never be, real. What further

alone shows up the ﬂaws in Mulvey’s argument, for how can we have sympathy for

complicates Judy’s character is that she is twice shown in the glow of the green sign

a character that we don’t even iden fy with. Marian Keane and Tania Modleski

outside her window, giving her a monstrous appearance.

have chas sed Mulvey’s failure to see Judy’s ﬂashback as a major ‘turning point,’

misogynis c reputa on came from his monstrous (as opposed to weak) portrayal of

whereby – though there’s a return to Sco e’s point of view – the audience shares

women. However, the beauty of Ver go is its complexity and purely seeing Sco e as

Judy’s knowledge and thus ‘[iden ﬁes] with her’.19 It is this iden ﬁca on that

weak and wounded and Judy as monstrous is not enough either. Remember that he

creates a certain amount of sympathy for Judy’s suﬀering. So is it this sympathy

sets out to transform Judy into his ideal image of a woman regardless of the pain it

that gained Hitchcock the misogynist label: the weak woman being moulded by the

caused her, and ignorant of the pain she has caused him. As Keane has postulated,

powerful man. Keane, however, has suggested of this reading that it could be

(and even in 1958 Houston almost co oned onto) it is his total disregard and lack of

somewhat superﬁcial as Madeleine is not the only one ‘submi ed to an ordeal’,

recogni on for Judy as a person and a ‘real’ woman that shows Sco e’s misogynist

Sco e suﬀers too.20

side.22 Such as when he pleads with her to e her hair up, saying “It can’t ma er to

So perhaps this

you”.
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In light of this it is hard to see how this ﬁlm would have aided Hitchcock’s reputa on

unlike more balanced accounts such as Modleski's and Haeﬀner’s - his ques on is a

as a misogynist as each character is shown to be as decei ul and self-fulﬁlling as the

li le unfair.

next: Elster used Judy and Sco e to kill his wife, Judy lied to Sco e twice and played

reputa on, they did however exasperate it. Clearly in every Hitchcock ﬁlm there is a

a part in a murder, and Sco e is only interested in his desires with total disregard for

certain amount of brutality towards women, it is in these ‘excrucia ng ordeals’ that

Judy.

the root of his reputa on as a misogynist lies, but it is not the only or even then main
Although Ver go may well be making a comment on the darkness of human

nature, it is not gender balanced – the women ‘do’ suﬀer more. Firstly, in the second
half of the ﬁlm Judy is mo vated out of love for Sco e, love for the man that he is,
weaknesses and all. Sco e however, is mo vated by his desire for an idealised
image of a woman and will not accept one who does not ﬁt this ideal; this includes
both Midge and Judy. Secondly, the ﬁlm ends with the death of Judy and survival of
Sco e. And thirdly, there was another death of a woman in the ﬁlm that has been
all but brushed over both by viewers and cri cs, the murder of Madeleine Elster and
the ques on of whether or not he husband got away with it. Therefore, although
Ver go is too complex to simply be a misogynis c piece of work. It is possible to see
how Mulvey’s claim (that the ﬁlm allows no iden ﬁca on with or sympathy towards
women) alongside the presence of their cruel treatment, has vastly increased, but
not created, Hitchcock’s reputa on as a misogynist.

Why did Hitchcock develop a reputa on as a misogynist?

As we have seen these feminists did not create the misogynist

source of this troubled reputa on. No Hitchcock ﬁlm can be classed as decisively
misogynis c, not even the unnerving Ver go, and some such as Shadow of a Doubt
may even be classed as women’s ﬁlms. It is evident from interviews where Hitchcock
was asked a ques on in rela on to females that it was he himself, through his
disturbing answers, who was largely responsible for building up this reputa on. Once
the image – whether jus ﬁed or not has not established – was well known, it became
quite impossible to watch a Hitchcock ﬁlm without this in the back of one’s mind. It
was this image that most likely sparked some of the more unbalanced feminist
retrospec ve cri ques of his ﬁlms such as Mulvey’s and Wright’s further exaspera ng
and ingraining the reputa on. Wood later corrected the above ques on to “can
Hitchcock’s ‘ﬁlms’ be saved from feminism?” But perhaps, “can Hitchcock’s ﬁlms be
saved from his misogynis c reputa on?” may have been an altogether fairer
ques on.

Robin Wood asked the ques on ‘can Hitchcock be saved from feminism?’23
Although one can see where Wood was coming from - in that some of the feminist
views had completely skewed the meaning of the ﬁlms,
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How much power and inﬂuence did the women in the Paston family have?

How much power and influence did the
women in the Paston family have?
James Taﬀe
The Paston le ers cons tute the largest collec on of personal correspondence

Wood, Robin, Hitchcock’s Films Revisited, (London: Faber, 1989).

by a family in ﬁ eenth-century England.1 The women of the Paston family feature

Chapters in Books
Carson, Diane, ‘The Nightmare World of Hitchcock’s Women’, in Fowler, David (eds.), The
Kingdom of Dreams, (University Press of Florida, 1986), pp. 11- 9.
Creed, Barbara, ‘Woman as Death, Ver go as Source’, in Barton Palmer and Boyd (eds.),
Hitchcock at Source, (State University of New York Press, 2011), pp. 239 - 54.

prominently in these le ers, many of which were composed by them. In introducing her
compila on of the Paston le ers, Diane Wa

claims that they together prove that

‘women could be important and inﬂuen al ﬁgures’ in this period.2 If the Paston women

Hemmeter, Thomas, ‘Hitchcock the Feminist: Rereading Shadow of a Doubt’, in Go lieb and
Brookhouse (eds.), Framing Hitchcock, (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2002).

truly exempliﬁed female power, we must ﬁrst determine the exact measure of power

Keane, Marion, ‘A Closer look at Scopophilia: Mulvey, Hitchcock and Ver go’, in Deutelbaum,
Marshall and Poague, Leland (eds.), A Hitchcock Reader, (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009, 2nd ed.), pp.
234 - 48.

and inﬂuence which each woman held. This essay will analyse closely the Paston le ers

McLaughlin, James, ‘All in the Family: Alfred Hitchcock’s Shadow of a Doubt’, in Deutelbaum,
Marshall and Poague, Leland (eds.), A Hitchcock Reader, (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009, 2nd ed.), pp.
145 - 55.

inﬂuence within the public and private domains of land ownership, marriage, legal and

White, Susan, ‘Ver go and the Problems of Knowledge in Feminist Film Theory’, in Allen, R.
and Ishii Gonzales s. (eds.), Alfred Hitchcock Centenary Essays, (London: Bri sh Film Ins tute,
1999), pp. 279 - 306.

Agnes, Elizabeth, Margery and Anne Paston, this essay will present a posi ve

Ar cles in Journals

in order to explain how the women acquired, maintained and exercised both power and

ﬁnancial business aﬀairs,. With reference to the le ers chronicling the lives of Margaret,

interpreta on of their measure of power and inﬂuence in ﬁ eenth-century England.
This power will also be viewed in the context of the social and marital status of the

Mulvery, Laura, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narra ve Cinema’, Screen, 16.3, Autumn 1975, pp. 6-18.

Paston women. The Paston women were noblewomen of a ‘gentry’ family and, classiﬁed
by their marital status, corresponded to either one of three categories: virgins, wives or
widows.3 The le ers cover three genera ons of Paston women, and in cross-referencing
their experiences – as noblewomen, and as virgins, wives and widows - we can deduce

33

34

Gender Issue

Queen Mary History Journal

James Taﬀe

How much power and inﬂuence did the women in the Paston family have?

exactly the impact of their social and marital status on their ability to a ain and

auditors who enabled them to keep regular correspondence. This ability to keep

exercise power.

correspondence should not be underes mated, for it represented a form of power and

An understanding of class and the social hierarchy of ﬁ eenth-century

inﬂuence in itself. The Paston women were ac ve in consolida ng their networks and

England is crucial in explaining how the Paston women had access to power and

allegiances with the exchange of le ers, gi s and favours.8 Margaret was especially

inﬂuence in this period. Mary C. Erler and Maryanne Kowaleski claim that ‘elite

capable, securing the allegiances of the mayor, the mayoress and the high sheriﬀ for the

women encountered fewer barriers to the acquisi on of power’.4 Jo Ann McNamara

Paston family.9 Keeping correspondence also allowed them to exert personal inﬂuence,

too recognises class as a ‘decisive factor’ in acquiring power in the ﬁ eenth

inquire into important family ma ers, facilitate the exchange of informa on and request

century.5 Indeed, the opportuni es to exercise power and inﬂuence for the Paston

ﬁnancial aid – all of which without the signiﬁcant me restraints of travel.10 Margaret

women were in part aﬀorded to them because they belonged to a ‘gentry’ family.

was able to urgently warn her husband to ‘beware of the Lord Moleyns and his men’,

For example, as noblewomen, the Paston women each beneﬁted from an ‘informal’

and to ‘ne eat [cis] not nor drink with them’ as she suspected they were working against

educa on. Their husbands, fathers and brothers were trained in law, business and

the Pastons.11 Finally, keeping correspondence was fundamental to marriage nego a on

the administra on of estates. Gradually, the Paston women could a ain a secondary

and the administra on of estates, which we shall see were both substan al sources of

knowledge of these professions, qualifying them to engage in public aﬀairs on behalf

power and inﬂuence for the Paston women.

of the Paston family. The Paston le ers demonstrate a remarkable convic on and

In assessing the power and inﬂuence of the Paston women, it is inevitable that

understanding of these professions by the Paston women. In one le er, Margaret

one should discuss marriage and its signiﬁcance for the ‘gentry’ family in ﬁ eenth-

Paston advises her son John on dealing with the ‘pitous complaints of the poor

century England. Marriage was, ﬁrst and foremost, a contract, and marriages were

tenants’, while the composi on of Agnes’ will tes ﬁes to her legal competence.6

usually, though not always, for convenience. For the Paston family, or indeed for any

In another le er, Agnes Paston writes to her husband William, as she states,

family belonging to the English gentry, this contract might secure the property, wealth,

‘for default of a good secretary.’7 Despite not being fully literate, this indicates that

social pres ge or even poli cal favour that was crucial to fulﬁlling their ambi ons.12 As

Agnes was herself able to keep correspondence. More importantly, this le er

deduced by Colin Richmond, the survival of marriage contracts ‘in such numbers’ from

reﬂects how the Paston women usually had access to male clerks, stewards and

this period is an indica on of their value to gentry families, who ‘counted them as
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deeds.’13 A match was therefore pursued much like a business proposi on and

to Stephen Scrope and William Oldhall, and eventually with success to Robert Poynings,

required shrewd nego a on.

each of whom represented an opportunity to bolster the Paston fortune. The le ers

The Paston women might ﬁrst acquire power and inﬂuence through an
advantageous marriage. Marriage was usually an opportunity for women to establish
their own household, broaden their networks and achieve economic growth. As
noblewomen, they possessed the vital means for nego a on. Both Agnes and
Margaret Paston were heiresses, and as such were able to bring signiﬁcant property

concerning the marriage of Elizabeth indicate a preoccupa on with land by Agnes, and
the promise of inheritance in exchange for a mother's consent.17 This consent acted as a
precondi on to marriage, and thus Agnes could eﬀec vely nego ate for herself and the
Paston family. Agnes, for example, personally stood to gain ‘a bond of £1000’ from her
daughter's marriage to Robert Poynings as part of a customary ﬁnancial se lement.18

and pres ge into their respec ve marriages. They could also invest property and

Margaret Paston too demonstrated her inﬂuence in nego a ng marriages for the

wealth in nego a ons for marriage on behalf of their daughters.14 Furthermore, as

Paston family. She repeatedly urged her husband John to ﬁnd Elizabeth a suitor,19 and

young, healthy women belonging to a ‘gentry’ family, they could reliably be expected

later kept correspondence with Dame Elizabeth Brews to secure the marriage between

to produce acceptable heirs and thus secure a legacy for their prospec ve

her grandson John III and Margery Brews.20 She was in part responsible for the marriage

husbands.15

of her daughter Anne to Judge Yelverton's grandson William, serving the purpose of

Moreover, marriage nego a on was an instrument by which the Paston
women could exercise prac cal authority over the family. In being primarily a ma er
of business, marriage nego a on enabled the Paston women to have inﬂuence
beyond the private domain to which women in this period were formally restricted.
Agnes Paston exercised prac cal authority in nego a ng marriages for her children.
She regulated the match of John I and heiress Margaret Mauteby, proudly informing
her husband that ‘there shall need no great treaty betwixt [cis] them.’16 This match
was carefully calculated, with the manors of Mauteby undoubtedly ac ng as the real
a rac on. Agnes was instrumental in a empts to marry her daughter Elizabeth to
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securing a much-needed rapprochement between Yelverton and the Pastons following
their conﬂict over Sir John Fastolf's will.21 However, Margaret failed to nego ate a
marriage of convenience for her daughter Margery, who eloped with the family's bailiﬀ,
Richard Calle. Margaret fought in vain to break the love match, even enlis ng the Bishop
of Norwich to intervene and ques on their engagement.22 Parental pressure could not
bring about an annulment or separa on of the couple, for it was the mutual consent to
marriage between them which gave it a veneer of legality. The clandes ne marriage of
Margery and Richard, although it was admi edly an excep onal case, indicates that the
Paston women did not always successfully exert control over the custom of marriage.
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Elizabeth, Anne and Margery Paston each represented an opportunity to
bolster the Paston fortune. They were treated as mere leverage in a business
nego a on, just as Margaret and Agnes had been before them. These nego a ons
for marriage were conducted with li le or no regard for those concerned and, as
pawns, they were deprived of a basic freedom, without which one could argue that
these women were neither powerful nor inﬂuen al. In The Treasure of the City of
Ladies, Chris ne de Pisan, wri ng in 1405, instructs girls ‘in the state of virginity’ to
allow her parents to ‘arrange her marriage’. No girl should, under any circumstances,
de Pisan insists, ‘make the match herself without their consen.’23 Of course, Margery
herself was able to challenge this tradi onal prac ce and ﬁnd a love match, but at
what cost? The Paston le ers, Richmond claims, reﬂect the ‘outrage’ of her family at
her ‘misalliance with a family of shopkeepers.’24 Indeed, her mother Margaret had
determined that Margery, as punishment, ‘should not be received in mine [cis]
house’ for ‘her demeaning had s cked [cis] sore at our hearts.

’25

Margery's case

indicates that a Paston woman might ul mately have had control over her own
marriage and des ny, but in defying her family and their strict expecta ons she
risked social ostracism, or worse, disinheritance. The Paston men, at least by
comparison, were not subject to the same pressure. John Paston II, for example,
lived and died unmarried, and according to H. S. Benne there can be ‘li le doubt
that he remained single of his own deliberate choice.’26 Therefore, while marriage
could act as an instrument for the Paston women to acquire or even exercise power,
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How much power and inﬂuence did the women in the Paston family have?

marriage also represented the reality of their posi on as the subordinate sex, and as
property to be levied in nego a on.
However, marriage was not all the Paston women could hope for with
regards to power. Widowhood was an cipated from the very ﬁrst day of marriage,
and represented the most clear-cut opportunity for a noblewoman in the ﬁ eenth
century to acquire power, most notably over her own aﬀairs. A widow was en tled
to dower lands under English common law, provided for with one-third of her late
husband's estates. Both Agnes, upon the death of her husband William I, and
Elizabeth, upon the death of her second husband Sir George Browne, became
excep onally wealthy as widows.27 Widows could even remarry, as was the case with
Elizabeth, resul ng in an accumula on of dower lands. Crucially, as widows, both
Agnes and Elizabeth were free to exercise exclusive and independent control over
these manors and estates. Furthermore, as 'femme sole', widows were aﬀorded
private rights which matched those of their male counterparts, especially with
regards to legal and business aﬀairs. As widows, Agnes and Elizabeth enjoyed full
legal autonomy, and were able to dra contracts, press charges in a legal dispute
and draw up their personal will. It is interes ng to note that there is no men on of
any Paston family member in Elizabeth's will.28 In stark contrast to her posi on on
the marriage market, in widowhood, Elizabeth was no longer under any obliga on to
the Paston family. These private rights therefore not only promoted their ability to
manage their estates eﬃciently, but also allowed them to exercise greater control
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over their own property and, evidently, their own allegiances.

economic and legal power. A married noblewoman, for example, held administra ve

Margaret Wade Labarge even claims that widowhood represented ‘real
power’ because they were ‘free from male domina on.’29 However, widowhood was
no guarantee of power and prosperity. In 1405, Chris ne de Pisan described
widowhood as a ‘pi ful state’ in which women were vulnerable to men who ‘try to
relieve them of their wealth.’30 Indeed, many widows experienced great diﬃculty in
securing their dower in the midst of a poli cal crisis, or might even have faced
compe

on from an opponent staking their claim to ownership of the property

How much power and inﬂuence did the women in the Paston family have?

responsibility for her husband's manors and estates in his absence. Margaret was
required to take sole charge of her husband John's aﬀairs when he had been
imprisoned in 1461.33 He regularly entrusted Margaret with ‘the good governance of
my household and guiding of other things touching my proﬁt.’34 Although there is
li le doubt that Agnes too took charge of her husband's aﬀairs in his absence, there
is no direct reference to her ever doing so in the Paston le ers. She was, however,
personally responsible for managing her dower lands in widowhood.

concerned. Agnes, for example, was challenged by John Hauteyn, a Carmelite friar,

The Paston women were, as both wives and widows, therefore able to

for ownership of Oxnead manor, a property which she had inherited in her dower.31

exercise power as skilled and competent administrators of manors and estates. This

Elizabeth Paston, then Poynings, was dispossessed of her lands upon her husband Sir

was an enormous responsibility as landholding and administra on were, by

Robert Poyning's death in 1461, and was forced to seek help from John Paston II.32

deﬁni on, the very founda ons of livelihood for a landed ‘gentry’ family. Both

Widows then were vulnerable in that they lacked the ﬁnancial and personal security

Margaret and Agnes rou nely collected rents, kept accounts, held tenant mee ngs,

of a companion. Nevertheless, the Paston women enjoyed a new degree of

managed deeds and se led debts.35 In addi on to economic power, they exhibited

independence in widowhood which empowered them to conduct their aﬀairs more

legal power in delivering legal writs, drawing up tenant agreements, threatening

eﬃciently.

lawsuits, pe

The occupa onal aspira ons of a ﬁ eenth-century woman in marriage were
formally restricted to housework and child-care, while control of her property was
transferred from her father to her husband. However, marriage was a partnership.
For noblewomen especially, marriage was an opportunity to exercise administra ve,

cases to refute claims of ownership to their husbands' estates. The Paston le ers
demonstrate their grasp on legal terminology and processes of the law – Margaret,
for example, in defending the manor of Drayton in court,36 and Agnes in urging her
son Edmund that ‘whosoever should dwell at Paston’ should ‘learn the law.’37
Benne
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oning for the support of jus ces and lords, and par cipa ng in court

even claims that Margaret ‘grew so accustomed to bearing the
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responsibility’ of ‘complicated legal and territorial struggles’ that her husband John

Hellesdon.44 That said, the spirited defence of Paston property and rights by Paston

her in charge.38 Finally, the Paston women were

women, and their willingness to challenge men of both secular and ecclesias cal

regularly appointed as executors of their husbands' wills. William I, for example,

authority, tes ﬁes at the very least to their strength of character, a strength which

entrusted Agnes to look out for their children.39 These women o en iden ﬁed with

in itself could be construed as a form of power.

frequently and comfortably le

their husband's interests to such an extraordinary degree that they could reliably be
expected to fulﬁl his last wants and wishes.

How much power and inﬂuence did the women in the Paston family have?

Of course, we should be careful not to exaggerate the extent of power
enjoyed by the Paston women. A more rigorous comparison between these women

Furthermore, both Agnes and Margaret showed enduring strength and

and the men of the Paston family would reveal that their power, when measured

control in maintaining and, quite literally, defending Paston manors and estates. The

against that of the Paston men, was compara vely small, and might even be

mighty conﬁdence with which Margaret requests military equipment from her

described as superﬁcial. In reality, these women operated power which was held by,

husband John, such as crossbows, windlasses and poleaxes to defend Gresham

and formally restricted to, the Paston men. They rarely exercised power in their own

manor, evokes an image of a powerful lady-in-command.40 In the words of Helen

right. However, this essay has proven that the power and inﬂuence held by the

Castor, Margaret's presence at Gresham ‘served as a physical embodiment of the

Paston women could s ll be signiﬁcant. In keeping correspondence and nego a ng

Paston family’s claim to the manor.’41 Similarly, when the Duke of Suﬀolk laid claim

matrimonial alliances, they demonstrated authority and control over the private

to and subsequently raided the manors of Drayton and Hellesdon, Margaret

domain of the family. In administering to the Paston estates, entering into legal

travelled to Drayton to collect rent payments and demand recogni on of her

commitments, fostering alliances and partaking in business proposi ons on behalf of

husband's rights.42 Agnes came into direct conﬂict with her neighbours in a

their husbands and brothers, the Paston women extended their control into the

churchyard when she a empted to construct a wall blocking a right of way,

public domain. Their individual measure of power and inﬂuence certainly depended

declaring imperiously that she had ‘stopped no way but mine own.’43 However, it

on both their social and marital status. The Paston women prove to be excellent

should be noted that Agnes was eventually ﬁned for having blocked the highway,

case studies for the power of noblewomen in ﬁ eenth-century England, and

and the wall was soon pulled down. Moreover, facing an imminent siege, and at one

Elizabeth in par cular for the impact of marital status on the power and inﬂuence of

stage even the threat of kidnap, Margaret was forced to withdraw from

women in this period. The le ers which chronicle her life reveal a stark contrast
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How much power and inﬂuence did the women in the Paston family have?

between Elizabeth, the virgin at the mercy of her family's ambi ons, and Elizabeth,
the independent widow who managed her dower lands. We can ul mately conclude
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Should pornography be banned in order to protect
women from abuse?

‘An -capitalist’ is herein understood as opposed to the exis ng wage rela on within

Should pornography be banned in order to protect women from abuse?

capitalism; ‘labour power sold as a commodity in exchange for a wage’ and as a
condi on for survival.2 The ‘pornography debate’ is increasingly domina ng popular
discourse and con nues to divide feminists.3 This alludes to the most prominent

Wanda Canton
I seek to demonstrate that banning pornography would be inadequate to
protect women from either physical or economic harm by analysing the debates
between an -capitalist feminists. Whilst pornography is an objec onable industry,

contemporary feminist debate regarding intersec onality and whether class and
gender can be separated in libera on struggles.4
‘ Abuse ’ as violence

it is not the sole cause of women’s oppression and we must acknowledge the
vehemence of capitalism. This essay will focus on two

assump ons of ‘abuse’.

An ini al argument in favour of banning pornography is that it causes direct
and

indirect harm to par cipants. In its most extreme, pornography is conﬂated

Firstly, I will explore abuse as violence and degrada on; considering whether

with the slavery and rape of the women involved.5 Not only is the material reliant on

pornography causes direct and/or indirect harm. I will argue that enforcing a ban

depic ons of violence,6 but the produc on of such footage may cons tute abuse in

will result in more violence and will not tackle root causes of women’s devalua on.

itself, for example the distribu on of ﬁlmed rape.7 Beyond this, the condi ons in

The second analysis of abuse as economic exploita on will be twofold; addressing

which porn is made are par cularly dangerous and dis nct from other occupa onal

the claim that pornography is a unique occupa on within capitalism and is

hazards ‘because the worker is a woman.’8 These condi ons of sex work are enabled

speciﬁcally reliant on the exploita on of women. I shall end with the asser on that

by, and require the construc on of gender hierarchies which legi mise the

pornography is legi mate work, and that its capitalist context poses the more

subordina on of women.9 As such pornography embodies abuse and its produc on

substan al threat to women’s protec on.

directly endangers par cipants. Thus its opponents conclude that the prac ce

The deﬁni on of ‘pornography’ is par cularly conten ous. A broad
deﬁni on will apply for this work that pornography is the explicit depic on of
sexual acts between adult women and men for commercial purposes.1

49

cannot be disentangled from the degrada on of women.
This gives credence to the pro-ban stance because it demonstrates that
violence and abuse are inherent elements of the industry.
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If feminism is a movement to empower women and advocate gender equality, one is

Given the unfortunate commonality of rape and sexual violence and the increasing

compelled to demand the prohibi on of a prac ce that inherently causes or

consump on of pornography, these a tudes are not desirable and the

visualises the subordina on of women. It would appear contradictory to permit the

consequences poten ally fatal.18

existence of a medium that proﬁts from such violence, and fundamentally requires a
10

‘viciously male-supremacist’ society in order to develop.

Thus one is led to go

beyond the ini al sugges on and instead maintain that pornography must be
banned in order to protect women from abuse.

Should pornography be banned in order to protect women from abuse?

Whilst it is true that these a tudes exist, it is diﬃcult to state with certainty
that these are a result of exposure to pornography. There is also a lack of research
to indicate whether a tudes vary according to the nature of the material and
whether any related aggression is gender speciﬁc.19 Similarly, there are claims that

Secondly, pornography creates indirect abuse as beyond endangering

pornography is at least par ally responsible for the distor on of body images and an

par cipants, it also creates social harm by damaging communal a tudes towards

increasing objec ﬁca on of young women and girls.20 The argument s pulates that

women. This results in the nega ve condi oning of boys and men, but also

due to the popularity of pornography, there is a rippling eﬀect posing detrimental

inculcates internally oppressive expecta ons for girls and women. Social learning

a tudes far beyond the porn industry itself, even aﬀec ng children.21 But again this

theory proposes that behaviour is learned from media and so pornography,

posi on is weakened without being able to iden fy a direct causa on. Indeed ‘it is

considered the ac on of violence as argued above, will induce the reproduc on of

impossible to prove that pornography- in any form- causes violence against women,’

sexual aggression.11 So the consequences of porn are far reaching and result in the

although we may speculate a rela onship.22

social normaliza on of sexual violence against women.12 This also may have a
desensi za on eﬀect wherein exposure to pornography reduces the responsiveness
13

The primary rebu al to the above stance is strong, as opposing feminists
argue that even if we accept the conﬂa on of pornography to violence, a ban would

14

to actual violence. Although this is refuted within experimental environments, it is

only lead to further abuse. Firstly, banning porn would make women more

15

diﬃcult to disprove its purported eﬀects on social a tudes. Even those pi ed
against banning recognise that a widely held percep on that sex workers cannot be
16

raped exists;

and some studies have demonstrated some posi ve correla on

vulnerable - the perpetrators may alternate, but not desist; abuse would emerge in
the enforcement of a ban. This substan ally discredits feminists who advocate a ban
speciﬁcally to end violence because the criminalisa on will leave women more

17

between exposure to violent media and unsympathe c responses to rape vic ms.
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vulnerable to abuse, as the remnants of the industry will be concealed and workers
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will be ‘at the mercy’ of aggressive clients and state sanc oned arrest and

par cipants equally to abusive consumers or producers.29

Should pornography be banned in order to protect women from abuse?

harassment.23 Arguably, further regula on would oﬀer more protec on as it could

In actuality, a ban would not resolve gender oppression, and priority should

impose standards to improve working condi ons and the prosecu on of abusive

be given to challenging the norms which perpetuate the sexism that makes

men by providing the women with legal rights to uphold.24 There are concerns that

pornography and sex work dangerous.30 Pornography is unsafe within its patriarchal,

banning pornography will become more dangerous if illegal.25 Pornography is not the

capitalist context and it is that power structure which must be challenged.31 Many

agent of violence, it is the perpetrators who must be held accountable.26 It is unlikely

feminists argue that whilst women par cipate in sex work for economic reasons, it is

that the pornography industry would implode following a ban, yet if it were illegal, it

poverty that is violent and must be abolished, not solely the industries which

follows that it might become more diﬃcult to prosecute abusers because vic ms

capitalize on this structural oppression.32 The media and pornography should be

would face impeachment themselves by formally repor ng an incident. Indeed, sex

considered a reﬂec on of society and not a separate en ty.33 In this sense, a ban is

workers have directly called for decriminalisa on and eﬀorts to prosecute

only reac ve and does not tackle the root causes of abuse and sexism. If

perpetrators of abuse and it is logical to heed the call of those primarily aﬀected.27

pornography is indica ve of, and a product of patriarchal capitalism, then it is the

Even if we do not dispute the violent elements of the industry, pornography should

structural causes that must be confronted in order to protect women from abuse, as

not be banned on the basis of protec ng women from abuse as its inadequacy has

I will now demonstrate.

been demonstrated. Not only would a ban fail to prevent abuse, it would also

‘ Abuse ’ as economic exploita on

facilitate state sanc oned violence, and it ignores the patriarchal context in which
such harm is legi mated. Currently in the UK, pros tutes face arrest, harassment
and police raids under Opera on Clearlight and this is likely to escalate if
pornography was also criminalised.28 The ban would increase the powers of
enforcement authori es and ‘there will only be more state violence against women’
and denial of the autonomy of female workers; with concerns being raised that

I will now consider the posi on that pornography is abuse as it is
economically coercive, and subsequently the argument that sex work including
pornography is work and that the abuse takes root in the unequal detriments of
capitalism.

My deﬁni on as previously established expressly acknowledges the

relevance of the commercial transac on in pornography.

police would be expected to impose such policy and this would penalise female
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The ﬁrst s pula on is that pornography is an objec onable industry because

This posi on recognises that even if pornography, as a product of inequality is

it is dis nc vely exploita ve; due to the feminiza on of labour, but also because its

eradicated, the structural condi ons which facilitated it to func on as an industry,

proﬁts are generated from the commodiﬁca on of women’s bodies, which is unlike

will remain. Thus only by revolu onising the organisa on of labour and the

most wage-labour. Pornography is slavery and coercive because the material

distribu on of work, can women be protected from economic abuse.

condi ons of women’s lives are o en ‘deplorable’.34 As a result, this work becomes a
necessity of survival.35 Women con nue to earn up to 37% less than their male
36

counterparts,

and yet the sex industry provides the incen ve of poten ally

In addi on, however, pornography is also dis nguished from general
capitalist commerce because it is the selling of the self and not merely services. Sex
work does not only entail the selling of sexual services, but necessarily requires the

37

earning more than one otherwise would in patriarchal capitalism. Thus the sex
industry is cri cised as relying on the impoverishment of women for its labour-force,
who cons tute the workers due to a lack of available alterna ves. It is unique as it
38

exists to capitalize on unequal social hierarchies. Abuse then, is evident wherein
the opportuni es available to women are so constrained by the inadequacies of
capitalism, that they are indirectly forced to par cipate in sex work. The assump on
is made that they would not par cipate in pornography if they had other ﬁnancial
choices.

contrac ng (and as such, control) of women’s en re selves and bodies; her body
becomes the subject of nego a on.40 This creates a ‘sexual contract’ which, unlike
other forms of wage-labour, oﬀers no employment or contractual protec on,
leaving women in substan ally vulnerable posi ons.41 Par cularly given the
patriarchal capitalist context, pornography (and sex work more generally) is a form
of labour power unlike no other because self-iden ty is intrinsically linked.42 Other
workers are said to sell their services and labour but not themselves. In sex work,
the body becomes a site of property to be sold, or contracted for the temporary

This materialist analysis however, does not necessarily advocate for a ban.

control of others.43 An -capitalist feminists therefore reject the legi ma on of the

Many an - capitalist feminists consider our society and ideas to be shaped by our

sex industry because it commodiﬁes sex and ‘makes parts of our humanity alien to

material world and structures.39 This means that whilst pornography may be

us.’44 It is argued that pornography ac vely reinforces gender oppression, by

objec onable, the alterna ve poised is less likely to propose a ban, but instead

reaﬃrming masculine dominance through the contrac ng of women’s bodies solely

maintain a cri cal rejec on of the structural causes of exploita on.

for the pleasure of men45 and removing her own sexual and personal agency.46
Other contractual obliga ons do not rely on such gendered submissiveness.
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From this perspec ve, whilst acknowledgement is given to the structural

dominated and which degrades women’ and it is not the epitome of women’s

founda ons of such industry, banning pornography would protect women from

devalua on.51 We must understand the context in which porn is produced and

abuse because it would damage the proﬁtability of an industry inherently reliant on

consumed in order to iden fy loca ons of abuse and how this develops.52

the commodiﬁca on of women’s bodies and selves. This is arguably jus ﬁed
because there is a speciﬁcally gendered exploita on and, whilst a bigger ba le is to
be won in rela on to ending wider capitalist wage-labour, pornography may be
seen as a pillar of the intersect between capitalism and patriarchy, neither of which

Given that pornography is a huge industry with major economic revenue and
a large labour-force, a signiﬁcant propor on of an -capitalist feminists support the
unionisa on of sex workers (rather than criminalisa on), and believe it is an
achievable means of protec on.53

is advantageous for women.47
Women in pornography should have the right to organise as workers
I will now discuss another an -capitalist stance that is opposed to a ban
because it perceives pornography to be no diﬀerent from other modes of labour,
and instead urges feminists to priori se the unionisa on and empowerment of sex
workers and women within the porn industry. The abuse is considered to exist in
48

capitalist structures of inequality and ‘the issue is class.’

Fundamentally

‘contemporary pornography informs us of one thing above all else: sex is a type of
work, just like any other.’49 The very nature of capitalism coerces the majority of
people to sell their labour as a condi on of survival, so pornography cannot be
isolated and to do so would deny the intersect of class and gender oppression for
the women involved. In fact, Marx established that sex work is only part of the
wider pros tu on and exploita on of all workers, although some feminists rebuke
50

this as feminizing the degrada on of the masculine ‘worker.’

Indeed some sex

workers iden fy that ‘the sex industry is not the only industry which is male-
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par cularly as ‘no other workers, especially if they’re women, are dismissed in this
way by the women’s movement.’54 Currently in the UK for example, women are
already dispropor onately aﬀected by governmental cuts and consequen al
poverty, which as men oned above, may create pressures to par cipate in sex
work.55 Thus it is the material condi ons, and ﬁnancial burdens on women that must
be opposed as they provide scope for abuse. Without challenging these, coali ons
against pornography eﬀec vely scapegoat this industry as responsible for the
subordina on of women, whilst en rely neglec ng broader ques ons about society
and culture.56 It is the feminiza on of labour and contradic ons of capitalism that
are the enemy of women.57 A ban on pornography would not permit for the
unionisa on of those workers and would eﬀec vely criminalise those that are most
vulnerable.58 Aﬀording more legal rights to workers would enable them to demand
be er working condi ons and employment rights;
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which could poten ally eliminate some sources of economic violence and pressure

harmful by being ﬁnancially coercive. Finally I evaluated the assump on that

authori es to prosecute perpetrators of physical abuse.

pornography is merely a product of a wider structural deﬁcit, and speciﬁcally that

Should pornography be banned in order to protect women from abuse?

This an -capitalist analysis is strong in iden fying a root cause of women’s

the capitalist organisa on of labour imposes greater harm on women as workers

oppression, and introduces some alterna ves which recognise that a ban of

than pornography as an isolated industry. In conclusion I am convinced that a

pornography is only reac ve and cannot be resolu on alone. Acknowledging the

balance can be maintained by no ng the intersect of class and gender. Pornography

structural abuses of women must stress the intersect between gender and class.

may be a disagreeable industry, but its popularity is indica ve of a wider struggle

The emphasis on the context within which pornographic material is created and

that needs to be considered. Without seeking to reorder the structural organisa on

distributed is important; allowing us to cri cise the sexist nature of the industry

of capitalist society, banning pornography will not protect women from abuse

whilst agita ng for the autonomous organisa on of women to empower

because it will not resolve an already embedded feminiza on of labour, and will

themselves. Suppor ng sex workers rights is an achievable improvement, but the

merely criminalise those who are most vulnerable and at risk from the

alterna ve to capitalism remains to be seen.

contradic ons of capitalism.
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incompa ble but, as Lovenduski denotes, they can actually be reconciled. The
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and social status.

to provide us with a be er understanding of equal treatment for women. Star ng

‘Equality’ and ‘diﬀerence’ feminists are split in the way they explain the

within the debate itself, there are many aspects that limit our use of it. First, we

challenges and solu ons regarding women’s equal treatment. First, we must

must ask what we mean by ‘equality’ and ‘diﬀerence’. Secondly, women’s equal

consider what we mean by ‘equality’ and ‘diﬀerence’ within the feminist ideology.

treatment is far more complex than the equality-diﬀerence debate perceives.

Wendy Kaminer, an equality feminist, stresses that diﬀerences between men and

Scholars have ques oned if women can gain equality in areas in which they are not

women should not be recognised by law, the law should be completely gender

equal and, what diﬀerence ma ers if we are to consider women’s equal treatment.

neutral, thus equal treatment; no diﬀerent or special treatment is needed.2 Deﬁned

The second half of the inves ga on will consist of case studies, aimed at

by feminists as a ‘sameness’, equal treatment is derived from egalitarianism, the

further denouncing the dichotomy. I will consider how far we can take equal

idea that humans beings should be treated the same, despite their biological or

treatment by looking at pregnancy in the workplace and domes c legisla on. The

sociological diﬀerences. John Capps denotes that, ‘once the equal talents of men

wording of the tle demonstrates the reoccurring theme throughout this text, the

and women are recognised, once women are permi ed the same ambi on and

con nuous struggle for women having to ‘ﬁt’ into a male orientated system. I will

opportunity as men, ability should ideally take precedence over gender and sexual

therefore argue that perhaps the solu on does not lie within the equality-

ability bias will become wholly indefensible.’3 Consequently, the sameness approach

diﬀerence dichotomy. Because we are presented with the two approaches within a

rests largely on society’s ability to become gender-neutral. Women’s equal

binary, neither are workable concep ons. As Lovenduski suggests, both are needed

treatment in terms of opportunity and recogni on is determined by society, leaving

if we are to consider women’s equal treatment. Instead, it is the patriarchal nature

to the state the responsibility of cas ng the contours of equal treatment for women.

of our ins tu ons, law making and prac ces that con nue to disadvantage women,

However, the term ‘equality’ by proves to be problema c. Feminist ideas of

a key component that both the approaches fail to consider. Furthermore, I will

equality derive from the western, white, middle-class liberal males. Nadine

highlight the shortcomings of the equality-diﬀerence dichotomy, maintaining that

Changfoot claims that, ‘equality feminists largely remain a ached to a western

the extent to which women can be treated equally, will depend on a change in the

liberal principle of equality…white middle-class heterosexual women become ac ve

patriarchal framework which con nues to determine women’s poli cal, economic

in the ac ons of all women.’4 Thus, the western concep on of equality is based on
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false universalism, a stumbling block in not only equality feminism, but in feminism

Conversely, ‘diﬀerence feminism’ also has defects worth men oning. While

as a holis c approach. As Michele Barre sums up, ‘the specious claims of feminism

diﬀerences between men and women are argued, diﬀerences among women are

to represent equally all women, to speak with one voice, have been rapidly

not explored. The idea of diﬀerence is therefore based on a general assump on of

demolished.’5 Furthermore, as gender is a social construc on that works within

women’s goals, aspira ons and achievements. Stevens therefore argues that, ‘even

patriarchy, gender-neutrality suggests that women should be treated like men in

among autonomous and ac ve women, there is no consensus about the type of

order to become equal. This analogy only marginalises women further. Equal

emancipa on that is desirable or the nature of their interests.’8 Neglected

treatment, using the equality feminist strategy, denotes a passive posi on for

diﬀerences such as age, class, race, sexual orienta on and disability dilute diﬀerence

women. As Valarie Bryson rightly claims, ‘the standards of what is “normal” have

feminism, discredi ng any strategy for equal treatment. Furthermore, diﬀerence

been set by men so that women’s priori es, perspec ves and prac ces are

feminism is argued to be essen alist as it suggests that women’s biological

marginalised as “diﬀerent” and inferior, something to be overcome if women are to

diﬀerences determine how women should be treated in society. Nancy Fraser

be equal as ci zens, workers or thinkers.’6 Consequently, the male orientated liberal

denotes that, ‘diﬀerence approaches typically rely on essen alist no ons of

no on of equality coupled with the disregard of the patriarchal system, weakens

femininity, thereby reinforcing exis ng stereotypes and conﬁning women within

equality feminism. Its ﬂawed false universal no on of equality ul mately makes its

exis ng gender divisions.’9 Rather than it being celebrated, diﬀerence is usually seen

strategy for women’s equal treatment substandard.

as an inherent weakness of women. Paradoxically, while ‘diﬀerence’ and ‘equality’

Diﬀerence feminists therefore aim to transform women’s treatment by
focusing on the intrinsic dispari es between men and women. Anne Stevens notes
that ‘diﬀerence feminists’ claim that ‘women are biologically and psychologically
diﬀerent from men, and this should be reﬂected within an organisa on of society
and poli cs.’7 Consequently, ‘diﬀerence feminists’ stress that the law, society and
the workplace should celebrate women’s diﬀerences. Recogni on of diﬀerence
would therefore allow women to be seen as diﬀerent, but to be treated equally.

69

feminists advocate for women’s equality, they both seek to func on within the
structures that con nue to subordinate women. This brings us to the prac cal
limita ons of the equality-diﬀerence debate. In terms of equality, I will ques on if
women can gain equal treatment in areas which they are not equal. When analysing
diﬀerence feminism, I will ask what diﬀerence ma ers.
Pregnancy in the work place has pushed the equality-diﬀerence debate to its
extremes, exposing the limita ons of the dichotomy. In a gender-neutral society,
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should pregnancy be treated as just another disabling condi on of man; where the

useful development in facilita ng the recogni on of intersec onality, the existence

physical and emo onal strain requires absence from work?10 Or rather, should it be

of a single body does li le to address cumula ve and combined equali es.’12

recognised as a diﬀerence that ma ers, calling for special treatment from society?
Although biological diﬀerence is recognised by equality feminists, placing pregnancy
under the same umbrella as other disabili es does more to oppress women than
treat them equally. Trea ng pregnancy as any other condi on implies that women’s
natural diﬀerence cannot allow them to be treated fairly in the workplace. As a
result, one in seven of the women surveyed in The Guardian had lost their job while
on maternity leave, 40 per cent said their jobs had changed by the me they
returned, with half repor ng a cut or demo on. More than a tenth had been

However, we also encounter many diﬃcul es when trying to use diﬀerence
feminism as a means to achieve equal treatment. While diﬀerence feminists
emphasise the importance of encompassing biological diﬀerence, it cannot be used
as a principle approach to guide women’s equal treatment. Pregnancy is a biological
diﬀerence that ma ers, but perhaps the term ‘special treatment’ limits the
approach. As men oned earlier, the diﬀerences among women are just as
importance as diﬀerences between women and men. Therefore, in terms of
pregnancy in the workplace, the diﬀerence approach assumes that all women should

11

replaced in their jobs by the person who had covered their maternity leave. These
ﬁgures suggest that while equality feminists advocate for a gender-neutral society,
the biological diﬀerences between men and women need to be considered if
women are to be treated equally.

Gender-neutrality is simply not enough.

Women’s biological diﬀerence is not an illness, nor a disabling condi on similar to
man; we simply cannot conﬂate the two. . It is a natural process, where women
choose to experience childbirth, but do not choose to be oppressed because of it.
Moreover, a gender-neutral society that treats men and women exactly the same
does not help women to ﬁnd their voice in society, it reinforces that women’s
diﬀerences are not enough to be acknowledged by man. As Judith Squires
concludes, ‘although gender equality advocates the crea on of a single body to be a
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be categorised by their diﬀerences when this is not necessarily the case. Capps notes
that, ‘a strategy of sameness might appeal to women who already occupy posi ons
of authority […] for them special treatment is unnecessary as well as s gma c […] the
more a en on drawn to their sex, the less credit is given to their own individual
abili es and achievements.’13 Therefore special treatment in the workplace only
appeals to a frac on of women, to posit special treatment as a remedy for all women
invites further inequali es. It is the diﬀerences among women that are equally
important if we are to consider equal treatment. Postmodern feminists stress this
idea. The no on of a ‘woman’ is troublesome term. As Butler suggests, ‘it [woman]
denotes a common iden ty, the subject of feminism, the woman, is produced and
restrained by the very structures of power through which emancipa on is sought.’14

72

Gender Issue

Queen Mary History Journal

Rose Masaka

Perhaps the problem that prevents women from achieving equal treatment lies in

treatment’. For example, in 2012, the Government announced that it would allocate

very core of the feminist approach. Arguably, the social construc on of the ‘woman’

£40 million for specialist local support services and na onal help lines, in order to

is determined and exists in the male image. The diﬀerences among women fused

protect women and girls from domes c violence.16 The recogni on of inequali es in

with the patriarchal nature of society are what limit women’s equal treatment in the

the home by the state has gained momentum. However, Candace West and Don

workplace and beyond.

Zimmerman argue that, ‘doing gender means crea ng diﬀerences between women

Domes c legisla on is another problema c area for feminists. Not only do we
need to consider the equality-diﬀerence binary, but the sex-gender division as well as
the public-private dichotomy are crucial in determining the extent to which women
should be treated equally. For feminists in general, the personal is poli cal, and thus
acts carried out in the private sphere need to be addressed through poli cal
legisla on. However, if we are to include equality-diﬀerence feminists, domes c
legisla on becomes extremely intricate. In a gender-neutral society, the law would
treat women and men the same. But this is the precisely the problem. In reality, a
gender-neutral society will treat women like men, as their inherent diﬀerences have
not been acknowledged, thus allowing for unequal treatment. Valarie Bryson agrees
by sta ng that, ‘because of the structures and ins tu ons of the state and the law

To what extent should women be treated equally to men?

and men…diﬀerences that are not natural, essen al or biological. Once the
diﬀerences have been constructed, they are used to reinforce the essen alness of
gender.’17 While domes c legisla on has been crucial in addressing the problems in
the private sphere, it could also be seen as a way of reinforcing inequali es, thus
hindering equal treatment. Further, special treatment implicitly implies diﬀerences
that may work to disadvantage women. For example, the ‘work-life balance
legisla on’, is seen to be directed towards women as its rhetoric implies that women
should be embracing their double burden.18 Moreover, in terms of domes c
legisla on, scholars have ques oned how far the law should be taken. In some cases,
it is also possible for the poli cal to be too personal. Again, in terms of domes c
legisla on, some women might not want a governing body in their private lives.

have been made by men and protect their interests…apparent legal gains can

In addi on, there is the argument that the state needs to recognise women

disguise or legi mate women’s oppression.’15 Therefore, in terms of domes c

for their unpaid work [housework] in the private sphere. Bryson notes that, ‘socialist

legisla on, equality feminism only goes so far in their strategy for women’s equal

feminist demand wages for housework’19. According to social feminists, ﬁnancial

treatment.

rewards should be given to women to give them some economic liberty. Conversely,

Diﬀerence feminists have somewhat succeeded in their aim for ‘special
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Pateman agrees by sugges ng that, ‘wives are housewives and housewives, like

state that, ‘the separate nature of men’s and women’s social lives outside the

slaves, receive only subsistence in return for their labours.’20 Women’s equal

workplace facilitates the maintenance of similar divisions within it […] sexual

treatment in the home creates many dilemmas. If women were to be ﬁnancially

diﬀerences in the economy can only be ended through a massive a ack on the

rewarded, the power of the state must be considered in terms of its ability

inequality of society.’23 Consequently, pragma c feminism starts by examining the

patriarchal ins tu ons to put women back into the private sphere, undoing all the

diﬀerences among women, the social construc on of diﬀerence and the patriarchal

work done by the majority of feminists. Lastly, this also assumes that housework is a

nature of our ins tu ons. Once the sources of the problem have been iden ﬁed and

burden to all women when most women do it out of choice. Consequently, the

addressed, women’s equal treatment would prove to be far more eﬀec ve

no on of equal treatment is perhaps more problema c than we thought. Not only do

treatment.

we have to consider the patriarchal society that con nues to oppress women, but
the diﬀerences among women along with the problems of enforcing this, makes it
diﬃcult to create and implement policies that will ul mately lead to equal treatment.

To what extent should women be treated equally to men?

Moreover, Carole Pateman uses the term ‘autonomous femininity’ as another
strategy for women’s equal treatment. Pateman rejects the equality-diﬀerence
paradigm as they both func on within the current patriarchal system. Rather,

The equality-diﬀerence debate only takes women’s equal treatment so far.

Pateman declares that, ‘to begin to understand modern patriarchy the whole story of

Ruth Lister claims that, ‘the opposite of equality is inequality, to posit it as diﬀerence

the social contract must be reconstructed, but to change modern patriarchy, to begin

disguises the rela ons of subordina on, hierarchy and consequent disadvantages

to create a free society in which women autonomous ci zens, the story must be cast

that underlie the dichotomy.’21 Instead, Capps stresses the need for pragma c

aside.’24 Thus, the equality- diﬀerence binary does not help to ensure women’s equal

feminism. Capps notes that, ‘pragma sm provides a powerful tool for dissolving the

treatment. Recognising diﬀerence is one thing, but to ensure that the social

ar ﬁcial dualism that lays at the centre of the debate […] it recognises that one’s

construc on of diﬀerence will not harm women is another. In order for women to be

physical nature to some extent determines both ones experiences and one’s

treated equally, we would need to cast aside our social and cultural prac ces

subsequent sense of self.’22 Pragma sm would acknowledge the sexes are both the

imbedded in our society. Un l then, the patriarchal division of the workplace, the

same and diﬀerent. Gender is perhaps the source of inequality among women and

private-public sphere and legisla ons will only go so far to ensure equal treatment for

between women and men. For example, Richard Barron and Geoﬀrey Norris state

women.
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Notes

To conclude, the extent to which women should be treated equally depends
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S. M. Okin, ‘Sexual Diﬀerence, Feminism and the Law’, Law and Social Inquiry, 16:3
(1991), pp. 553-573.
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J. Capps, ‘Pragma sm, Feminism and the Sameness-Diﬀerence Debate’, Transac ons
of the Charles S. Peirce Society, 32:1 (1996), pp. 65-105.
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2003), p.243.

7.

A. Stevens, Women, Powers and Poli cs (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007),p. 8.
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Ibid., p. 225.
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N. Fraser, ‘Gender, Equality and the Welfare State: A Post-industrial Thought
Experiment’, in S. Benhabib (ed.), Democracy and Diﬀerence: Contes ng the
Boundaries of the Poli cal (Princeton: University of Princeton Press, (1996), p. 221.

equal treatment remains a challenge to feminists. While many agree that a woman

10.

A. Stevens, Op. Cit., p. 8.

should be treated equally, it is the no on that they should be treated equally to man

11.

The Guardian, ‘One in Seven Women Are Made Redundant a er Maternity Leave, 9
March 2013, h p://www.theguardian.com/law/2013/mar/09/women-on-maternityleave-illegal-discrima on Accessed 3 November 2013.

dichotomy and the public-private sphere can only do so much in their a empt to

12.

J. Squires, ‘Intersec ng Inequali es, Interna onal Feminist Journal of Poli cs, 11:4
(2009), pp. 496-512.

highlight inequali es. The real obstacle to women’s equal treatment remains the

13.

J. Capps, Op. Cit., p. 67.

inexorable nature of our patriarchal system. Any a empt to create a be determined

14.

J. Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and Subversion of Iden ty (New York: Routledge,
1999), p.6

15.

V. Bryson, Op. Cit., p. 196.

16.

Government Policies, ‘Ending Violence Against Women and Girls in the UK’, 10
September 2013, h ps://www.gov.uk/government/policies/ending-violence-againstwomen-and-girls-in-the-uk#ac ons Accessed 2 November 2013.

on the nature of our ins tu ons. This is not to say that women are not treated
equally now. Indeed the state has recognised the diﬀerences between women and
men and has sought to introduce legisla on as an obstacle for further discrimina on.
However, the legisla on passed assumes that all women have the same diﬀerences
and a common purpose to a ain equal treatment. Age, class, race and sexual
orienta on polarise women just as much as their diﬀerences with men do.
Furthermore, a gender-neutral state is only as gender-neutral as the persons who
govern it; in most cases, men. Consequently, the either-or rhetoric in the equalitydiﬀerence debate does not help to a ain women’s equal treatment. Rather, as
Loveduski and I conclude, both need to be considered if we are to understand why

that stresses my ﬁnal point. Perhaps the equality-diﬀerence binary, the sex-gender

by the very thing is seeks to work against.
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