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Chapter 7: WOMEN AND MEN
From “The Song of Solomon” to the fiction of Ernest Hemingway and the poems of Adrienne Rich, the politics of sexuality has been a major subject of literature. Different cultures and historical eras have written into their drama, fiction, poetry, and nonfiction prose their sexual/social codes: what it means to be a woman, what it means to be a man, what behavior is appropriate and permissible for each gender, how men and women are expected to meet and marry or not, and how women and men form bonds with members of their own sex. Gender and sexuality are political, in the larger sense of that term, because they justify and exemplify the distribution and management of power.

Karl Shapiro’s “Buick,” a love poem to a car, makes us think of other instances in which men have assigned female gender to objects they control and direct. In the short story “The White Stocking,” D. H. Lawrence explores the power relations of marriage. Looking at her husband, the young wife thinks:

It was as if his fine, clear-cut temples and steady eyes were degraded by 
the lower, rather brutal part of his face. But she loved it . . . He was such a man. . . . He was so sure, so permanent, he had her so utterly in his power. It gave her a delightful, mischievous sense of liberty. Within his grasp, she could dart about excitingly.

We see a further example of sexual politics as power relations in Adrienne Rich’s poem “Trying to Talk with a Man,” which shows the connections between male/female relations and national politics. The man and woman in the poem have gone into the desert to protest the testing of atomic bombs, but, once there, the female speaker of the poem realizes that they are testing themselves as well. “Out here,” she says, “I feel more helpless / with you than without you.”

The different ways women and men perceive the world and the conflict, trouble, tragedy, and sometimes comedy that result have been the subject of much literature. From Shakespearean drama to television sitcoms, misunderstandings that arise when women and men look at the same event and interpret it in widely divergent ways have been a source of laughter and of anger, of tragedy and of comedy. The way men and women see and judge each other’s behavior is central to many of the works included in this section. Muriel Rukeyser’s poem “Waiting for Icarus” retells with sardonic humor the Greek myth of the man who stole his father’s wings and flew too high. Rukeyser provides us the perspective of the woman who waits for Icarus, increasingly annoyed as the day wears on. Susan Glaspell’s play “Trifles” is a murder mystery that turns on the amazingly different data women and men gather when they look at the same crime scene. Tragic misperception (helped along by treachery) is certainly central to Shakespeare’s great tragedy about jealousy and love, Othello. Why are we so ready to believe the worst about those we love the best? The malicious Iago easily manipulates Othello into a belief that his beloved Desdemona has betrayed him. In Othello not only gender differences but cultural differences lead to tragic mistakes of perception; Othello is a Moor trying and often failing to understand the Venetian society he has moved into. Woman as the embodiment of mysterious and  inexplicable yearnings of the puzzled male consciousness is central to Jean Toomer’s “Fern,” an attempt by a northern black man to come to terms with the pain and beauty of the South. Gloria Naylor’s portrait of “Etta Mae Johnson” weighs the ephemeral romance and the blues of male/female relationships against the solid comfort of a long-term friendship with another woman.

The roles women and men are trained to assume can be comfortable or entrapping. A number of the selections included in this section explore the meaning of gender identity. Ernest Hemingway’s story “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber” and John Updike’s “A & P” deal with what it means “to be a man” and with the associated social concepts of “honor” and “bravery.” Though one of the stories is set in Africa and the other takes place in an American supermarket, the authors’ twentieth-century American notions about “right action” and “grace under pressure” are quite similar. But given such a schema, what is a woman’s place? How are women defined? Judy Grahn’s story “Boys at the Rodeo” looks at one example of twentieth-century ritualized machismo, an afternoon at the rodeo, from a radical feminist perspective. The narrator’s point of view, both inside and outside the system she observes, is crucial to the story’s meaning and power. Judy Brady’s satiric essay “I Want a Wife” defines the nurturing, supporting, and mirroring functions of the role of a wife in terms that are simultaneously comic and furious, whereas Kate Chopin’s ironic “The Story of an Hour,” published in 1894, considers the life of a wife versus that of a woman alone. Escaped slave Sojourner Truth’s speech “Ain’t I a Woman” reminds readers that gender roles have a racial (and, by implication, class and ethnic) component. Her speech challenges the definition of “woman” as a white and middle-class lady: “I could work as much and eat as much as a man—when I could get it—and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman?”

Some of the selections included here focus on women characters testing the limits of their socially defined roles. Virginia Woolf’s sketch of Shakespeare’s hypothetical sister, Judith, shows what might have happened in the Elizabethan Age to a young woman rebelling against social convention. Marge Piercy’s “The woman in the ordinary” describes a woman on the verge of breaking out of her socially defined limitations: “in you bottled up is a woman peppery as curry.” Janice Mirikitani’s “Breaking Tradition” considers from an Asian American perspective the limits and possibilities for women in her mother’s, her own, and her daughter’s generation. It is useful to compare these two poems from the second wave of feminism (roughly 1967 to the present) with an example from an earlier era of feminist writing (roughly 1875 to 1919), Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 1892 short story “The Yellow Wallpaper,” which chronicles an ambiguous breakthrough that is also a breakdown and that raises important questions about social conventions and the social definition of madness.

Beyond the sexual politics of gender (which we consider from other perspectives in “Growing Up and Growing Older,” “Varieties of Protest,” and other thematic sections), the most common crisis we encounter in the realm of sexual politics begins when we fall in love. The meaning and the experience of love have traditionally been subjects of lyric poetry: from Shakespeare’s sonnets to Adrienne Rich’s Twenty-One Love Poems, from Ted Hughes’s view of a failed and destructive marriage in “The Lovepet” to ntozake shange’s choreopoem about a relationship she managed to get out of just in time, “somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff,” from Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “Love is not all: it is not meat nor drink” to Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s “How Do I Love Thee,” from John Donne’s comic poem “The Flea” to Langston Hughes’s brief and chilling “Mellow,” from Alice Bloch’s progress report on a lesbian relationship, “Six Years,” to Muriel Rukeyser’s poem about a sexual awakening, “Looking at Each Other.” These poems present a variety of relations between lovers—ritualized equality or inequality, conflict and hostility, romance and reverence—and they include realistic as well as idealistic explorations of human relations in the realm of love. In each case, the images that the poet uses to express or describe love are a clue to the sexual politics of the poem. Not all writing about love, of course, is in the form of poetry. Henrik Ibsen’s 1879 play A Doll’s House dramatizes one woman’s experience of falling out of the doll house of love and marriage and into the possibility of discovering herself. Also about discovering one’s own identity is Edmund White’s essay “Sexual Culture”; “every gay,” White writes, “discovers his sexual nature with a combination of pain and relief, regret at being excluded from the tribe but elation at discovering the solution to the puzzle.”

The poems, plays, songs, short stories, and essays included in this section offer a wide range of attitudes, expressed both in content and through form; about gender, sexuality, friendship, and love; about the limitations and the possibilities for human growth. In a successful literary work, what we think of as form is not separable from meaning. Formal elements—including character, imagery, setting, plot structure, point of view—are where the assumptions, “meaning,” and resonance of a work reside. That Hemingway’s omniscient narrator in “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber” virtually avoids the point of view of the major female character is not peripheral but central to the story’s meaning. That “Trifles” is set entirely in the disordered kitchen of Minnie Wright’s farmhouse is crucial to the women characters’ “reading” of the mystery of John Wright’s murder. The Civil War battleground that gives Bobbie Ann Mason’s “Shiloh” its title invites us to think about how history can contribute to the breakup of a marriage. The extended image of underwater exploration is as crucial to our understanding of Adrienne Rich’s “Diving into the Wreck” as the image of deer hunting at night is to Louise Erdrich’s poem “Jacklight.” Sexual politics is an arena in which we struggle with other issues—of identity, spirituality, power, autonomy, need, and the limiting or the realization of our freedom and potential.
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