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Introduction

Peter F. Murphy

Male authors of pro-woman and pro-feminist works span at least
twenty-five hundred years and represent a vitally rich tradition. While
much has been written about the overwhelming number of misogyn-
ist male authors, and complaints have been lodged against histories of
feminism dominated by a few male writers, an intellectual history of
male authors who have supported women’s rights and causes is long
overdue.'

This Introduction cannot, of course, provide such a wide-ranging
history. Rather, my task here is to locate the essays in this collection
within the broader context of that prolific heritage, even if this Intro-
duction must, perforce, provide only an abridged overview of this
critical tradition.

Men supporting women’s rights begins at least as early as late
fifth- and early fourth-century Greece when Aristophanes pens his
play Lysistrata (411 BcE), and Plato writes the Republic (380 BcE). In
both of these works, women assume roles of equality with men, and
see themselves included in important political decisions and strategies.
Lysistrata introduces the notion of women holding political power,
and suggests that they would wield it more wisely and more
judiciously than men have ever done, and in Book V of Plato’s Repub-
lic, guardian women acquire the same education as men and are given
equal opportunities to participate in the activities of the state. By
introducing the idea that even some women could be educated, Plato
initiates the subsequent and sustained debates over women being
allowed an education, an issue that dominated feminist debate in the
seventeenth century.

In the first century ck, Plutarch (46-120 ce) compiles his Mulierum
virtutes (trans. The Virtues [or Bravery] of Women), which provides
one of the earliest catalogues of women’s achievments,’ a genre
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PETER F. MURPHY

adopted over the next several centuries by a variety of male authors as
a means to praise famous women in history.

In the medieval period,’ a proto-feminist consciousness arises, one
that may be characterized even as an emerging feminist awareness.
Christine de Pizan’s (1365-85) ground-breaking feminist treatise,
The City of Ladies (1405), initiates what Joan Kelly refers to as ‘the
four-century long debate known as the querelle des femmes (5),
the “‘Woman question’.

In the midst of this newly articulated political awareness on the
part of women, two important male writers join the debate: Giovanni
Boccaccio (1313-75) and Geoffrey Chaucer (1343-1400), both of
whom compiled catalogues of famous women as well. Boccaccio’s
unique (though not unproblematic) history of famous pagan women,
De claris mulieribus (1355-9) (translated as Concerning Famous
Women or just Famous Women), relies as much on a negative, insincere
characterization of women as it does on what Virginia Brown describes
as his ‘praise of women’s intellectual powers or their literary
accomplishments or their moral virtues or their artistic creations’ (xix).

Chaucer wrote his own version of the catalogue in The Legend of
Good Women (1386), but his most famous contribution to a pro-
woman position is, of course, ‘The Wife of Bath’s Tale’. Here Chaucer
indicts the history of male misogynist writings by philosophers, theo-
logians, and the medical profession while suggesting that women
should have complete sovereignty over their lives (and their bodies).

The Renaissance witnesses the emergence of two significant philo-
sophical traditions, both of which influence the deliberations about
women’s rights: Neoplatonism and humanism. The international
spread of humanism across Europe in the fifteenth century saw the
production of a truly international male response to the querelle des
femmes, with the publication of works by men from Spain, France, and
Italy. One of the first male authors from the Renaissance whose work
can be described as pro-woman is the Spanish courtier Juan Rodriguez
de la Camara. His treatise, Triunfo de las donas (trans. The Triumph of
Women) appeared in 1438, and although a somewhat ambivalent
work, according to Albert Rabil, Jr., Rodriquez ‘argues not for the
equality but for the superiority of women’ (20). Within two years of
Rodriquez’s work, Martin Le Franc (1410-61) composed a long poem,
Le Champions des dames, in which he defends ‘women against their
many detractors’ and, not unlike Christine de Pisan, counters Jean de
Meun’s misogynist contributions to The Romance of the Rose (Rabil,
Jr., 21).
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