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Preface


On 26 July 1926 in the Yorkshire Post, the novelist, journalist, campaigner and feminist, Winifred Holtby, wrote: ‘I dislike everything that feminism implies . . . I want to be about the work in which my real interests lie, the study of inter-race relationships, the writing of novels and so forth. But while the inequality exists, while injustice is done and opportunity denied to the great majority of women, I shall have to be a feminist.’ Holtby’s sense of exasperation that even after the vote had been won, many battles remained to be fought around women’s equality, and her feeling that all she wanted was to take her rightful place as an equal member of society without having constantly to defend that place, was shared by other women writers of the time, not least by Dorothy L Sayers. Despite her many notable achievements as theologian, novelist, poet, playwright and translator, Dorothy L Sayers (1893-1957) remained ambivalent about feminism, as Virginia Woolf, for example, was not, and for similar reasons to Holtby: Sayers was impatient for the whole feminist debate to be concluded so that women could take their place alongside men as equal human beings.


Yet, as Virginia Woolf knew and Gail Freyne argues in this book, the feminist phase cannot be so easily skipped over in favour of some illusory postfeminist equality. In her essays, A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938), Woolf argued that asserting women’s right to equal treatment involved not only implementing certain laws and educational reforms but changing an entire culture’s mindset about the relationship between women and men. Women would have to cease acting as ‘looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size’ while men would have to stop clinging to ‘unmitigated masculinity’ and become ‘woman-manly or man-womanly’. Woolf gives examples of writers like Shakespeare, Coleridge and Keats who, she claims, achieved greatness through their ability to access both genders. Or, as Gail Freyne puts it in chapter 2, they were men who had learned to ‘think with their feelings’.


In the 1930s Dorothy L Sayers published three detective novels—Strong Poison (1930), Have His Carcase (1932) and Gaudy Night (1936)—that in the course of delineating the developing relationship between Harriet Vane and Lord Peter Wimsey, make some prescient observations about the unequal relationship between the sexes. In these novels Harriet remarks on, among other things, the reservation of certain jobs for men, society’s assumption that women are natural care-givers, the double standards around sexual behaviour, the loss of identity for women on marriage, women’s failure to take responsibility for their own lives, obstacles in the workplace for women who are mothers, the need for financial independence. Many of these observations unfortunately and unbelievably, given the nearly eighty odd years that have lapsed since Sayers wrote them, still hold good for today.


In using Sayers’s novels as a base and drawing on her own years of experience as a psychotherapist, Freyne makes some important points about the still unequal relationship between the sexes and the difficulty of addressing those issues in a postfeminist culture that assumes women have already achieved equality. There are chapters on women’s work in the home, domestic violence, the lack of women in top management posts and in political life, cultural pressures around marriage and body image, and sexual harassment. Freyne offers some solutions too—but for these you will have to read her stimulating and thought-provoking book.


Professor Heather Ingman,


Trinity College,


Dublin.





Introduction


Detective novel or philosophical treatise? When it comes to the creation of those delightful offsprings of the mind of Dorothy L Sayers (1893–1957), Lord Peter Wimsey and Ms Harriet Vane, the answer is both. Three of her novels, Strong Poison, Have His Carcase, and Gaudy Night, written between 1930 and 1936, are set within the context of their developing relationship.1 Love at first sight for one, doubt and soul-searching in the other; the pursuer and the pursued. This burgeoning love affair provides Sayers with the perfect vehicle to air her views about women and men and their relationships. While these books are always fun and engaging—which alone would render them worthwhile—they are also cunningly crafted works that illuminate the shocking fact that the problems that faced couples in the 1930s are all too similar to the ones that continue to worry relationships to this day. Equality between the sexes is still the chimera that it was before the second World War—tantalizingly close but still just beyond our reach. If you don’t believe me then take a trip with myself and Dorothy L Sayers, the creator of the aristocratic sleuth, Lord Peter Wimsey, and his beloved, that independent writer of detective fiction, Harriet Vane.


Unfortunately, although these characters were as witty, quirky, independent and downright combative as Sayers herself, she tired of them when her readers were still begging for more. One of her biographers, Barbara Reynolds, who was also a close friend, offers one explanation as to why Sayers moved to different literary genres: ‘She had come to the conclusion that detective stories tended to have a bad effect on people, making them believe that there was one neat solution for all human ills, and she would have no more part in encouraging such an attitude’.2 But maybe, as Carolyn Heilbrun suggests, this was mere ‘folderol’, to mask the fact that while having created such an independent woman in Harriet Vane was unusual, to sustain her in the England of the 30s would have required a miracle. Harriet’s story ends in the traditional way, with marriage to Peter and subsequent motherhood while Peter continued to ‘quest’ in detection and diplomacy.3


Nonetheless, it is possible that Sayers felt that feminist theory and practice also had a bad effect on people and for the same reason. She was frequently at pains during her lifetime to disassociate herself from this movement. In her monograph, ‘Are Women Human?’,4 she makes this explicit, telling us that she does not want to be defined as a modern feminist because she sees it as a movement that often does more harm than good. Her line of thinking is that feminists make a mistake when, as she sees it, they play identity politics. They do this when they talk about women’s rights instead of focusing on human rights. Yet even as Sayers talks of feminism as if it was unitary, cohesive and having no internal tensions or contradictions, she becomes angry when women are themselves homogenized and treated as if they were all the same. When she was asked what was women’s point of view on issue X, she suggests that we ask a particular woman her view. She sarcastically reminds us that nobody asks what is mens’ point of view on issue X. Yet, still, today, political pundits are fond of burbling on about how important it is to capture the ‘women’s vote’ but with nary a reference to any ‘men’s vote’.


For Sayers, men and women are all human beings and entitled to the same rights and privileges. This makes her, and anyone who holds the same view, a feminist. Anyone who does not hold this view is sexist. She asserted it in the 1930s and many of us advocate this view today yet it does not make it so. In admitting that she had what she described as a foolish complex against allying herself publicly with anything labeled feminist, Sayers was expressing a still constant anxiety of today’s women. Like many women today, I am sure she would gladly have allied herself publicly with any movement that sought to end racism. Likewise, most of us feel free to rage against discrimination made on the basis of social or economic class, or sexual orientation, or age, or even the treatment of other animals. Working to put an end to all forms of discrimination is considered to be an admirable occupation. Yet, when you get angry about sexism, you run into everything from irritation to panicked vilification.


How is it that there are still some people who assume that the search for equality between men and women is either an anachronism or morphs into a hatred of men?


It is a fear of change that causes the ongoing backlash against feminist values and ideals. It is this backlash that is the cause of my impatience. By far and away the most successful strategy of the anti-feminist has been to declare that we now inhabit a post-feminist world. It is a static story, one that tells us that all the goals have been achieved, women can now do whatever they want without having to fight any form of discrimination. How often have you heard this? There is no glass ceiling, well women might still be only branch managers but they will be regional managers very soon now. The new man is really into co-parenting and before you can say pass the Johnson’s baby powder, he will be sharing the housework.


The corollary to this strategy of the backlash is that because we are, it is asserted, in a post-feminist world—there is no longer any cause to talk about feminism. The feminist cause is, in fact, passé. At best, feminism is a boring anachronism; at worst, it is the F word. And if you want to talk about it you will not find yourself in the midst of comforting numbers, not solidly mainstream. You are not acting in the best interests of society; you are an annoyance, an irritation, and definitely a threat to the family. You might be called strident, or, worst of all, just plain yawning, boring. You are none of these things if you talk about racism, which we all know still exists. Feminism, the movement that addresses the entire human race, as it seeks equality between the two halves of humanity, is the one, major area of discrimination that still, today, many women fear to talk about because many men do not want to hear about it.


We need a little reality check here: while we share a common humanity there are important and meaningful differences between all of us. In every case, difference means not better than or less than, simply different. Some differences we have been born with; they are part of our biology. Men tend to be taller and stronger. Men have square knees and women have round ones. Chapter 9 deals with violence against women and Chapter 7 with the problems associated with the shape of women’s bodies.


There are other differences too, ones that we have learned. In the years of being confined to the home and excluded from public life, women have become experts at relationships and in the practice of the virtue of care. Chapter 5 discusses how this virtue has been aligned with women while men governed states and churches and armies but looked to the concepts of rights and justice to order human institutions and societies. Chapter 3 describes the bifurcation of reason and emotion and the problems that arise when he thinks and decides, she feels and demurs. We call these different ways of behaving gender stereotypes. Chapters 1, 19 and 20 that define gender, feminism and friendship respectively, deal with problems and solutions when we turn the spotlight on women’s place in the home and the workplace, as mothers and entrepreneurs and politicians. Chapters 16 and 17 discuss money and power and explain why there are still more suits on every page of the newspaper, on boards of major companies and on benches of parliamentarians and bishops.


A mature feminism, one that informs the inclusive brand of psychotherapy with which I engage, has never asked for more than half. It knows precisely what Sayers never understood that it knew: that women and men are both mind and body, equally rational and equally emotional. To me, this is a truth so manifest that I feel ready to buy billboard space to ask, ‘what is it about this picture that you don’t get?’ What causes my impatience is that, as I sit on my verandah, quietly rocking in the evening sun, looking back over my life to date as girl child, daughter, lawyer, wife, mother, psychotherapist, grandmother . . . I see the thousands of books that have been written on the subject of feminism, I acknowledge my own tiny contribution, and I wonder, yet again, why is the message not getting through.


The intervening period of eighty years, between the publication of Sayers’ detective stories and today represents, actuarially speaking, in this part of the world, about the lifetime of one woman. In the course of this journey with Harriet and Peter, we will see what Sayers had to say about the place of women in society. It will become apparent how many of our attitudes and how much of our belief systems have changed, and how little. When we discover that much of women’s lives are still governed by the morals and the mores of the 1930s, why, you too might even become impatient. You might even find it shocking that as we race through the second decade of the new millennium, I am agreeing with everything a woman had to say on the condition of women in the 1930s.


Yet, change is in the air and when change is in the air, change happens. Even as we take a clear look with Sayers at where we have been, it becomes easier for us to see where we might go. Rather than sit back and wait for the revolution, I am urging that each of us engages with new forms of behaviour and new sets of ideas that will bring us to a genuine, a fully inclusive post-feminist world where equality between men and women is not something to which we pay lip service, is not a mere aspiration, but the defining characteristic of our daily, human lives. As Wimsey might say, ‘That would be rather jolly!’


 


1. References throughout to these three novels are taken from the New English Library edition published in London in 2003.


2. Barbara Reynolds, A Mind in Love: Dorothy L Sayers, Her Life and Soul, (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1993).


3. Carolyn Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life (New York: Ballantine Books, 1988), 58.


4. Dorothy L Sayers, Are Women Human (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005).






Eilund sniffed scornfully, and departed to fill the kettle at a tap on the landing . . . ‘No thanks’—as Wimsey advanced to carry the kettle—‘I’m quite capable of carrying six pints of water’.


‘Crushed again!’ said Wimsey.


‘Eilund disapproves of conventional courtesies between the sexes,’ said Marjorie.


‘Very well,’ replied Wimsey amiably, ‘I will adopt an attitude of passive decoration.’


Strong Poison








Chapter 1


Gender: Are you Being Served?


The ‘conventional courtesies between the sexes’, harmless enough in themselves, mask a dance of complementarity between men and women that is the essence of strong poison.


Opening doors, pulling out chairs and walking on the outside of the footpath on a rainy day all look harmless enough, but why did these practices originate? What motivated them? Do these quaint little customs tell us anything about the essence of ‘maleness’ and ‘femaleness’? Or, do they really speak to us about the ways in which we have socially constructed the apparently harmless, but actually very fraught, categories of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’? Which sex benefits from these practices; is it women who are really being served?


To answer these questions, we first need to answer a more foundational one: Is there a difference between sex and gender? And, if so, exactly what is this difference? The term gender is often used to denote one sex or another, and given the context, we nearly always know what is meant. For example, when filling out a form, we are often asked what is our gender, when the information that is really sought is to which sex do we belong. In our day to day conversations this slippage between the two terms causes no confusion. However, when we come to less concrete areas of our lives, our philosophical musings on what does it mean to be a ‘man’ or a ‘woman’, we need to define sex and gender more precisely. Without clarity on these terms all our discussions about men and women become so hopelessly tangled that they are either useless or dangerous. The confusion that ensues leads to feminists being misunderstood and misrepresented.


When used as a mere description of our sexual differences the term gender is not judgmental. But if, for example, sex is collapsed into gender then ensuing interpretations become judgmental: All men (sex) are seen to be as problematic as the patriarchal construction of society (gender). The most successful move of the anti-feminist is to conflate the two categories which enables them, by this wicked sleight of hand, to accuse all feminists of being men-haters. The same manoeuver also makes other women fearful of publically joining the vilified group even when they are in private agreement. No woman, happily single and loving her dad or happily married and loving her son wants to be labeled what she knows she is not—a man-hater.


One way to achieve clarity is to use the term ‘sex’ to denote our biology, to refer to the natural, reproductive bodies of the female and the male. ‘Gender’, on the other hand, becomes a cultural term, something we have invented. It is the social description of our sexual differences. We use it to describe the characteristics which we have overlaid onto the natural equality of the maleness and femaleness with which we were born. It is this overlaying process which socially constructs what we call our ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ identities. So, we start out equal but then we are taught to behave in ways that are characteristically masculine or feminine, and it is these behaviours that disrupt our natural equality. We are taught that men are rational and clear thinking, and that little boys shouldn’t cry. It is women who are emotional and intuitive, and they have permission to cry at birth, deaths and marriages and every life event in between. Once we have learned our ‘boy’ and ‘girl’ lessons, we are left in no doubt as to which set of characteristics are the most highly valued: we esteem the clarity and calmness of male reason and denigrate the chaos and agitation female emotion.


Furthermore, we imbibe that poisonous brew that tells us that certain behaviours are appropriate for only one sex and must not be practiced by the other: women should never demonstrate masculine characteristics nor men feminine ones.


In so many ways, gender is dangerous. Because it is a definition of what it means to be masculine or feminine it outlines the behaviour expected of each sex. Because a man cannot afford to be, or even to be thought of, as feminine, the corollary is that he is always being nudged towards the outer limits of his masculine identity. So, boys and men drink too much and drive too fast. They kill themselves at speed in far greater numbers than do women all for the sake of being masculine. Men work crazy hours, striving to be wealthy and successful. They make themselves ill, even unto death, with stress induced heart attacks. Insurance companies recognise these facts. In the same way, the good woman bears no masculine characteristics. Girls and women wear heels that ruin their feet and backs and they are still dieting when they are eighty. Advertising agencies recognise these facts. She attends to her body and he attends to his bank balance. She loses her sense of herself to the degree that she defers to him; he loses his sense of himself by thinking he is better than he is. He is burdened by too much responsibility in the public world, she by too much responsibility in the private one. Both of them lose out on the benefits enjoyed by the other in the worlds they are not supposed to inhabit.


Gender is dangerous because it takes all of human potential and divides it by two. Gender takes all human attributes and virtues and allocates half to one sex and half to the other. By the very act of splitting human potential we make it impossible to conceive of what it might mean for any one person to be fully human, the very fact that Sayers thought was self-evident. Real, masculine men are rational, assertive, decisive, independent and the ones who are presumed to be capable of ‘carrying six pints of water’. These attributes are all very fine but represent at most half of human potential. Real, feminine women are intuitive, emotional, nurturing, dependent and always ‘to adopt an air of passive decoration’. Again, only half of what they could be.


It is this radical separation of men and women into two camps, each partitioned from the other by rigid rules of social behaviour, that has not only initiated ‘The War of the Sexes’ but continues to perpetuate the misery. By means of this patriarchal philosophy that we call gender, men and women are actually constructed in opposition to each other. Feminism is the philosophy that recognises that the sexes were born equal to each other. Testosterone does not mean that men are condemned to violence. Estrogen does not mean that women are born better carers. It is feminism that asserts that all human virtues are inherent in every person. It is feminism that is suing for harmony between the sexes.


But all this divisiveness is a thing of the past, right? We are no longer split into two warring yet supposedly complementary camps. We know that women who design cities are just as rational as men, and men who change nappies can be equally as caring as women. Even in 1930, Sayers knew that we had to make all human virtues and attributes available to both sexes so that each of us could be a full and complete human being. She speaks to us through the medium of a letter, sent by Miss Kitty Climpson who is off doing a bit of detecting at the behest of her employer, Lord Peter Wimsey:




I had no difficulty in getting a room at the Station Hotel, late as it was. In the old days, an unmarried woman arriving alone at midnight with a suitcase would hardly have been considered respectable—what a wonderful difference one finds today! I am grateful to have lived to see such changes, because whatever old-fashioned people may say about the greater decorum and modesty of women in Queen Victoria’s time, those who can remember the old conditions know how difficult and humiliating they were!1





We are all grateful to have lived to see such changes, to be able to move about in the world with the same freedom as a man, both literally and metaphorically.


Those of us who have attained such freedoms, of course.


The difficulties with gender continue to arise as we are confronted with relapses like the trite and essentialist, Men are from Mars-Women are from Venus.2 Or when the media gushes endlessly about what the First Lady of the United States, Michelle Obama, was wearing and how much it cost, or more unfortunately about the size of her bare arms.


Much more serious are the official statements that not only refuse equality between the sexes but continue relentlessly to construct the sexes in opposition to each other. It becomes doubly difficult for women when they are misunderstood in this way by their religious leaders. It is still humiliating for Catholic women to be told by Pope John Paul II, Pope Benedict XVI and Pope Francis I, that they alone have a ‘special’ and caring nature, one that best fits them for work in the home and the raising of children.3 Once again, we are confronted with the danger of collapsing the terms ‘sex’ and ‘gender’: only the female (the word that denotes our sex) is naturally predisposed (meaning born that way) to be nurturing (a socially constructed feminine practice and virtue). Men should also find it insulting to learn that they were not born with this innate ability to care for their children. At best, it seems, they can only mimic the care that they see their wives provide.


It is still humiliating for the Muslim Shi’ite women of Afghanistan, who live in areas controlled by the Taliban, to be denied an education, or to be told in Iran, in terms of the Code of Civil Law, that their worth is only half that of a man. It is much more than humiliating to be subjected to the horrors of a clitorodectomy so that his sexual pleasure will be enhanced and she won’t be tempted to wander. And, it is still humiliating for Israeli women to be pushed to the back of the bus, subjected to insults and humiliation simply for being female because the ultra-Orthodox are demanding sex based separation in public transport.4


Finally, gender talk can be dangerous if it dilutes the social and economic aspects of the political agenda of feminism. When we use the word gender in place of feminist, we risk selling out on the goal of equality. Gender describes the current configuration of the sexes; it tells us the way things are but not how they ought to be. Feminism is a revolution that wants to overturn the status quo. Too often, we find that in the European Union or the United Nations it is far more acceptable, more comfortable, to talk about gender because it is a nice, neutral, non-political, descriptive word.


I teach a course in a psychotherapy training program. The course is designated, ‘Gender in Society, the Female Perspective’. The program also provides a course entitled, ‘Gender in Society, the Male Perspective’. Obviously, we have an even-handed course director who is concerned to know how gender will influence the way in which clients construe their problems and how they enact solutions. I tell the students that the course should be called ‘Feminist Psychotherapy’ because I want more than even-handed. Even-handed is not what it purports to be. It is not neutral but instead is a positive endorsement of the status quo. I want equality and to get that the students need to know that men and women still do not come either to marriage or the work place on equal terms. I know, equal pay for equal work will arrive at any moment and so will adequate creche facilities—that are, incidentally, still presumed to be something that only women need.
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