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NEW PERSPECTIVES ON GENDER

In te rest in wom en a s  a  group whose position in society h a s  in 
nearly  every epoch been  largely determ ined by their gender h a s  
been  increasing  in h istoriography and  sociology in the  las t 20 -30  
years, th a t is, since the  beginning of large-scale research  on 
m inorities. As regards wom en, “m inority” is no t a  happy  term , 
even though  fem ales’ num erical preponderance, so obvious in the  
20 th  century , h a s  been  called into question w ith regard to the  
Middle Ages. W omen’s g reater biological resistance  an d  the fact 
th a t  they  were less endangered  during  w ars w as m ore th an  
equalised  by the  extrem ely high m aternal m ortality; it is therefore 
d ispu tab le  w hether w om en ou tnum bered  m en in  medieval tow ns 
(E. E n n e n ,  P. J.  S c h u l e r ,  K. W e s o ł y ) .  The problem  is all 
th e  m ore difficult to solve a s  the  maile population w as m ore mobile 
and  medieval tow ns developed no t as  a  resu lt of n a tu ra l increase 
(the d ea th -ra te  w as h igher in tow ns th an  the  b irth -ra te ) b u t 
th a n k s  to in-m igration. Besides, wom en have been “m arg ina­
lised” not so m uch  because  of their sm aller num ber b u t because 
of political, legal an d  social discrim ination, an d  discrim ination 
often serves as  a  d istingu ish ing  characteristic  of m inority groups.

D ispu tes of th is  k ind  are  a  recen t phenom enon. Old h istorio­
graphy did not pay  m u ch  a tten tion  to women, one of the  reasons 
being th a t  a s  a  ru le  wom en did no t create sources. It is sa id  abou t 
the  poor th a t they  were the  m ost silent p a rt of old societies (A. 
S a p o r i ) ,  b u t th is  also  applies to women, even though  the  old 
ages h ad  their w om en w riters, poetesses an d  learned  ladies who 
conducted  a  vast correspondence, kept d iaries an d  even wrote 
trea tises. B ut they  were exceptions. Sources contain  a  g reat deal 
of inform ation ab o u t wom en sa in ts , great co u rtesan s an d  female
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ru lers, b u t everyday life of ord inary  people and  its anonym ous 
female crea to rs are not so well docum ented. Not m uch  w as 
previously w ritten  abou t com m on women who were not fit to be 
hero ines of widely read  biographies. W itches were the  only excep­
tion, their tria ls  fascinating researchers since the tim e of the  
F rench  h isto rian  J . M i c h e l e t ,  th a t is, since the middle of the  
19th century . W itches have therefore a  rich litera tu re , even in 
Poland, w here there  were no t m any tria ls  for w itchcraft. The 
average p easan t wom an, town w om an or noblew om an u n s u s ­
pected of w itchcratf w as less popu lar with researchers. This h a s  
lately been changing, partly  because  the  fem inists — very active 
in the  United S ta tes an d  W estern Europe — have been dem and ing  
equal righ ts for women also in historiography, and  partly  b ecau se  
of new  in terests , researchers having tu rn e d  their a tten tio n  to 
b road  folk m asses, large d iscrim inated  groups, to the  poor an d  
to “low” popular cu ltu re, in which wom en have played an  en o r­
m ous role. It is the  F rench  “A nnales” school form ed u n d e r the  
influence of th ree  em inent scien tists , Marc B l o c h ,  Lucien F e b - 
v r e  an d  F ernand  B r a u d e l ,  which deserves credit for th is  
developm ent. It is th an k s  to their influence th a t histoire évé­
nementielle (chronicle of events) in w hich political facts n a tu ra lly  
p redom inate  and  a tten tion  is focused m ostly on em inent p e rso n ­
alities, h a s  been lim ited and  researchers have concen tra ted  on 
longue durée (long-term  tren d s and  s tru c tu res) created  by en tire  
societies, by all their m em bers, irrespective of gender.

L iterature dealing w ith the  h istory  of w om en h a s  in th e  las t 
few years been com ing down in s tream s especially in th e  U nited 
S ta tes, B ritain  an d  Germ any; in France, Italy  and  Spain , too, 
m any  publications on th is  sub jec t have appeared  and  special 
periodicals began to be pub lished  (e.g. in A ustra lia  “F em inist 
S tud ies” h a s  been appearing  since 1973, in  USA “W om en S tu ­
d ies” since 1973 and  “Signs” since 1976, in F rance “Pénélope” 
since 1985, in B ritain  “G ender an d  H istory” since 1989, in 
A ustria  “L’Homme. Zeitschrift für Fem inistische G esch ich tsw is­
sen sch aft” since 1990, in the  N etherlands “Ja rb o ek  voor Vrou- 
w engeschiedenis” since 1980). It is, of course , im possible to 
d iscu ss  all publications in th is  review; we will therefore confine 
a tten tio n  to the  m ost im portan t item s selected from an  ocean  of 
o thers, an d  will leave o u t e.g. a  num erous group of pub lica tions 
concerning the  persecution  of witches. This question , linked  w ith
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w om en’s h isto ry  in a  special way (though m en, too, were accused  
of w itchcratf), d em ands a separa te  exhaustive study.

The 1970s an d  1980s were a  period of im portan t theoretical, 
m ethodological an d  m ethodical reflections on w om en’s history; it 
w as th en  th a t  scholars outlined the  a rea  of research  an d  ex­
p lained  its  purposefu lness. The polem ics and  d iscussions were 
very vehem ent, w hich is no t su rp rising  for, in the  end, s tud ies  on 
w om en’s h isto ry  have reassessed  whole a reas  of the  p ast, aboli­
shed  or questioned  m any stereotypes and  form ulations, and  
destroyed the  h ierarchy  of values previously binding in h isto rio ­
graphy. E n tire  a reas  of w om en’s activity, h itherto  regarded as  of 
little im portance, have become sub jec ts  of intensive research . 
D oubts w ere frequently  raised  w hether w om en’s h isto ry  can  an d  
shou ld  be trea ted  as  a  research  field an d  w hether it is possible 
to p rac tise  i t1. O ne the o ther hand , women scho lars linked with 
the  fem inist m ovem ent (which h a s  rendered  great services to the  
developm ent of research  into the  h istory  of women) m ain tained  
th a t  th e  trad itional m ethods should  not be applied in research  
on w om en’s h isto ry  for they were ta in ted  w ith a  p a triarchal point 
of view. They asse rted  th a t the  h istory  of wom en shou ld  be 
exam ined from  w om en’s point of view, from fem ale perspective, 
even from  the  po in t of view of w om en’s p resen t day experiences2. 
Of course  su c h  a n  ah istoric  model of research , linked to the  
political struggle for w om en’s righ ts, defies scientific objectivity 
(radical fem in ists regard scientific objectivity a s  u n a tta in ab le  for 
according to them , it is influenced by the  pa triarchal s tru c tu re  
of society). Moreover, a  one-sided  exam ination of the  “opression” 
of w om en produces a  model construc ted  on the  b as is  of 20 th  
cen tu ry  values an d  evaluations. The isolation of w om en’s experi­
ences from  th e  experiences of the  whole society m akes it difficult 
to discover m u tu a l relations betw een m en and  wom en, to find ou t 
fem ales’ pow er an d  influence, w hich varied in individua l epochs, 
depend ing  on  m any  factors3. According to less extrem e fem inist 
groups of researchers , scholars shou ld  assum e th a t  w om en were

1 Cf. C. N. D e g l e r ,  Is There a  History of Women?, London 1975; Une histoire des  
fem m es est-e lle  possible?, collective work ed. M. P errot,  Paris 1984.
2 M. F. W e i n s t e i n ,  Reconstructing Our Past. Reflections on Tudor Women, 
“International Journal of Women’s Studies” vol. 1, no. 2, March-Aprll 1978, esp. 
p. 139.
3 Cf. A. S h e p h a r d ,  Gender and Authority in Sixteenth Century England. The 
Knox D ebate, Keels 1994, pp. 14 ff.
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a  group clearly separa ted  from the res t of society, a  group 
subjected  to a  strong  legal, political and  social control an d  to 
respective restric tions4. Of course the  assum ption  th a t women 
constitu ted  a  separa te  group with a  completely different h istory  
crea tes serious doub ts  and  problem s for it m eans the recognition 
of wom en a s  a  separa te  caste  in which gender is a  more im portan t 
d e te rm inan t th an  social or economic s ta tu s .

D oubts have also been  expressed abou t the  point from which 
resea rchers  shou ld  s ta r t  exam ining the  h istory  of women. The 
Am erican h isto rian  Jo a n  W. S c o t t ,  who h a s  exerted a  great 
influence on researchers in m any E uropean  countries, holds the  
view th a t the  whole h istory  should  be deconstructed  an d  w ritten 
anew 5. Some o ther female researchers propose th a t the  p eriodi­
sation  of h istory  should  be revised for it does not agree w ith the 
chronology of w om en’s  h istory6. M any stud ies and  polemical 
in terventions have proposed, howevew, a  m ore positive research  
model. S uch  scholars as  Gisela B o c k ,  Karin H a u s e n  an d  
A nnette K u h n  in Germ any, Natalie Zemon D a v i s  an d  Jo a n  
K e l l y - G a d o l  in USA, Arlette F a r  g e  an d  Michelle P e r r o t  
in France have form ulated  an  in teresting  large-scale research  
program m e7. In their view the  sam e historical events have been 
perceived a n d  experienced differently by women, their conse­
quences have frequently  been different for fem ales and  their 
reac tions have been different too, b u t w om en’s h istory  shou ld  no t

4
H. S m i t h ,  Feminism  and the Methodology of Women’s  History, in: B. C a r o l l , 

ed. Liberating Women’s History, Urbana 1976, p. 369.
5 J. W. S c o t t ,  Rewriting History, in:M.R. H i g o n n e t ,  J. J e n s o n ,  S. Mi c h e l ,  
M. C o l l i n s  Wei tz ,  ed s . Behind the Lines: Gender and the Two World Wars, 
New Haven-London 1987.
6 I. Knibie h l e, Chronologie et l’histoire des fem m es, in: Une histoire des fem m es, 
pp. 50-57.

G. Boc k,  Historische Frauenforschung. Fragenstellungen und Perspectiven, in: 
K. Hausen , ed., Frauen suchen ihre Geschichte, Historische Studien zum 19. und 
20. Jh., München 1983, pp. 22-60; e a d e m, Frauengeschlchte, Geschlechterge­
schichte, “Geschichte und Gesellschaft”, 14, 1988, pp. 364-391; e a d e m ,  Chal­
lenging Dichotomies. Perspectives on Women’s History, in: Writing Women’s His­
tory. International Perspectives, ed. K. Of f en,  R. P i e r s o n ,  J. R e n d a l l ,  
London 1991 (materials from the conference held ln Bellagio in 1989), pp. 1-24; 
N. Z. D a v i s ,  Women’s  History in Transition. The European C ase, “Feminist 
Studies”, 3, 1976, pp. 83-103; J. K e l l y - G a d o l ,  The Social Relations of the 
Sexes: Methodological Implications of Women’s History, “Signs”, 1, 1976, pp. 
809-824; e a d e m .  Women, History and Theory, Chicago 1984. Cf. also the 
above-quoted collective works Une histoire des fem m es  (footnote 1) and Writing 
Women’s  History.
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be isolated from the  general historical context and  above all, 
researchers should  avoid looking only for m anifestations of male 
dom ination and  evidence of w om en’s oppression in h istory8. They 
should  also rem em ber th a t w om en’s historical experiences have 
varied too and  have been, to a  large extent, dependen t on their 
social s ta tu s .

In the  m id-1970s the concept of gender (genre, genere, 
Geschlecht) w as in troduced into historiography as  a  socio-his- 
torical and  cu ltu ral category9, no t a  biological one, the  term  “sex” 
being applied to the  biological category. This w as followed by a 
dem and to enlarge the  scope of w om en’s h istory  by including in 
it the h istory  of gender relations, th a t is, the  m utua l relations 
betw een m en and  women, which varied in different epochs, as 
well as  research  on relations betw een various groups of women, 
sim ilarly to research  on relations betw een various groups of m en. 
This is connected w ith the dem and to p u t an  end to the  “biologi- 
sa tion” of history, th a t is to the  transform ation  of raw  biological 
sex into gender, a s  well as  to stop confining w om en’s h istory  to 
such  questions a s  sexual life, m aternity , the  physiology of fe­
m ale’s body, topics which predom inated in previous stud ies. 
G ender a s  a  social, h isto rico-cu ltu ra l and  political category is a  
resu lt of a  complex web of influences and  processes which go far 
beyond biology. The in troduction of th is concept into h istorio­
graphy is of enorm ous m ethodical and  m ethodological im port­
ance. Its  consequence is the  significant s ta tem en t th a t the  su b ­
ord inated  s ta tu s  of women, their subjection to m en and  their 
social an d  political help lessness were not determ ined by the  laws 
of n a tu re  b u t were historically conditioned social, political and  
cu ltu ra l constructions. One of the reasons for the  success of the 
term  “gender” in the  historical writings is th a t from a  linguistic
8

Reflections on tills subject can be found in an interesting essay by R. H a b e r ­
ma s ,  Frauen und Manner im Kampf  um Leib, Ökonomie und Recht. Zur Beziehung 
der Geschlechter im Frankfurt der Frühen Neuzeit, in: R. van D ü l m e n ,  (hrsg.) 
Dynamik der Tradition. Studien zur historischen Kulturforschung IV, Frankfurt/M 
1992, pp. 109-136 which shows how women managed to make use of stereotypes 
about them to get the upper hand over men in law cases. Similarly, N. Z. D a v i s  
shows how French women brought to trial before French courts in the 16th 
century made skilful use of stereotypes and prejudices against women to get a 
more lenient punishment or even escape it in cases for murder, cf. Fiction in the 
Archives. Pardon Tales and Their Tellers in Sixteenth-Century France, Stanford. 
Calif. 1987. pp. 77 ff.
9 Cf. Joan W. S c o t t ,  Gender. A Useful Category of Historical Analysis, “American 
Historical Review”, 92, 1987, pp. 1053-1079.
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and  gram m atical m eaning (genre, gender) it h a s  become a  the­
oretically im portan t definition. The replacem ent of the  term  “sex” 
by “gender” m eans th a t w om en’s h istory  need no longer be 
confined to m anifestations of sexual-biological life and  reflections 
on the  role of the  wife an d  m other. Moreover, gender s tud ies 
concern  no t only wom en b u t also m en, for they  too are  gendered 
beings10.

Parallely, a  d iscussion  is going on the place of wom en’s 
h istory  in social h istory  in general, e.g. on the  relationship  
betw een gender a n d  class. The well known G erm an h isto rian  J . 
K o c k a  strongly em phasises the  superiority  an d  precedence of 
the  category of c lass over gender11 while according to G. B o c k ,  
these  categories overlap; moreover, in Bock’s view class m em ber­
sh ip  is “m easu red” an d  felt differently by m en and  w om en and 
its re su lts  a re  no t the  sam e for bo th  genders12.

The requ irem ents and  m ethodical program m e in research  on 
w om en’s h istory  have probably  been presen ted  the  m ost fully by 
N. Z. D avis13. She h a s  repeatedly  em phasised  th a t women should  
be trea ted  neither as  hero ines nor a s  victim, as  h a s  frequently 
been done in old historiography. W hat is needed is new  research  
on various aspec ts  of w om en’s situation: the  dem ographic aspect, 
the  position of wom en in the family, in sexual life and  its symbolic 
rep resen ta tions, on the labour m arket, in the  s tru c tu re  of power 
(including the  informal one); according to Davis, it is necessary  
to find o u t an d  analyse the  roles perform ed by m en and  women 
an d  the  rites, gestu res and  sym bols connected w ith these  roles. 
W omen’s h istory  should  not, in her view, be isolated from the

10 Cf. G. Bo c k ,  Challenging Dichotomies, pp. 7-8; e a d e m, Women’s  History and  
Gender History: A spects of an International Debate, Gender and History, 1 (Spring 
1989), pp. 7-30; A. Kuhn,  Das Geschlecht — eine historische Kategorie? Gedan­
ken zu einem aus der neueren Geschichtswissenschaft verdrängten Begriff, in: J. 
B r e h m e r ,  J. J a c o b i - D i t t r i ch,  E. K l e l n a u ‚  A. Kuhn,  eds. Frauen in der 
Geschichte, IV: W issen heis s t  leben... Beiträge zur Bildungsgeschichte von Frauen 
im 18. und 19. Jh., Düsseldorf 1983, pp. 29-50.
11 J. Koc ka ,  Frauengeschichte zw ischen W issenschaft und Ideologie, 
“Geschichtsdidaktik”, 7, 1982, fase. l ‚p.  104; i dem,  Sozialgeschichte, Göttingen 
1986, pp. 139-141.
12 G. Boc k,  Geschichte, Frauengeschichte, Geschlechtergeschichte. pp. 388 ff. Cf. 
also P. S t o c k - M o r t o n ,  Finding Our Own Ways: Different Paths to Women’s  
History in the United S tates, in: Writing Women’s  History, pp. 59-77, esp. p. 63.
13 N. Z. D a v i s ,  Gesellschaft und Geschlechter. Vorschläge fü r eine neue Frauenge­
schichte, in: e a d e m, Frauen und Gesellschaß am Beginn der Neuzeit, Berlin 
1986, pp. 117-132.
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histo ry  of the  whole society; w hat is necessary  is to show  the 
rela tionship  betw een the  genders in the functioning of social 
s tru c tu re s 14. Similar proposals have been p u t forward by G erm an 
researchers, U ta F r e w e r t  and  Karin H a u s e n 15.

In her analysis of the  con ten ts of “A nnales” in 1970-198216, 
A. Fa r ge says th a t a t first sub jec ts connected w ith the  body, 
sexuality, m otherhood and  female physiology dom inated in the  
w orks dealing with w om en’s history; s tud ies on n u rses , m id­
wives, women teachers and  servan ts were also frequent. The 
range of subject h a s  been greatly extended since then . Serious 
s tu d ies  have been und ertak en  on w om en’s legal s ta tu s . The 
special volume of the  Je a n  Bodin Society pub lished  in 196217 
w hich included articles on the legal s ta tu s  of wom en in Poland 
an d  R ussia  (S. R o m a n  and  A. E c k) and  also in H ungary (Ch. 
d ’E s z l a r y )  is ra th e r old-fashioned, considerating the la tes t 
scholarly  requirem ents. A basic work in th is  field appeared  in 
G erm any in 1991 ; it deals w ith the  legal s ta tu s  of wom en in 16th 
cen tu ry  Europe (mainly in G erm any and  Italy, un fortunate ly  with 
the  exclusion of E ast-C en tra l Europe and  Scandinavia)18. Its 
au th o r, E. K o c h ,  com es to the  conclusion th a t  the  h u m an is ts ’ 
d iscussion  on the female question, in which some of them  
form ulated quite radical proposals, did not lead to an  im prove­
m ent in w om en’s legal s ta tu s . W hat is more, Koch holds the  view 
th a t gender determ ined the situa tion  and  opportunities of the  
individual in the  16th century: Die Kategorie Geschlecht bildet in 
Rede und Realität des 16. Jahrhunderts von daher die ausschal­
14 In response to the development of women’s history, attempts have been made 
to write men’s history, to conduct separate studies on men as a male gender. A 
conference concerning Man in the Middle Ages was organised in New York in 1990. 
Such isolation of studies may be dangerous and distort the general picture of 
society in previous centuries.
15 Cf. U. Fr e we r t ,  Bewegung und Disziplin in der Frauengeschichte. Ein For­
schungsbericht, “Geschichte und Gesellschaft”, 14 Jg. 1988, Heft 1 ‚ pp. 364-391 : 
K. H a u s e n ,  Historische Frauenforschung, in: G. F ö r d e r - H o f f ,  H. Hi l -  
z i n g e r ,  hrsg.. W as hilf t der Frauenforschung? Vorschläge fü r  die mittelfristige 
Forderung von Frauenforschung im Berlin, Berlin 1987, pp. 60-68.
16 A. Farge ,  Pratique e t effets de  l’histoire des fem m es, in: Une histoire des 

fem m es, pp. 17 ff.
17 “Recueils de la Société Jean Bodin”, vol. XII, La Femme, II partie, Bruxelles 1962,
A. E ck  pp. 405-420, St. R o m a n  pp. 389-404, Ch. d’E s z l a r y  pp. 421-444. 
The recent study in this field is: Ute Ge r h a r d ,  (hrsg.) Frauen in der Geschichte 
des Rechts. Von der Frühen Neuzeit bis zur Gegenwart, München 1997.
18 E. Koch,  Maior e s t dignltas in sexu virili. Das weibliche Geschlecht im Normen­
sys tem  des 16. Jahrhunderts, Frankfurt/M 1991.
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gebende Kategorie fü r den geselschaftlichen Status eines Men- 
chen und legt seine Machtchancen und Abhängigkeiten in den 
Beziehungen zu anderen irreversibel fest. An den einer Frau 
auferlegten Verhaltensbeschränkungen ändern deshalb auch ihre 
persönlichen A bstam m ungs- und W irtschaftsverhältn isse  
nichts19. Koch’s categorical s ta tem en t is open to question, b u th e r  
book is irreplaceable as  regards the large inform ation m aterial 
gathered  by her.

W omen’s legal position in 16th and  17th cen tu ry  F rance has  
been  p resen ted  by W. G i b s o n 20 and  partly  b y  E. B e r r i o t -  
S a l v a d o r e 21; the  la tte r strongly em phasises th a t w om en’s 
s ta tu s  deteriorated  in the  16th cen tu ry  (restriction of the  right to 
inherit an d  dispose of property, dependence on guard ians), b u t 
she adm its th a t as  a  ru le practice w as less restrictive th a n  the 
law. In E ngland the  situa tion  seem s to have developed differently; 
from the  16th cen tu ry  on, women who appealed to the  C ourt of 
C hancery  could be g ran ted  the  righ t to inherit property, an d  even 
m arried  wom en could be given the right to have separa te  property  
in the  form of t ru s t22. The next significant step  forward in th is  
respect w as m ade in 166023.

M uch h a s  been w ritten  abou t R enaissance wom en. This 
sub jec t h a s  been trea ted  by M argaret L. K i n g ,  an  Am erican 
researcher into the  h istory  of Italy, who pub lished  her work in 
Ita lian  a s  early as  199124. Her s tu d y  covers the  years 1350-1650 
an d  theoretically  deals w ith the  whole of W estern Europe (Central 
Europe an d  Scandinavia have been om itted, an d  less atten tion  
h a s  been paid  to G erm any th an  to Italy, F rance an d  England). 
King does no t confine herself to the  p resen tation  of em inent 
wom en b u t describes the  lives and  living condotions of the  
com m oners, too. In her view the whole cycle of a  w om an’s life in

19 Ibidem, p. 244.
20 W. G i b s o n ,  Women in 1 7th Century France, New York 1989.
21 E. B e r r l o t - S a l v a d o r e ,  Les fem m es dans la société française de  la R enaiss­
ance, Genève 1990.
22 M. L. C i on i , Women and Law in Elizabethan England with Particular Prefe­
rence to the Court of Chancery, New York 1985. Cf. also P. Ho g r e v e ,  Legal Rights 
of Tudor Women and Their Circumvention by Men and Women, “Sixteenth Century 
Journal”, 3 (1972), pp. 97-102.
33

S. S t a v e s ,  Married Women’s  Separate Property in England 1660-1833, Cam­
bridge, Mass.-London 1990.
24 Margaret L. King,  Le donne nel Rinascimento, Roma-Bari 1991; German 
translation: Frauen in der Renaissance, München 1993.

http://rcin.org.pl



NEW PERSPECTIVES ON GENDER 193

th a t  epoch w as connected with her biology; w hereas m en were 
qualified by their social and  professional rank , w om en’s position 
w as defined by their sex and  the consequent place in the  family. 
King pays m uch a tten tion  to the  role of the Reform ation (apprais­
ing it ra th e r  critically) and  of convents (negatives predom inate 
too) in the  life of women. In p resen ting  wom en’s place in cu lture, 
she  unfo rtunate ly  confines herself to elitist cu ltu re, even though 
w om en played a  greater role in w hat is known as  popular cu lture. 
King is also fascinated  by the  question of power and  w om en’s 
sh a re  in it (she d iscusses a t length the  “virago” type and  the ru le 
of E lizabeth I). She is not, however, in terested  very m uch  in 
everyday life, which after all w as the  m ain dom ain of w om en’s 
activities.

More a tten tion  to th is las t question h a s  been paid by E. 
B erriot-Salvadore who in her book on women in F rench society 
during  the  R enaissance devotes also m uch  space to the  develop­
m ent of education an d  w om en’s intellectual activities; she a n a ­
lyses m idd le-class’ life too, showing w om en’s place in hand icrafts  
and  trad e25.

Some stud ies dealing w ith R enaissance women keep to the  
old p a tte rn  of heroines and  victim s26, o thers, in accordance with 
new  requirem ents, re-analyse  the gender-determ ined place and  
activities of individuals an d  entire g roups27 and  show how wo­
m en’s question  w as reflected in litera tu re  (e.g. in S hakespeare’s 
works)28. A nthony F r a s e r ’s in teresting  book d iscusses wo­

25 E. B e r r i o t - S a l v a d o r e ,  Les fem m es dans la société française de la Renais­
sance, Genève 1990.
26 Cf. S. H e i s s l er and P. B l a s t e n b r e i ,  Frauen in der italienischen Renais­
sance: Heilige-Kriegerinnen-Opf er, Pfaffenweiler 1990.
27 M. F e r g u s o n ,  M. Q u i l l i g a n ,  N. V i c k e r s  (eds.). Rewriting the Renais­
sance: the Discourses of Sexual Differences in Early Modern Europe, Chicago 1986; 
M. Mi g i e l ,  J. S c h i e s a r i ,  Refiguring Woman: Perspectives on Gender and the 
Italian Renaissance, Ithaca 1991.
28 Cf. Die Frau in der Renaissance, hrsg. P. G. S c h m i d t ,  Wiesbaden 1994, 
“Wolfenbütteler Abhandlungen zur Renaissanceforschung”, Bd. 14. These are 
materials from a conference held in Wolfenbüttel in 1990. Most of the ten papers 
read at the conference dealt with the image of women ln literature or with women’s 
literary activity. An interesting new contribution to the long discussion on 
Shakespeare’s heroines was made by W. G. Mül l e r ,  Das Problem Weiblicher 
Identität bei Shakespeare (pp. 223-242). Though by no means regarding Shakes­
peare’s works as “feminist”, Müller rejected the view that the poet had supported 
extreme patriarchalism and treated women as secondary category beings or 
verkappte Manner (as, for instance, S. G r e e n b l a t t  and K. M c L u s k i e  
maintain).
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m en’s lot in 17th cen tu ry  England. The au th o r p resen ts  legal 
discrim ination of women, their place in the  family and  in m ar­
riage, their access to education  (with an  extensive passage devo­
ted to the  fam ous M ary W ard and  her Institute); in F rase r’s view, 
educational opportunities for women deteriorated  in the  17th 
cen tu ry  as com pared with the 16th century . Finally she p resen ts  
wom en active in the 17th  cen tu ry  in the  public a ren a  (in p a rticu ­
lar during  the  civil war), including m any  female p red ican ts and  
wom en claim ing their rights before courts of law. According to 
F raser women also played a  significant role in the  English 
econom y of the  17th cen tury29.

W orthy of a tten tion  are som e am bitious outlines covering the 
whole m odern era, th a t is, the  16th, 17th and  18th centuries. A 
volume devoted to women in early m odern tim es w as published  
in Paris in 1985; it con ta ins ac ts  of the  conference organised on 
th is  sub jec t in 198430. A nother work published  in France w as a 
several-volum e outline of wom en’s history, a  collective work31; 
the  volum e dealing with the 16 th -18 th  cen tu ries w as edited by 
the  well known researchers N. Z. D a v i s  a nd  A. Fa r g e 32. As 
the  title indicates, the  book is un fortunate ly  confined only to 
W estern Europe.

W estern Europe is also the field of reflections in the  book 
w ritten  by Heide W u n d e r ,  a  well known G erm an researcher 
into social h istory  in the  early m odern e ra33. The au th o r p resen ts  
changes b rought abou t in the  situa tion  of wom en of all social 
groups (not only ru le rs  and  sa in ts  on one side and  w itches and  
p ro stitu tes  on the  o ther, as  is the  case in m any studies) by great 
socio-econom ic transform ations and  the m odernisation of E uro­
pean  societies in the 16 th -18 th  centuries. W under is in terested  
in the  a reas  of activity (Handelsräume) open to women in those 
cen turies, and  in the  changes which were going on in th is  field. 
Most of the  m aterial on which the  book is based  com es from

29 A. Fr a s e r ,  The Weaker Vessel. Woman’s Lot in 17th Century England, London 
1984.
30 La fem m e a l’epoque moderne, XVIe-XVIIIe ss. Actes du Colloque de 11-12 mal 
1984, Paris 1985.
31 Histoire des fem m es en Occident, eds. G. D u b y  and M. Perrot,  Paris 
1989-1994.
32 Paris 1991.
33 H. Wu n d e r ,  “Er ist die Sonn’, sie ist der Mond”. Frauen in der Frühen Neuzeit, 
München 1992.
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G erm any and  France, b u t the  conclusions have a  wider m eaning. 
W under says th a t con trary  to w hat h a s  often been asse rted  in 
historiography, c lass s tru c tu re  w as not the  only reason  for the 
system  of social differentiation and  discrim ination; inequality  
w as also a  resu lt of the  in stitu tion  of m arriage. Both m arriage 
a n d  the  family were s tru c tu re s  shaped  and  stam ped  by the feudal 
system ; it w as th rough  these  s tru c tu re s  th a t control and  power 
w ere executed. Nevertheless, according to W under, gender did 
n o t have such  a  universal s tru c tu rin g  power in the  early m odern 
society  as  it had  in the  19th cen tu ry  bourgeois society. Until the 
end  of the  18th century , the  influence of gender w as subord inated  
to  age, civil s ta tu s  and  social rank ; hence the differences in the  
subord ina tion  of women. The au th o r doubts, w hether the  s itu ­
a tion  of wom en w as worse in the  early m odern era  th an  in the  
M iddle Ages, a s  some researchers assert.

M. E. W i e s n e r ,  a  well known Am erican researcher, h as  
p resen ted  an  outline of w om en’s su tia tion  in Europe from the 
16th  to the  18th cen tu ry34. Her book differs from those d iscussed  
above in th a t it is m ore general and  system atic; it covers no t only 
W estern  coun tries b u t C entral and  even E astern  Europe (Russia) 
too, an d  includes rich useful bibliographic inform ation. It is 
m ean t as  an  aid for university  lecturers, for gender s tud ies are 
a lready  included in the  regular program m e of m any  Am erican 
a n d  E uropean  universities.

A very large group of publications concerns w om en’s econo­
m ic activities, their place in u rb an  and  ru ra l societies35. Their 
a u th o rs  deal m ainly w ith economic transform ations on the  th re ­
shold  of the  early m odern era  and  the  consequent ousting  of

34 M. E. W i e s n e r ,  W om en and Gender in Early  Modern Europe, Cambridge 1993.
35 N. Z. D a v i s ,  Frauen im Handwerk. Zur weiblichen A rbeitsw elt im Lyon d es  16. 
Jh., in: R. van D ü l m e n ,  Arbeit, Frömmigkeit und Eigensinn. Studien zur histori­
schen Kulturforschung II, Frankfurt/M 1990, pp. 43-74; M. Prior,  W om enand  
the Urban Economy: Oxford 1500-1800, in: Women in English Society 1500-1800, 
ed. M. Prior,  London-New York 1985, pp. 92-117; B. Voge l ,  U. We c ke l ,  
Frauen in der Ständegesellschaft. Leben und arbeiten ln der S tadt vom späten  
Mittelalter bis zur Neuzeit, Hamburg 1991; M. We n s k y ,  Die Stellung der Frau in 
der Stadtkölnischen Wirtschaft im Spätmittelalter‚ Köln-Wien 1980; H. Wu n d e r ,  
Zur Stellung der Frau im Arbeitsleben und in der Gesellschaft des 15. bis 18. Jh., 
“Geschichtsdidaktik”, 6, 1981, pp. 239-251; H. W u n d e r  (hg.), Weiber, Men­
schen, Frauenzimmer. Frauen in der ländlichen Gesellschaft 1500-1800, Göttingen 
1996; I. Ti t z - M a t u s z a k ,  “Starcke W eibes-Personen”. Geschichte der Goslauer 
Frauen vom Mlttelalter bis 1800. Bd. I, A rbeits- und Lebensbedingungen, Hildes- 
heim-Zürich-New York 1994.
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wom en from m any trades and  craftsm en’s guilds as well as  their 
degradation to w orst-paid  jobs36. This problem  is com bined with 
reflections on w om en’s place in the  early m odern family and  
society37 and  the  direction of the  changes tak ing  place a t th a t 
time; m any researchers hold the view th a t w om en’s opportunities 
and  their living conditions deteriorated  in the  16th cen tu ry38. 
Research on w om en’s place in the  great socio-religious Reform a­
tion m ovem ent (females’ role w as very im portan t a t first b u t w as 
gradually  restric ted  in later phases) h a s  led to som e ra th e r  
pessim istic views on the  developm ent of w om en’s s ta tu s 39.

M any stud ies p resen t a  socio-cultural phenom enon c h a ra c ­
teristic of the  early m odern era, namely, the  unpreceden ted  
o u tb u rs t of “fem inist” and  “an ti-fem in ist” litera tu re  (though those

Cf. S. Ca hn ,  Industry of Devotion. The Transformation of Women’s Work in 
England 1500-1660, New York 1987; B.A. H a n s w a l t  (ed.). Women and Work 
in Preindustrial Europe, Bloomington 1986; S. L e s e m a n n ,  Arbeit, Ehre, Gesch­
lechterbeziehungen. Zur sozialen und wirtschaftlichen Stellung von Frauen im 

frühneuzeitlichen Hildesheim, Hildesheim 1994; Ch. V a n ja , Frauenarbeit in der 
vorindustriellengesellschaft. Fragestellungen — Quellen — Forschungsmöglich­
keiten, in: Frauenalltag, Frauenforschung. Beiträge zum 2 Tagung der Kommision 
Frauerforschung in der Deutschen Gesellschaft fü r  Volkskunde, Frankfurt/M 
1988, pp. 261-273; M. E. Wi e s n e r ,  Working Women in Renaissance Germany, 
New Brunswick-New Jersey 1986.
37 Cf. N. Z. D a v i s ,  Frauen und Gesellschaft am Beginn der Neuzeit. Studien über 
Familie, Religion und die Wandlungsfähigkeit des sozialen Korpers, Berlin 1986; 
L. Roper ,  The Holy Household. Women and Morals in Reformation Augsburg, 
Oxford 1989.
q o

Cf. J. Kel ly ,  Early Feminist Theory and the Querelle des Femmes, 1400-1789, 
“Signs”, 8, 1982, pp. 23 ff.
39 M. B. Br oda ,  Herr über Sie. Ein Versuch über Typisierung der Frau in der 
Reformation, in: “Feministische Studien”, 5. 1986, pp. 46-58; R. B a i n ton.  
Women of the Reformation in Germany and Italy, Minneapolis Minn. 1971; A. 
C l a s s e n ,  Footnotes to the German Canon: Maria von Wolkenstein a n d  Argula von 
Grumbach, in: J. P. Br i nk ,  A. P. Co u d e r t ,  M. C. Ho r o wi t z ,  The Politics of 
Gender in Early Modern Europe, Kirksville Missouri 1989, pp. 131-148; A. P. 
C o u d e r t ,  The Myth of the Improved Status of Protestant Women, in: Ibidem, pp. 
61-87; D. Lor enz ,  Vom Kloster zur Küche: Die Frau vor und nach der Reformation 
Dr. Martin Luthers, in: B. B e c k e r - C a n t a r i n o  (hrsg.), Die Frau von der  
Reformation zur Romantik, Bonn 1980, pp. 7-35; P. A. R u s s e l ,  Lay Theology in 
the Reformation. Popular Pamphleteers in South-W est Germany 1521-1525, Cam­
bridge 1986; recently especially A. C l a s s e n ,  Frauen in der deutschen Reforma­
tion. Neufunde von Texten und Autorinnen sow ie deren Neubewertung, in: Die Frau 
in der Renaissance, hrsg. P. G. S c h m i d t ,  Wiesbaden 1994, pp. 179-201.
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term s are ra th e r anachronistic) in m any countries40. N um erous 
works analyse learned  trea tises as well as the  o u tp u t of frequently 
primitive and  vulgar m arket and  stree t literatu re , which served 
m ostly to am use  the reader of R enaissance an d  Baroque tim es. 
In learned  litera tu re  an  im portan t place w as held by medical 
trea tises dealing with wom en’s constitu tion  and  physiology; some 
progress w as m ade in th is field during  the  16th and  17th 
cen turies, though facts continued to be mixed with m oral sp ecu ­
lations and  old prejudices41.

W omen’s access to education  is a  question which arouses 
considerable in terest. The question is d iscussed  in stud ies con­
cerning education in general42 as well as  in separa te  stud ies on 
female education43. Among other problem s the  a u th o rs  analyse 
reading m atter for fem ales which w as to tu rn  girls and  women 
into m eek and  subm issive c rea tu re s44. A m ore general issue  —

40 P. J. B e n s o n ,  The Invention of the Renaissance Woman. The Challenge of 
Female Independence in the Literature and Thought of Italy and England, Univ. 
Park, Pennsylvania 1992; J. R. B r i n k  (ed.), Privileging Gender in Early Modern 
England, Kirksville, Missouri 1993 (particularly worthy of mention in this volume 
is the interesting essay b y  R. Wa r n l c k e ,  Private and Public. The Boundaries of 
Women’s Lives in Early Stuart England, pp. 123-140); R. G ö s s m a n n ,  Ob die 
Weiber Menschen seyn  oder nicht?, München 1988; S. Da v i s. The Idea of Woman 
in Renaissance Literature. The Feminine Reclaimed, Brington 1986; K. Usher 
H e n d e r s o n  and B. F. Mc Ma n u s ,  Half-Human Kind. Context and Texts of 
the Controversy about Women in England 1540-1640, Urbana-Chicago 1985; J. 
Larsen Kl e i n  (ed.). Daughters, Wives and Widows. Writings by Men about 
Women and Marriage in England 1500-1640, Champaign-Urbana 1992; A. S h e ­
p h a r d ,  Gender and Authority in Sixteenth Century England. The Knox Debate, 
Keels 1994; S. S h e p h e r d  (ed.). The Women’s Sharp Revenge. Five Women’s 
Pamphlets from  the Renaissance, London 1985; Joy W i l t e n b u r g ,  Disorderly 
Women and Female Power in the Street Literature of Early Modern England and  
Germany, Charlottesville-London 1992.
41 E. B e r r i o t - S a l v a d o r e ,  Un corps, un destin. La fem m e dans la m édicine de  
la Renaissance, Paris 1993.
42 Cf. R. O ’Day,  Education and Society 1500-1800. The Social Foundations of 
Education in Early Modern Britain, London-New York 1982; D. C re ssy . Levels 
of Literacy in England 1530-1730, in: Harvey J. Gr a f f  (ed. ), Literacy and Social 
Development in the West: A Reader, Cambridge 1981, pp. 105-121 ; R. A. H o u s ­
ton,  Literacy in Early Modern England: Culture and Education 1500 -1 8 0 0 , London 
1988; P. F. G ren d l er. Schooling in Renaissance Italy: Literacy and Learning 
1300-1600, Baltimore 1989; G. H u p p e r t ,  Public Schools in Renaissance France, 
Urbana 1984.
43 N. Mc Mu l l e n ,  The Education of English Gentlewomen 1540-1640, in: “His­
tory of Education”, 6, 1977, pp. 87-101; the development of girls’ education in 
Germany has been extensively presented by P. R e t s c h a u e r ,  The Education of 
Women in Eighteenth-Century Germany. New Directions from  the German Female 
Perspective, Lewiston-Lampeter-Queenston 1989 (contrary to the title the book 
goes back to the beginning of the 16th century).
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wom en’s participation in cu ltu re  — is also frequently  d iscussed . 
R esearchers have taken  special in terest in w om en p a in te rs  an d  
try  to explain why there  were so few successfu l fem ale a rtis ts  in 
the  m odern era45. The trad itional cu rren t of research  on w om en’s 
cu ltu ra l patronage is con tinued46. The lot of w om en scho lars 
an d  wom en w riters a rouses enorm ous in te rest47. M any pub lica­
tions d iscuss the  phenom enon of developm ent of literary  an d  
political sa lons an d  the  activity of the  précieuses in  17 th  cen tu ry  
France48 as well as  the  role of wom en in the  F rench  Revolution49.

S. Hul l ,  Chaste, Silent and Obedient: English Books fo r  Women 1475-1640 , 
San Marino 1982; C. Nlekus Moore ,  The M aiden’s Mirror: Reading Material fo r  
German Girls in the 16th and 17th Centuries, Wolfenbütteler Forschungen 36, 
Wiesbaden 1987; M. S p u f f o r d ,  Small Books and Pleasant Histories: Popular 
Fiction and Its Readership in 17th Century England, London 1981.
45 M. G arrad,  Artemisia Gentillescht: The Image of the Female Hero in Italian 
Baroque Art, Princeton 1989; G. Greer ,  The Obstacle Race: The Fortunes of  
Women Painters and Their Work, New York 1979; L. Noch l i n. Why are there no 
Great Women Artists?, in : E. C. B a k e r  and T. B. H e s s  (eds.), Art and Sexual 
Politics: Women’s Liberation, Women Artists and Art History, New York 1973, pp. 
1-43; A. Sutherland H a r r i s  and L. N o c h l l n ,  Women Artists 1550-1950 , New 
York 1976; E. Tuf t s ,  Our Hidden Heritage: Five Centuries of Women A rtists, New 
York 1974.
46 S. K e t t e r i n g ,  The Patronage Power of Early Modern French Noblewomen, 
“Historical Journal”, 32, 1989, pp. 817-841; C. Val one ,  Roman Matrons as  
Patrons: Various Views of the Cloister Wall, in: C. M an son  (ed.), The Crannied 
Wall: Women, Religion and the Arts in Earl y  Modem Europe, Ann Arbor 1992, pp. 49-72.
47 E. Bei l i n, Redeeming Eve: Women Writers of the English Renaissance, Prince­
ton 1987; S. Harcstark Mye rs ,  Women, Friendship and the Life of Mind in 
Eighteenth Century England, New York 1990; M. Ha n n a y , Silent but fo r  the Word: 
Tudor Women as Patrons, Translators and Writers o f Religious Works, Kent, Ohio 
1985; S. Heller M e n d e l s o n ,  The Mental World of Stuart Women, Three Studies, 
London 1987; P. H. L a b a l m e (ed.). Beyond Their Sex: Learned Women of 
European Past, New York 1980; F. Mo r g a n ,  The Female Wits: Women Play­
wrights on the London Stage 1660-1720, London 1981 ; H. Z. Sm i t h, S. C a r d i ­
n a l e ,  Women and the Literature of the 17th Century, New York 1990 (the book 
Includes a bibliography of women’s works published in English in 1641-1700). 
Information on women who wrote and published their books in England in the 
16th and 17th centuries can also be found in: S. Heller M e n d e l s o n  and P. 
C r a w f o r d  in: M. Pr i or  [ed.]. Women in English Society 1500-1800 , London- 
New York 1985, p p .  181-210 and 211-282.
48 Some researchers think that the phenomenon of salons and the way they 
worked meant the recognition by some circles of the moral and intellectual 
equality of the genders, cf. J. M a c l e a n ,  Woman Triumphant. Feminism in French 
Literature 1610-1652 , Oxford 1977. Also A. L. B a c k e r ,  Precious Women: A  
Feminist Phenomenon in the Age o f Louis XIV, New York 1974, and C.C.  L o u g e e .  
Le paradis des  fem m es: Women, Salons and Social Stratification in Seventeenth- 
Century France, Princeton 1976.
49 For the expansion of women’s political activities during Revolution see J. B. 
L a n d e s ,  Women and the Public Sphere in the Age o f the French Revolution, London 
1988.
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W om en’s delinquency, prostitu tion  and  the way it was penalised 
in order to “discipline society” as well as  fem ales’ sexual offences, 
b irth  control, infanticide and  transvestism  continue to in terest 
re sea rch e rs50.

A new  cu rren t of research  is focused on the  theory  launched  
som e tim e ago by C hristine L a  r n e r who h a s  asserted  th a t the 
changes w hich took place in the 16th and  17th cen turies had  led 
to w om en being regarded as persons th rea ten ing  social order 
(which w as identified w ith the  patriarchal order in the early 
m odern era)51. O ther researchers point ou t th a t the m ales’ fear 
of w om en’s dom ination played a  great role in the  developm ent of 
the  16 th -17 th  cen tu ry  litera tu re  which criticised and  ridiculed 
w om en52. Recently Joy W i l t e n b u r g  h a s  d iscussed  th is  qu es­
tion in her very in teresting  book53 devoted to an  analysis of 
G erm an an d  English stree t litera tu re  which reflected com m on 
notions a n d  convictions, and  a t the  sam e tim e constitu ted  an  
im portan t in stru m en t for shap ing  social m entality.

The w orks m entioned above are selected from a  vast litera tu re  
devoted to women. They concern m ainly W estern Europe, in 
p a rticu la r France, England, G erm any and  Italy. Less a tten tion  
h a s  been paid  in these stud ies to Scandinavia, Spain and  the

50 Cf. R. D e k k e r ,  L. v a n  de Pol ,  Frauen in Männerkleidern. Weibliche 
Transvestiten und ihre Geschichte, Berlin 1990; P. C. H of fer ,  N. E. Hul l ,  
Murdering Mothers: Infanticide in England and New England 1558-1803, New York 
1981 ; A. Mc La r e n ,  Reproductive Rituals: The Perception of Fertility in England 

from  the 16th to the 19th Century, London 1984; P. L a s l e t t ,  Family Life and  
Illicit Love in Earlier Generations, Cambridge 1977; P. L a s l e t t ,  K. O o s t e r -  
vo e n ,  R. M. S m i t h  (ed.). B astardy and Its Comparative History: Studies in the 
History of Illegitimacy and Marital Non-Conformism in Britain, France, Germany, 
Sw eden, North America, Jamaica and Japan, Cambridge, Mass. 1980: R. Mi t -  
c h i s on ,  L. L e n e m a n ,  Sexuality and Social Control: Scotland 1 660 -1780 ; O. 
and P. Ra n u m  (eds.), Popular A ttitudes toward Birth Control in Preindustrial 
England and France, New York 1972; A. Mc Lar e n ,  A History of Contraception, 
Oxford 1890; L. v a n  de Pol,  Het A m sterdam s Hoerdom. Prostltutie in de  
Zeventiende e n  Achtiende Eeuw, Amsterdam 1996; G. R u g g i e r o ,  Boundaries of 
Eros: Sex Crime and Sexuality in Renaissance Venice, Oxford 1985.
51 Ch. L a m e r ,  Witchcraft and Religion: The Politics of Popular Belief, London 
1984, esp. pp. 84-88.
52 Cf. M. E. Perry,  Gender and Disorder in Early Modern Seville, Princeton 1990; 
C. U l bri ch , Unartige Weiber. Präsenz und Renitenz von Frauen in frühneuzeit­
lichen Deutschland, ln: R. v a n  D ü l m e n ,  Arbeit, Frömmigkeit und Eigensinn, 
Frankfurt/M 1990; also H. W u n d e r  and Ch. V a n j a  (ed.), Wandel der 
Geschlechterbeziehungen in der Neuzeit, Frankfurt/M 1991.
53 J. W i l t e n b u r g ,  Disorderly Women and Female Power in the Street Literature 
o f Early Modern England and Germany, Charlottesville-London 1992.
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N etherlands54; the  h istory  of women in C entral an d  E aste rn  
Europe h a s  a ttrac ted  ra th e r few researchers. M ost of the  books 
dealing with the  las t-n am ed  countries concern old R u then ia  and  
Russia; in addition to an  outline w ritten by the  R u ssian  re ­
searcher N. L. P u s h k a r e v a 55, m any Am erican s tu d ie s  have 
appeared  recently  on w om en’s life and  situa tion  in  R u th en ia  in 
the  Middle Ages or in R ussia  from the  16th to the  18th cen tu ry 56. 
Rich inform ation on Bohem ia can  be found in s tu d ie s  by B. 
K o p i č k o v a  and  J.  J a n a č e k .  Kopičkova in her book p re ­
sen ts  the  sta te  of sources and  the possibility of their being used  
for research  into the h istory  of women in Bohem ia a n d  Moravia 
in the  Middle Ages, b u t she also form ulates som e m ore general 
rem arks, for instance, she analyses the  influence of the  financial 
an d  social stratification on the  situa tion  of wom en or d iscu sses  
the  circulation of some W est E uropean  literary  an d  scholarly  
w orks in Bohem ia and  Moravia, trying to find o u t how they  
influenced the a ttitu d e  to women in the Czech territo ries. J a n a ­
ček p resen ts  a  com prehensive p icture (based on an  analysis  of 
concrete examples) of the  evolution of w om en’s s ta tu s  in Bohem ia 
on the  th resho ld  of early m odern tim es, u p  to the  defeat a t the 
W hite M ountain in 162057. A rich  m aterial on w om en in the 
economic, social and  cu ltu ral h istory  of B ohem ia’s capital city 
h a s  been p resen ted  recently  in a  volume contain ing  m ateria l from 
a  conference held in Prague in 199358.

Polish litera tu re  on the s itua tion  of women in  the  16th to the  
18th cen tu ry  is no t im pressive. The sub ject a roused , however,

54 However, it is worth mentioning the volume edited by E. Ki os k ,  N. T e s u w e n  
and M. Huism an, Women o f the Golden Age. An International deba te  on women  
in 17th c. Holland, England and Italy, Hilversum 1994, which contains rich 
information on the situation of women in the Netherlands.
55 N. L. P u s k a r e v a ,  Zhenshchyny drevney Rust, Moskva 1989.
56 They are discussed by N. L. P u s k a r e v a ,  Zarubiezhnaya istoriograf i y a  o 
sotsyalnom  polzhenii zhenshchyny w  drevney Rusl, “Voprosy Istorii”, 1988, N° 4. 
Let us also mention the volume edited by Barbara E v a n s  C l e m e n t ,  R ussia’s 
Women: Accommodation, Resistance, Transformation, Berkeley 1991, which also 
contains studies concerning the 16th-18th century period, e.g. N. S h i e l d s  
Kol l m an. Women’s Honor in Early Modern Russia, pp. 60-73.
57 B. K o p i č k o v a ,  Historické pram eny k studiu postaveni ženy v české a 
moravské středovĕké společnosti. Interdisclplinarnl pojeti studia , Praha 1993; J. 
J a n a č e k ,  Ženy české renesance, Praha 1977.
58 Žena w  dějnach Prahy. Sbornik přispĕvku z Konference Archlvu hl.m. Prahy a 
Nadace pro Gender Studies 1993, eds. J. P e š e k  and V. L e d v i n k a ,  Praha 
1996, Documenta Pragensia.
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a tten tio n  a s  early a s  the  19th century. In addition to s tud ies  by 
K. W. W ó j c i c k i 59 a nd  Z. K a c z k o w s k i 60 w ritten  in  an  
o ld -fash ioned  panegyric style w ith a  view to p resuad ing  contem ­
porary  Polish women to keep faith  to the  ideals of piety, chastity  
a n d  subm issiveness, som e sm aller s tud ies and  articles were 
pub lished  in various periodicals; today they  a re  of no significant 
scholarly  value61. S tudies devoted to Polish custom s an d  their 
h isto ry  (I. L. C z e r w i ń s k i ,  F. S i a r c z y ń s k i ,  Ł. G o ł ę b i o w ­
s k i ,  W. A. M a c i e j e w s k i ,  W. Ł o z i ń s k i )  pay som e a tten tion  
to wom en a n d  a  few of them  (e.g. W. Łoziński) contain  in teresting  
inform ation62. The em ancipation m ovem ent which developed in 
th e  Polish territo ries a t the  beginning of the  20 th  cen tu ry  yielded 
a  crop of ra th e r  unim pressive stud ies on wom en’s history63.

C onsiderable progress w as achieved in the  in ter-w ar period. 
In addition  to the  fundam enta l w orks on the  h istory  of cu ltu re  by 
A. B r ü c k n e r 64 a nd  J a n  S. B y s t r o ń 65 w hich d iscussed  a t 
lengh t the  h istory  of the  family, including w om en’s role in it, there 
appeared  Łucja C h a r e w i c z o w a ’s book on wom en in Old 
Poland, the  first scholarly s tu d y  on th is  subject, based  on a

K. W. Wójci c k i. N iew iasty polskie (Polish Women), Warszawa 1845.
60 Z. K a c z k o w s k i ,  Kobieta w  Polsce. Studium historyczno-obyczajowe (Woman 
in Poland. An Historical Study in Customs), Petersburg 1895; the work, however, 
was written earlier, in the 1860s.
61 e.g. B. C h l e b o w s k i ,  Udział kobiet polskich w  życiu duchowym społeczeńst­
w a  naszego (The Participation of Polish Women in the Spiritual Life of Our Society), 
in; Upominek. K siążka zbiorowa na cześć E. O rzeszkowej, Kraków 1893; i de m.  
U dział kobiet w  twórczości literackiej (Women’s Participation in Literary Work), in: 
Kobieta w spółczesna, collective work, Warszawa 1904; W. C h o m ę t o w s k i ,  
Stanowisko praktyczne daw nych niew iast (The Practical A ttitude of Women in Old 
Times), Warszawa 1872; K. Sza jnocha, Staropolskie w yobrażenia o kobietach  
(Ideas about Women in Old Poland), in: Dzieła vol. IV, Warszawa 1876; H. 
S k i m b o r o w i c z ,  Polki autorki i artystk i (Polish Women Writers and Artists), 
“Bluszcz”, 1879-1880, N° 8; J. T e r p i ł o w s k a ,  Historia kobiety. Studium społecz­
ne (Woman’s History. A social study), “Bluszcz”, vol. 40, N9 41, Warszawa 1905.
62 W. Ł o z i ń s k i ,  Prawem i lewem. Obyczaje na Czerwonej Rusi w  p ierw szej 
połow ie XVII w. (By Right and by Might. Customs in Red Ruthenia in the First Half 
of the 17th Century), 1 st ed. Lwów 1903; i dem.  Życie polskie w  daw nych wiekach  
(Polish Life in Old Times), 1st. ed. Lwów 1907.
63 A. M a c h c z y ń s k a ,  Kobieta polska. Szkic historyczny skreślony na w ysta w ę  
w  Pradze w r. 1912 (Polish Woman. An Historical E ssay Written for the 1912 Prague 
Exhibition), Lwów 1912; J. P e tr a ż y c k a - T o m i c k a ,  Z dziejów  kobiety polskiej 
(From a Polish Woman’s History), Lwów 1914.
64 A. B r ü c k n e r ,  Dzieje kultury polskiej (A History of Polish Culture), Kraków 
1931.
65 Jan S. B y s t r o ń ,  Dzieje obyczajów w  daw nej Polsce. Wie k  XVI-XVIII (A History 
of Customs in Old Poland. 16th-18th Centuries), vols. I—II, Kraków 1932.
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th rough  knowledge of m any sources66. Before the  publication of 
th is  valuable study , Charewiczowa, a  researcher from Lwów, 
form ulated a  program m e of research  on w om en’s h istory  in the 
paper Est-il fondé d ’écrire une histoire spéciale de la fem m e67 
w hich she read  a t the  7 th  In ternational Congress of Historical 
Sciences. This opened a  new  stage in research  on w om en’s h istory 
in Poland, severing the sub ject from patriotic, religious or em an­
cipation slogans and  channeling  it into a  solid search  based  on 
sources and  the  use  of scientific research  m ethods.

Several stud ies on the  h istory  of laws regulating the rela tion­
sh ip  betw een spouses were also published  in Poland during  the 
in ter-w ar period68; it is also w orth m entioning som e stud ies on 
wom en’s religious o rders69 as  well as  S. Wa s y l ewsk i ’s popu­
lar book The Convent and Woman70; the  la tte r is no t a  scholarly 
m onograph b u t it con ta ins a  great deal of in teresting  inform ation 
on the sub jec t from the  16th and  17th centuries.

Some post-w ar s tud ies  on the h istory  of custom s have also 
dealt a t large with the fem inine question71. A greater in terest 
began to be taken  in various aspects  of wom en’s life especially 
concerning the beginning of the  early m odern era  in Poland. M any

66 Ł. C h a r e w i c z o w a ,  Kobieta w  daw nej Polsce do okresu rozbiorów (Woman 
In Old Poland up to the Period of Partitions), Lwów 1938.
67 Ł. C h a r e w i c z o w a ,  E st-il fon dé d ’écrire une histoire speciale de la fem m e?, 
Varsovie 1933.
68 W. A b r a h a m ,  Zawarcie m ałżeństw a w  pierwotnym  praw ie polskim (Contrac­
tion of Marriage in the Original Polish Law), Lwów 1916; P. D ą b k o w s k i, 
C harakterystyka praw a  pryw atnego polskiego. Nowe spostrzeżenia (Characteris­
tics of the Polish Private Law. New Remarks), Lublin 1923.69 J. G a j k o w s k i ,  J. M. Gi ż y c k i ,  K. Ka n t a k ,  M. P i r o ż y ń s k l ,  P. R o ­
ki ck i ,  W. S z o ł d r s k i .
70 S. W a s y l e w s k i, Klasztor i kobieta. Studium z dziejów  kultury polskiej w  
średniowieczu (The Convent and Woman. A Study in the History of Polish Culture 
in the Middle Ages), Kraków 1923.
71 Z. K u c h o w i c z ,  Z dziejów  obyczajów polskich w  wieku XVII i p ierw szej 
połowie XVIII (A History of Polish Customs in the 17th and Early 18th Centuries), 
Warszawa 1957; Idem,  O byczaje staropolskie XVII-XV1II w. (Old Polish Customs. 
17th-18th Centuries), Łódź 1975; M. B o g u c k a ,  Staropolskie obyczaje w  XVI- 
XVII w. (Old Polish Customs in the 16th and 17th Centuries), Warszawa 1994. Z. 
K u c h o w i c z ’s book Człowiek polskiego baroku (Man of the Polish Baroque), Łódź 
1992, is, in a way, a history of customs in which the author analyses such 
questions as women’s social position, conjugal and extramarital love (there is a 
chapter on sex which discusses women’s sexual behaviour), procreation, etc. But 
the author’s interpretation is too biological; moreover, he has made little use of 
such basic sources as minutes of law proceedings, noblemen’s records, corre­
spondence.

http://rcin.org.pl



NEW PERSPECTIVES ON GENDER 203

biographies p resen ting  em inent women, in particu la r ru lers, 
have been published , to m ention Z. K u c h o w i c z ’s Portraits of 
Uncommon Women72 and  h is book on B arbara  Radziwiłłówna73, 
biographies of Bona Sforza and  A nna Jagiellon74, of Zofia Jag ie l­
lon and  A nna V asa75, of M arie-Louise76 an d  M arie-C asim ire77 as 
well as the  popular collection of lives of Polish queens by E. 
R u d z k i 78. Speaking of biographies let u s  also m ention K. 
G ó r s k i ’s life story  of a  prodigious wom an, M other M agdalena 
M ortęska, a  Benedictine n u n 79, and  17th cen tu ry  Polish m ystic. 
The descrip tion of the  exceptionally tragic life of A nna Z bąska née 
S tan isław ska80 and  of the  storm y life of Regina Pilsztynowa née

72 Z. K u c h o w i c z ,  Wizerunki niepospolitych niewiast staropolskich w  XVI-XVIII 
w. (Portraits of Uncommon Women in Old. Poland from  the 16 th to the 18th Century), 
Łódź 1972.
73 Z. K u c h o w i c z ,  Barbara Radziwiłłówna, Łódź 1976. The author has laid 
stress on the sexual-biological aspect of the Radziwiłlówna’s life at the expense 
of its socio-psychological context; moreover, he has presented Barbara as an 
emancipated woman fighting for females’ rights, which is rather an anachronic 
misunderstanding.
74 M. B o g u c k a ,  Bona Sforza d ’Aragona, Warszawa 1989; e a d e m ,  Anna 
Jagiellonka, Wrocław 1994. In 1965 P. J a s i e n i c a  published a book entitled 
Ostatnia z rodu (The Last of the Family), Warszawa 1965. However, strictly 
speaking this is not Anna’s biography. The work presents loosely connected 
pictures from Poland’s history during the reign of the last two Jagiellons and gives 
little and rather misleading information on the heroine herself.
75 J. P i r o ż y ń ski ,  Die Herzogin Sophia von Braunschw eig-Wolfenbüttel aus dem  
H ause der Jaglellonen (1522-1575) und Ihre Bibliothek, Wiesbaden 1992; G. 
K u r k o w s k a ,  Anna W azówna 1568-1625. Polskie losy szw edzk ie j królewny 
(Anna Vasa 1568-1625. The Lot o f the Sw edish Royal Daughter In Poland), Toruń 
1995; A. S a a r - K o z ł o w s k a ,  Infantka Szwecji i Polski Anna W azówna 1568- 
1625. Legenda i rzeczyw istość (Anna Vasa, the Infant of Sw eden and Poland 
1568-1625. The Legend and the Reality), Toruń 1995.
76 Z. Li b i s z o w s k a ,  Żona dwóch W azów (The Wife of Two Vasas), Warszawa 
1963; e a d e m .  Królowa Ludwika Maria  (Queen Marie-Louise), Warszawa 1985;
B.  Fabian i , Ludwika Marta Gonzaga. Szkic biograf czno-ikonograßczny 1645- 
1667 (Marie-Louise Gonzaga. A biographica l-iconographic e ssa y  1645-1667), 
“Rocznik Muzeum Narodowego w Warszawie”, XVII, 1973, pp. 163-248.
77 M. K o m a s z y ń s k i ,  Maria Kazimiera d ’Arquien Sobleska, królowa Polski 
1641-1716  (Marie-Casimire d ’Arquien Sobleska, Queen of Poland 1641-1716), 
Kraków 1983; Idem,  Piękna królowa Maria Kazimiera d ’Arquien Sobleska, 
1641-1716  (The Beautiful Queen Marie-Casim ire d ’Arquien Sobleska, 1641-1716), 
Kraków 1995.
78 E. Ru d z k i ,  Polskie królowe (The Polish Queens), vols. I-II, Warszawa 1985.
7Q K. Gó r s k i ,  M atka Mortęska (Mother Mortęska), Kraków 1971. Woman’s place 
in the Catholic Church has been recently discussed by B. A d a m i a k ,  Milcząca 
obecność (Silent Presence), Warszawa 1998.
80 I. Koto w a  wrote about her before World War I ln her book Anna Stanisław ­
ska, p ierw sza  autorka polska (Anna Stanisławska, the First Polish Authoress), 
“Pamiętnik Literacki”, 1934. After 35 years J. R u s z c z y c ó w n a  has chosen
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R usiecka gives u s  an  idea of the  lot of Polish noblew om en81. B. 
P o p i o ł e k  h a s  recently  joined the  group of b iographers and  
p resen ted  an  em inent noble lady of the  tu rn  of the  17th  century, 
E lżbieta Sieniaw ska née Lubom irska82. Popiołek’s book shows 
the  great political role played by Polish women in the 18th 
century , a  them e first raised  m ore th an  th irty  years ago by W. 
K o n o p c z y ń s k i 83.

M any researchers have taken  an  in terest in the  colorful 
question  of love in Old Poland and  the relationship  betw een the 
genders84. The eternal triangle is the  subject o f  J.  S e r e d y k a ’s 
in teresting  stu d y  on m arriage in the  m agnates’ fam ilies a t the 
beginning of the  17th century85. An image of a  m odel Polish 
wom an, wife and  m other in the  16 th -18 th  cen tu ries  h a s  been 
p resen ted  by A. W y r o b i s z 86. The upbringing  and  education  of 
Polish girls in early m odern tim es h a s  been d iscussed  by H. 
B a r y c z  in an  essay  pub lished  shortly  after the  war87. A little

Stanisławska as the heroine of her book entitled Trzy portrety polskiej poetki XVII 
w. Anna ze  Stanisławskich Zbąska (Three Portraits of a 17th Century Polish 
Poetess. Anna Zbąska née Stanisławska), Warszawa 1969.81 Regina Salomea z Rusieckich Pilsztynowa. Proceder podróży i życia mego 
aw antur (The W ays of  My Travels and My Life’s Adventures), ed. R. P o l l ak,  
Kraków 1957. The book includes an extensive introduction and Pilsztynowa’s 
biography reprinted in P o l l a k ’s book Od renesansu do baroku (From the 
Renaissance to the Baroque), Warszawa 1969, pp. 292-327.
82 B. P o p i o ł e k ,  Królowa bez korony. Studium z życia i działalności Elżbiety z 
Lubomirskich Sienawskiej, ok. 1669-1729 (The Crownless Queen. A  Study in the 
Life and Activity of  Elżbieta Sieniawska née Lubomirska about 1669-1729), 
Kraków 1996.
83 W. K o n o p c z y ń s k i ,  Kiedy nami rządziły kobiety (When We Were Ruled by  
Women), Londyn 1960.
84 Cf. Z. K u c h o w i c z ,  Miłość staropolska (Love in Old Poland), 1982; D. Ci e -  
p i e ń k o - Z i e l i i í s k a ,  Staropolskie romanse (Love Affairs in Old Poland), Kraków 
1965; A. S a j k o w s k i ,  Staropolska miłość (Love in Old Poland), Poznan 1981. 
This current also includes editions and analysis of love letters, cf. R. G a n s z y ·  
n i e c, Polskie listy miłosne (Polish Love Letters), Kraków 1925, and M. Mi siorn y , 
Listy miłosne daw nych Polaków (Love Letters in Old Poland), Kraków 1971.
85 J. S e r e d y k a ,  Księżniczka i chudopachołek. Zoßa z Radziwiłłów Drohostajska
— Stanisław  Tymiński (The Princess and the Poor Nobleman. Zoßa Drohostajska 
née R a d z iw iłł— Stanisław  Tymiński), Opole 1995; see also M. B o g u c k a ,  
Marriage in Early Modern Poland. “Acta Poloniae Historica”, vol. 81, 2000, pp. 
51-78.
86 A. Wy r o b i s z ,  Staropolskie wzorce rodziny i kobiety — żony i matki (Old 
Poland’s  Models of the Family and Woman — Wife and Mother), “Przegląd Histo­
ryczny”, 1992, No 3, pp. 405-421 ; i dem.  Kobiety w  społeczeństw ie staropolskim: 
wzorce i rzeczyw istość (Women in Old Poland’s Society: Models and the Reality), 
Pamiętnik X V  Powszechnego Zjazdu Historyków Polskich, vol. II, ed. A. Ż a r n ó w -  
s ka ,  Gdańsk-Toruń 1995, pp. 17-22.
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la te r W. U r b a n 88 a nd  A. W y c z a ń s k i 89 raised the  question 
of w om en’s literacy in Old Poland. H. M a l e w s k a  h a s  in a  sm all 
b u t in teresting  volum e p resen ted  some letters w ritten by and  to 
w om en in the  Old Polish period90. A separa te  place in female 
epistolography is undoubtedly  held by Q ueen M arie-Casim ire, 
w hose le tte rs  to Jo h n  Sobieski as  well h is letters to her have been 
the  sub jec t of m any stud ies91. Polish learned women in the 17th 
cen tu ry  have been presen ted  by K. T a r g o s z 92 and  th is  research  
c u rre n t h a s  been recently  enriched by M. C z a r n e c k a ’s study  
on the  education  an d  literary activity of wom en in Silesia in the 
17 th  cen tu ry93.

87 H. Ba r y c z .  Kartka z dziejów  staropolskiego wychowania dziew czą t (A Page 
from  the History of the Upbringing of Girls in Old Poland), “Nasza Przeszłość”. IV, 
1948, pp. 157-178.
88 W. Ur b a n ,  Korespondencja kobiet ze średnioszlacheckiej rodziny Kanimirów  
z przełomu XVI i XVII w. (Correspondence of Women from  a Middle Noble Family of 
the Kanimirs from  the Turn of the 16th Century), “Odrodzenie i Reformacja w 
Polsce”, vol. 33, 1988, pp. 239-244; i dem.  Umiejętność pisania w  Małopolsce w  
drugiej połowie XVI w. (Writing Skill in Little Poland in the Second Half of the 16th 
Century), “Przegląd Historyczny”, 1977, No 2. pp. 231-257.
89 A. W y c z a ń s k i ,  O świata a pozycja społeczna w  Polsce XVI stulecia. Próba 
oceny umiejętności pisania szlachty woj. krakowskiego w  drugiej połowie XVI w. 
(Education and Social Position in 16th Century Poland. The Cracow Voivodship 
Nobility’s Ability to Write in the Second Half of the 16th Century), in: Społeczeństwo 
staropolskie, vol. I, Warszawa 1976, pp. 27-56.
90 H. M a l e w s k a ,  Listy staropolskie z epoki Wazów (Old Polish Letters from  the 
Vasa Period), Warszawa 1959.91 Marla Kazimiera d ’Arquien de la Grange, Listy do Jana Sobieskiego (Letters to 
John Sobieski), ed. T. K u k u l s k i ,  Warszawa 1966; Jan Sobieski, Listy do 
M arysieńki (Letters to Marie-Casimire), ed. L. K u k u l s k i ,  Warszawa 1970.
92 K. T a r g o s z ,  Uczony dw ór Ludwiki Marii Gonzagi 1646-1667. Z dziejów  
polsko-francuskich stosunków  naukowych (The Learned Court of Marie-Louise 
Gonzaga. From the History of Polish-French Scientific Relations), Wrocław 1975; 
e a d e m , Saw antki w  Polsce XVII w. Aspiracje intelektualne kobiet ze środowisk  
dworskich (Learned Women in 17th Century Poland. The Intellectual Aspirations 
of Women from  the Royal Court Circles), Warszawa 1997. B. F a b i a n i  has also 
written about female royal court in her book W arszaw ski dw ór Ludwiki Marii (The 
W arsaw Court of Marie-Louise), Warszawa 1976, and Na dw orze W azów w  
W arszaw ie (At the V asas’ Court In Warsaw), Warszawa 1988, but rather from the 
point of view of customs and the court’s place in culture in the broad sense of the 
word. Materials from a session held in 1986 and devoted to Polish writing women 
were published as a book entitled Pisarki polskie epok daw nych (Polish Women 
Writers in Old Epochs), ed. K. S t a s i e w i c z ,  Olsztyn 1998.
93 M. C z a r n e c k a ,  Die “verse-schw angere” Elysie. Zum Anteil der Frauen an der 
literarischen Kultur Schlesiens im 17. Jh. ‚ Wrocław 1997; e a dem . Das “gelehrte” 
Frauenzimmer. Zur Erziehung und Bildung der Frau im 17. Jh. am  Beispiel 
Schlesiens, “Acta Poloniae Historica”, vol. 74, pp. 45-72.
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S tud ies dealing with everyday life u sua lly  devote m uch  space 
to the  situa tion  and  life of women. As regards the  period of in terest 
to u s , particu larly  im portan t are the  stu d ies  b y  B. B a r a n o w ­
s k i 94, A. B e r d e c k a  a nd  I. T u r n a u 95, M. B o g u c k a  a nd  
L. S i e c i e c h o w i c z o w a 96, W. C z a p l i ń s k i  a n d  J.  D ł u ­
g o s z 97 a nd  B. F a b i a n i 98. M. Bor k ow s k a ’s recen t book99 
on the  everyday life of Polish n u n s  in the  17 th  an d  18 th  cen turies 
th row s new light on various aspects of fem ale convent life and  
the  role of convents in w om en’s life.

S tud ies concerning historical dem ography an d  the  h istory  of 
th e  fam ily also raise questions connected w ith w om en’s history. 
M. K o c z e r s k a ’s thorough stu d y  concerns the  late Middle 
A ges100 b u t it provides a  good s ta rting  poin t for reflections on the 
16 th  century . S. Wa sz a k  an d  C. K u k l o  have w ritten  abou t 
u rb a n  fam ilies101 and  A. I z y d o r c z y k  ab o u t p e a sa n t fam i­
lie s102 in the  early m odern era. C. Kuklo h a s  also ra ised  the im-

94 B. B a r a n o w s k i ,  Zycie codzienne małego m iasteczka w  XVII i XVIII w. 
(Everyday Life in a Small Town in the 17th and 18th Centuries), Warszawa 1975.
95 A. B e r d e c k a ,  I. T u r n a u ,  Życie codzienne w  W arszaw ie okresu Oświecenia 
(E veryday Life in W arsaw during the Enlightenment), Warszawa 1969.
96 M. B o g u c k a ,  Życie codzienne Gdańska. Wieki XV-XVII (Everyday Life in 
G dańsk. 15th-17th  Centuries), Warszawa 1967: ea d em . Żyć w  daw nym  Gdańs­
ku (To Live in Old Gdańsk), Warszawa 1997; L. S i e c i e c h o w i c z o w a .  Życie 
codzienne w  renesansow ym  Poznaniu (Everyday Life in R enaissance Poznań), 
Warszawa 1974.97 W. C z a p l i ń s k i ,  J. D ł u g o s z ,  Życie codzienne magnaterii polskiej w  XVII w. 
(Everyday Life of Polish Magnates in the 17th Century), Warszawa 1976.
98 B. F a b i a n i ,  Życie codzienne na Zamku Królewskim w  epoce W azów (Everyday 
Life a t the Royal Castle during the Vasa Period), Warszawa 1996.
99 M. B o r k o w s k a ,  Zycie codzienne polskich klasztorów żeńskich w  XVII-XVIII 
w. (Everyday Life In Polish Female Convents in the 17th and 18th Centuries), 
Warszawa 1996.
100 M. K o c z e r s k a ,  Rodzina szlachecka w  Polsce późnego średniow iecza (The 
Noble Family in Poland in the Late Middle Ages), Warszawa 1975.
101 C. Kukl o ,  Rodzina w  osiemnastowiecznej W arszaw ie (The Family in 18th 
Century W arsaw), Białystok 1991 ; S. W a sz a k . Dzietność rodziny m ieszczańskiej 
w  XVI-XVII w. i ruch naturalny ludności m iasta Poznania w  końcu XVI i w  XVII w. 
(Fertility Rate of the Middle C lass Family in the 16th and 17th Centuries and the 
Natural Movement of Poznań’s  Population a t the End o f the 16th and in the 17th  
Centuries), “Roczniki dziejów społecznych i gospodarczych”, vol. 14, 1954, pp. 
316-384.
102 A. I z y d o r c z y k ,  Rodzina chłopska w  Małopolsce w  XV-XVI w . (The Peasant 
Family in Little Poland in the 15th and 16th Centuries), in: Społeczeństwo staro­
polskie. vol. III, Warszawa 1983, pp. 7-27. For the situation of old women in 
Kujavian villages see M. K o p c z y ń s k i ,  Old Age Gives no Joy? Old Peopłe in the 
K ujaw y Countryside a t the End of the 18th Century, “Acta Polonlae Historica”,
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p o rtan t problem  of single w om en103. M. Ka m l er h a s  for m any 
years been studying  the question  of crime, including infanticide 
an d  o ther crim es com m itted by w om en104. W om en-m anagers of 
m anorial farm s h as  been the  subject chosen by A. W y c z a ń -  
s k i 105 who, together w ith A. I z y d o r c z y k - K a m l e r ,  has  
con tribu ted  an  in teresting  general appraisal of w om en’s role in 
ru ra l economy in Poland in the 16th and  17th c en tu rie s106. A. 
K a r p i ń s k i  h a s  devoted several s tud ies to tow ns-w om en107; 
he has  recently  published  a  fundam enta l s tudy  on th is  subject,

1998, pp. 81-102.
103 C. Kukl o ,  Kobieta samotna w  miastach Europy przedprzem yslow ej jako  
przedm iot badań historycznych (Single Woman in Pre-Industrial European Towns 
as a Subject of  Historical Research), In: Miasto — region — społeczeństwo, 
Białystok 1992, pp. 286-287. The situation of widows has been researched by M. 
B o g u c k a ,  W dowi skarb z r. 1566. Inwentarz ruchomości Małgorzaty, w d o w y po 
Tidemanie Feldstete (A W idow’s  Treasure from  1566. Inventory of the Personal 
Property of  Malgorzata, Widow of Tideman Feldstete), in: Balticum. Studia z dziejów  
polityki, gospodarki, kultury XII-XVII w ., Toruń 1992, pp. 61-66.
104 M. Kaml er, Dzieciobójstwo w  miastach Korony w  drugiej połowie XVI w. 
(Infanticide in Polish Towns in the Second Half of the 16th Century), “Czasopismo 
prawno-historyczne”, vol. 38, 1986, N° 1, pp. 171-184; i d e m.  Kary za kradzież 
w  Krakowie i Poznaniu w  drugiej połowie XVI w. (Penalties fo r  Theft in Cracow and  
Poznań in the Second Half of the 16th Century), in: Społeczeństwo Staropolskie, 
vol. IV, Warszawa 1986, pp. 7-17; i dem.  Struktura i liczebność środowisk  
przestępczych  Poznania i Krakowa w  drugiej połowie XVI w. (The Size and Structure 
of Criminal Groups in Poznań and Cracow in the Second Half of the 16th Century), 
in: “Przeszłość Demograficzna Polski”, vol. XV, 1984, pp. 71-93; i dem,  Św iat 
przestępczy  w  Polsce X VI i XVII stulecia (The Criminals in 16th and 17th Century 
Poland), Warszawa 1991.
105 A. W y c z a ń s k i. Kobiety kierowniczki folw arków  w  starostwie sieradzkim  w  
XVI w. (Woman Managers of Manorial Farms in Sieradz District in the 16th Century), 
“Zapiski Historyczne”, 1976, No 3, pp. 41-49.
106 A. Iz y d o r czyk - K a m ler, A. W y c z a ń s k i .  La fem m e et l’économie rurale 
en Pologne a u x  XVIe et XVII e siècles, in: La donna nell’economla secc. XIII-XVIII, 
ed. S. C a v a c i o c c h i ,  Prato 1990, pp. 275-282.
107 A. K a r p i ń s k i ,  Prostytucja w  dużych miastach polskich w  XVI-XVII wieku  
(Kraków, Lublin, Poznań, W arszawa) (Prostitution in Polish Cities (Cracow, Lublin, 
Poznań, W arsaw) in the 16th and 1 7th Centuries), “Kwartalnik Historii Kultury 
Materialnej”, 1988, N° 2, pp. 277-304; i de m.  Prostytutki, złodzieje, czarownice. 
Z badań nad kobiecą przestępczością w  Poznaniu w  drugiej połowie XVI i w  XVII 
wieku (Prostitues, Thieves, Witches. Research on Women’s Delinquency in Poznań 
in the Late 16th and  17th Centuries), “Kronika Miasta Poznania”, N° 1-2, 1993, 
pp. 110-132; i d e m.  Przekupki, straganiarki, kramarkl. Zakres fem lnizacji drob­
nego handlu w  miastach polskich w  drugiej połowie XVI i w  XVII wieku (Women 
H awkers, Stall Keepers and Peddlers. The Fe minisation of Small Trade in Polish 
Towns in the Late 16th and 1 7th Centuries), “Kwartalnik Historii Kultury Materi­
alnej”, 1990, No 1-2, pp. 81-91; i de m,  Żeńska służba dom owa w  miastach  
polskich w  drugiej połowie XVI i w  XVII wieku (Female Servants in Polish Towns 
in the Late 16th and 17th Centuries), in: N ędza i dosta tek  na ziemiach polskich od 
średniowiecza po w iek  XX, ed. J. S z t e t y ł ł o ,  Warszawa 1992, pp. 41-61.
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presen ting  w om en’s place in u rb an  com m unities, their economic 
an d  cu ltu ral activity in towns, their intellectual level and  m en­
tality  on the  basis of a  m eticulos analysis of rich sources from 
the  archives of five cities: Poznań, Cracow, W arsaw, Lublin and  
Lwów108. W omen’s economic activity in old Poland h a s  been 
d iscussed  by M. B o g u c k a 109, who h a s  recently  presen ted  
w orks on the  general s itua tion  of women and  their role in Polish 
society in the  16th, 17 th  and  18 th  cen tu rie s110. Bogucka had  also 
pub lished  s tud ies concerning d ispu tes over wom en in early 
m odern tim es, as  well as  the  role of religion in fem ales’ life and  
their participation  in the  c u ltu re111. There is a  growing in terest 
in the  gender h istory  in Poland a s  is proved by the fact th a t a  
special section dealing w ith th is subject held debates du ring  the 
15th and  16th General C ongresses of Polish H isto rians112. A 
special issue  of “Acta Poloniae H istorica” concerning gender 
rela tions appeared  in 1996113.

Thus, although as  regards volume and  num ber, Polish works 
yield precedence to W est E uropean  studies, in terest in the  ques­
tion of gender relations in the  early m odern period h a s  been 
growing, in particu la r in the  las t few years, an d  stud ies dealing 
w ith various questions linked to th is  subject have been p u b lish ­
ed. There h a s  however been a  lack of theoretical reflections, 
especially of works which m ight crystallise term inology and  p u t

108 A. K a r p i ń s k i ,  Kobieta w  mieście polskim w  drugiej połowie XVI i w  XVII 
wieku (Woman in Polish Towns in the Late 16th and 17th Centuries), Warszawa 
1995.
109 M. B o g u c k a .  Women and Economic Life in the Polish Cities during the 
16th-17th Centuries), in: La donna, pp. 185 and 200; e a d e m .  Gender in the 
Economy of  a  Traditional Agrarian Society: the Case of Poland in the 16th-17th  
Centuries. “Acta Poloniae Historica”, vol. 74, 1996, pp. 5-20.
110 M. B o g u c k a ,  Kobieta w  społeczeństw ie polskim XVI-XVII w . (Woman ln 
Polish Society in the 16th and 17th Centuries), Pamiętnik X V  Powszechnego Zjazdu 
Historyków Polskich, vol. II, pp. 3-16; e a d e m .  Białogłowa w  daw nej Polsce 
(Woman in Old Poland), Warszawa 1998.
111 M. B o g u c k a .  Women and Religion in the Early Modern Period, “Acta Poloniae 
Historica”, vol. 77, 1998, pp. 5-26; e a d e m .  Great D isputes Over Woman in Early 
Modern Times, “Acta Poloniae Historica”, vol. 78, 1998, pp. 27-52; e a d e m .  
Women and Culture in Poland in Early Modern Times, “Acta Poloniae Historica”, 
80, 1999, pp. 61-97.
112 The papers read then can be found in Pamiętnik XV Powszechnego Zjazdu 
H istoryków Polskich (Diary of the 15th General Congress o f Polish Historians), 
Gdańsk-Toruń 1995 and Pamiętnik XVI Zjazdu Historyków Polskich (Diary of the 
16th General Congress of Polish Historians), in print.
113 Vol. 74, Gender S tudies.
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it in order. Polish scholars have not yet worked out all the 
concepts an d  term s needed in the  gender stud ies. W ithout an  
adequate  an d  proper terminology it will be defficult to develop 
research .

Source base  is ano ther difficult problem . In the Middle Ages 
an d  from th e  16th to the 18th cen tury  women constitu ted  a  silent 
p a rt  of society: sources produced by women are scant; re ­
searchers m u st therefore study  all docum ents of a  given epoch if 
they  w ant to exam ine w om en’s lives. U rban and  ru ra l records 
(especially law court records), chu rch  archives, private archives, 
d iaries, noblem en’s records, collections of serm ons, last wills, 
inventories, belles lettres, correspondence, all these  sources a l­
ways con tain  m ore or less scattered  direct or indirect inform ation 
on wom en an d  gender relations. If Am erican female scholars 
a sse rt th a t  h istory  should  be re-w ritten , it seem s th a t first off all 
sources shou ld  be re-exam ined and  new questions form ulated, 
in order to get be tter perspective on the  h istory  of wom en and  
their place in  society.

(Translated by  Janina Dorosz)

http://rcin.org.pl




