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Penelope, you may remember, was the 
wi f e of Odysseus, the King of Ithaca, 
who went o f f to the Trojan Wars and 
stayed away, tr a v e l .1 i n g , f o r twenty 
years. When Odysseus, so long absent, 
was taken f o r dead, a mob of importun­
ate s u i t o r s , w ith an eye to Odysseus' 
t i t l e and wealth, as w e l l as h i s wife's 
beauty, descended on Penelope, demand­
ing that she choose a new husband from 
among them. Hard pressed, Penelope 
t o l d the s u i t o r s she could not make the 
choice u n t i l she had f i n i s h e d the 
shroud she was weaving f o r her aged 
f a t h e r - i n - l a w . For three years, she 
put o f f the d e c i s i o n by unravelling by 
night what she had woven by day. The 
s u i t o r s detected the ruse, but Penelope 
was eventually rescued by the return of 
Odysseus. Penelope's Web, as the 
nev e r - f i n i s h e d shroud i s c a l l e d , i s the 
t i t l e Naomi G r i f f i t h s has given to her 
book: Some Perceptions of Women in 
European and Canadian Socie t y . The 
t i t l e i s w e l l chosen, for the image of 
Penelope and the metaphor of Penelope's 
web work on many l e v e l s throughout the 
book, perhaps on more l e v e l s than the 
author d e l i b e r a t e l y intended. 

Penelope's web i s a pr o v e r b i a l expres­
s i o n f o r pe r p e t u a l , unending work and 
"wQman's work," as another saying goes, 

" i s never done." A f r i e n d , seeing Pro­
f e s s o r G r i f f i t h s s t r u g g l i n g w ith the 
profound :issues her book r a i s e s , t w i t ­
ted her by c a l l i n g i t Penelope's 
Macrame. P r o f e s s o r G r i f f i t h s , however, 
completed her book, and a f i n e piece of 
work i t i s . 

The idea f o r the book o r i g i n a t e d in a 
s e r i e s o f f i v e 28-minute programmes 
Profes s o r G r i f f i t h s prepared i n 1971 
f o r CTV's " U n i v e r s i t y of the A i r . " 
Their aim was to put contemporary 
Canadian feminism in h i s t o r i c a l perspec­
t i v e . This aim the book r e t a i n s . I t 
looks at the experience of Canadian 
women from the eighteenth century down 
through the 1967-1970 Royal Commission 
on the Status o f Women in Canada 
against the background of the experience 
of European women from the seventeenth 
through the nineteenth c e n t u r i e s . The 
book a l s o examines the changing a t t i ­
tudes towards women i n Europe and Canada 
over the past four c e n t u r i e s . 

But, the author t e l l s us, she did not 
design the book " s o l e l y as a h i s t o r i c a l 
work." (p. 9) Beyond her concern as an 
h i s t o r i a n w ith women's past experience, 
Profe s s o r G r i f f i t h s as a woman i s a l s o 
i n t e r e s t e d i n , and does not shy away 
from, fundamental questions of c r u c i a l 
importance to feminism, such as "the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between b i o l o g i c a l gender 
and sex r o l e s i n s o c i e t y . " (p. 9) One 
sees how e a s i l y Penelope's web could 
thi c k e n and tangle i n t o Penelope's 
macrame. 



Ambitious as the scope of t h i s study i s , 
Professor G r i f f i t h s approaches her sub­
j e c t with the modesty and caution of 
Penelope meeting Odysseus upon h i s re­
tur n . The author d i s c l a i m s s c h o l a r l y 
pretensions f o r the book, although i t i s 
c l e a r l y based on wide and p e r c e p t i v e 
reading. The opening chapters in par­
t i c u l a r present a masterful synthesis of 
h i s t o r i c a l l i t e r a t u r e , drawing e x p e r t l y 
on the work of P. Goubert, F. Braudel, 
C. C i p o l l a , P. L a s l e t t , 0. Hufton, and 
I. Pinchbeck, among others. She has, 
moreover, consulted not only h i s t o r i a n s . 
Convinced i t is wrongheaded to study 
women, past or present, i n i s o l a t i o n from 
the general context of humanity, human 
s e x u a l i t y and human s o c i e t y , she " p i l ­
laged" such a n c i l l a r y d i s c i p l i n e s as 
anthropology, s o c i o l o g y , psychology, 
b i o l o g y . It i s as a humble lay person 
that she presents her gleanings from 
t h i s i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y reading, s t r e s ­
s i n g the te n t a t i veness of her conclusions, 
and i n s i s t i n g that her aim i s "the s t a t e ­
ment of problems rather than t h e i r s o l u ­
t i o n . " (p. 11) Hence the "Some Percep­
t i o n s . . ." of the book's s u b - t i t l e . 

Two things in p a r t i c u l a r give j u d i c i o u s ­
ness and balance to t h i s study. One is 
the author's c o n v i c t i o n , already men­
tio n e d , that "the study of women in h i s ­
t o ry should not be i s o l a t e d from the 
general enquiry i n t o past human develop­
ment." (p. 53) F a i l u r e to observe t h i s 
dictum has hurt some studies of women 
w r i t t e n in o v e r - r e a c t i o n to the neglect 
i f not t o t a l e x c l u s i o n of women from 
h i s t o r i e s (as wel l as s o c i o l o g i e s , etc.) 

produced by a male-dominated and hence 
male-oriented p r o f e s s i o n . So, i n Pro­
fessor G r i f f i t h s ' d i s c u s s i o n of Euro­
pean women i n the seventeenth century, 
she emphasizes the precariousness of 
human l i f e in general in that century. 
Famine, plague and epidemics of disease 
made death a commonplace and r i p e o l d 
age a r a r i t y . And death was no re­
specter of sex. As for the eighteenth 
and nineteenth century c o l o n i z a t i o n of 
Canada, she w r i t e s that on the voyages 
to the New World "there was l i t t l e to 
choose between the s u f f e r i n g s of men 
and women." (p. 1 3 0 

The second source of balanced judgment 
in Professor G r i f f i t h s ' study is her 
h i s t o r i a n ' s s e n s i t i v i t y to the complex­
i t y of European c i v i l i z a t i o n , and to 
the i n t r i c a c y of Canadian s o c i e t y . So, 
she fin d s in the European c u l t u r a l t r a ­
d i t i o n not only misogyny and pronounce­
ments on women's i n f e r i o r i t y and proper 
subordination, but a l s o c e l e b r a t i o n of 
womanhood and re c o g n i t i o n of women's 
e q u a l i t y with men. Sometimes her 
s t r i v i n g f o r a balanced view reminds 
one of Penelope's weaving, as the case 
fo r women's oppression that i s develop­
ed in one paragraph i s a l l but taken 
back by q u a l i f i c a t i o n in the next. But 
Professor G r i f f i t h s r i g h t l y takes her 
stand with those h i s t o r i a n s of women 
who argue that to present women's h i s ­
tory as one of uniform and r e l e n t l e s s 
oppression i s not only to d i s t o r t the 
r e a l i t y of that past but a l s o to do a 
d i s s e r v i c e to present-day women who 
stand to bene f i t from learning of the 





r i c h n e s s , v i t a l i t y and ingenuity of 
women's l i v e s in the past. 

Professor G r i f f i t h s does not deny the 
exis t e n c e of l i m i t a t i o n s and obs t a c l e s 
to women's s e l f - d e t e r m i n a t i o n and 
achievement i n the past, beyond those 
of basic m a t e r i a l c o n d i t i o n s common to 
men and women. What she wishes to re­
c a l l t o the reader i s the degree of 
independence achieved and the v a r i e t y 
of a c t i v i t i e s performed by women w i t h i n 
the p a r t i c u l a r and general l i m i t a t i o n s 
they faced. Here Penelope has symbolic 
s i g n i f i c a n c e as "a woman t r y i n g desper­
a t e l y to achieve a balance between what 
she wanted, what she could o b t a i n , and 
what the immediate circumstances permit­
ted her to o b t a i n . " (p. 8) But Penelope 
a l s o serves as a symbol of women's cun­
ning, d i s s i m u l a t i o n and coquetry, f o r , 
d e s p i t e her rank and wealth, even 
Penelope had to resor t to the devices of 
the powerless. Perhaps more o f t e n than 
she r e a l i z e s , the examples Professor 
G r i f f i t h s c i t e s of women having accommo­
dated t h e i r t a l e n t s and ambitions to 
t h e i r s i t u a t i o n s are cases of women who 
had to manipulate from behind the scenes, 
to e x e r c i s e power i n d i r e c t l y . 

R e s t r i c t i o n s on the r i g h t s of women, in 
the way of p r e j u d i c e and d i s c r i m i n a t i o n 
against women, Professor G r i f f i t h s views 
as on the increase in Europe from the 
second h a l f of the eighteenth century. 
The a g r i c u l t u r a l r e v o l u t i o n , i n d u s t r i a l i ­
z a t i o n and u r b a n i z a t i o n brought about a 
greater separation between p r i v a t e home 

and p u b l i c work place and a sharper d i v ­
i s i o n of labour between the sexes. 
These changes a f f e c t e d d i f f e r e n t l y women 
of d i f f e r e n t economic s t r a t a . But as the 
emergence of separate spheres f o r male 
and female accompanied the r i s e to dom­
inance of the ideology of male supremacy 
and female i n f e r i o r i t y , the female sphere 
in general became the one more narrowly 
circumscribed. I grant that t h i s phen­
omenon i s formidably complex; nonethe­
less I regret that Professor G r i f f i t h s 
in some passages discusses the increase 
in s e x - r o l e typing less as the outcome 
of changing property r e l a t i o n s and econ­
omic and s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s than as the 
r e s u l t of a human need to c l a s s i f y and 
cat e g o r i z e f o r the purpose of b r i n g i n g 
order i n t o an i n c r e a s i n g l y complex 
soc i ety. 

The author deplores the r i g i d s e x - r o l e 
typing which relegates hardness, imper­
t u r b a b i l i t y and aggressiveness to the 
male p u b l i c sphere and tenderness, emo­
t i o n a l i t y and pat i e n t compliance to the 
female p r i v a t e sphere. The perverse ex­
treme of t h i s d i v i s i o n i s the pride the 
Nazi S.S. took in t h e i r conquest over 
s e n t i m e n t a l i t y , that i s , compassion and 
concern f o r other human beings. But 
more commonly the d i v i s i o n s t i l l means 
a d r a s t i c reduction in the range of 
human c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s and emotional ex­
pression a v a i l a b l e to e i t h e r men or 
women. 

Professor G r i f f i t h s c e r t a i n l y agrees that 
that the emphasis of fe m i n i s t s "upon the 



e s s e n t i a l humanity of women--that they 
are human beings before and above being 
women—is both v a l i d and important." 
(p. 221) Nonetheless she f a u l t s the 
Royal Commission on the Status of Women 
in Canada f o r having accepted unques-
t i o n i n g l y as the goal f o r Canadian so­
c i e t y in the future that: '"Everyone 
w i l l be a human being f i r s t and men or 
women second.'" (p. 225) Her wide 
reading has taught her that " a l l c u l ­
tures r e i n f o r c e b i o l o g i c a l gender with 
s o c i a l conventions." (p. 221) Therefore 
she would keep open the d i s c u s s i o n of 
(and encourage research into) the pos­
s i b i l i t y of se x - l i n k e d d i f f e r e n c e s in 
temperament and a p t i t u d e . Personally 
I am somewhat leary of such endeavours, 
remembering that, as with V i c t o r i a n 
medical research on menstruation, 
s c i e n t i f i c study can e a s i l y produce 
evidence f o r p r e v a i l i n g p r e j u d i c e s . As 
George E l i o t wrote in the Prelude to 
Mi ddlemarch: " i f there were one l e v e l 
of feminine incompetence as s t r i c t as 
the a b i l i t y to count three and no more, 
the s o c i a l l o t of women might be treated 
with s c i e n t i f i c c e r t i t u d e . " 

These l a s t observations are not intended 
as serious c r i t i c i s m of Professor G r i f ­
f i t h s ' book. Indeed the great value of 
her wide ranging study i s that i t forces 
the reader to take into c o n s i d e r a t i o n so 
many circumstances impinging on the 
question of women's power and status in 
the past as well as in the present and 
fu t u r e . For i t s r i c h weave, d e t a i l e d 
t e x t u r e and bold design, I u n h e s i t a t i n g ­

ly recommend Penelope's Web to anyone 
i n t e r e s t e d i n the contemporary debate on 
women. 

Ruth Pierson 
Memorial U n i v e r s i t y 

Sex and Power in History Amaury 
de Riencourt. New York: David McKay, 
1974. Pp. 469-

Sex and Power in H i s t o r y must have been 
a d i f f i c u l t book to w r i t e . It i s c e r ­
t a i n l y d i f f i c u l t to read and review f o r 
i t ranges i n a somewhat disorganized 
and r e p e t i t i o u s fashion over a m u l t i p ­
l i c i t y of to p i c s throughout the course 
of human h i s t o r y . 

Amaury de Riencourt, the French journa­
l i s t and hi s t o r i a n . , shows how d i f f e r ­
ences between the sexes have shaped our 
d e s t i n i e s . Employing the techniques of 
anthropology, b i o l o g y , h i s t o r y , p h i l o s ­
ophy, psychology, sociology and t h e o l ­
ogy, he stu d i e s the s o c i a l p o s i t i o n , 
economic status and general i n f l u e n c e 
of females s i n c e the anthropoids and 
concludes that women are n a t u r a l l y 
passive, emotional creatures w h i l e men 
are a c t i v e and r a t i o n a l . He per­
ceives a d u a l i s t i c balance between the 
sexes and contends that when t h i s b a l ­
ance i s upset d i s a s t e r beckons. Proof 
of t h i s , the author says, can be found 
in both the c l a s s i c a l and contemporary 


