
Public/Private 1

Public Women, Private Men:PRIVATE 
 American Women Poets and the Common Good

Shira Wolosky

I. Slipped Discourses


It is telling that "public woman" remains a compromised phrase, suggesting an illicit sexuality or improper conduct or indecent exposure.  The "woman of the street" has little in common with the canny  city-cruiser in Baudelaire or Benjamin.  This asymmetry belongs to a long history that feminist critics have begun to trace, in which the terms "public" and "private" have held a central place in a range of political, philosophical, and historical and literary discourses.  As Carole Pateman observed in 1983, “the dichotomy between the public and the private.  .  .  is ultimately what the feminist movement is about.”
  Yet inconsistencies in usage from discipline to discipline have continued to both obscure and strengthen interpretative distortions of women’s lives and writings.  Discussion tends to remain divided among the fields in which each takes place, blunting full recognition of just how shifting and suspicious the terms public/private have been.  What I wish to do here is to assemble variant usages from a number of different disciplines, to investigate how their inconsistencies and outright contradictions have distorted the understanding of women’s poetry, particularly in the nineteenth century where the discourse of the “separate spheres” remains a central ideological and interpretive paradigm.  Against prevailing assumptions, I will argue that women in nineteenth-century America are “public” in fundamental ways, that is specifically in republican senses of the term as committed to the common good; and that this recognition is both supported by and vital to reading American women’s poetry.


There is, first, the standard usage in women’s history and literature, where public and private designate the “separate spheres” which placed women in the home and men outside it, in what was called “the world.”  Here, public/private means essentially: domestic/non-domestic.  In this case, private as domestic is regarded to mean a world that is limited, confined, enclosed, material – and female.  


This, however, is a meaning altogether distinct from the sense of “privacy” in what has been the dominant discourse, especially in political theory: the discourse of liberalism.   In liberal discourse, “private,” far from meaning narrow, confined, limited, secondary, instead denotes the realm of autonomy, self-determination, rights, property  – in C.P McPherson’s phrase, possessive individualism.
   This is profoundly inconsistent from the meaning of “privacy” in the discourse of the separate spheres, especially when seen from the angle of gender.  In the discourse of the spheres, privacy applies to women, as limitation, constraint, enclosure (although men may, in a quite different sense, also have a domestic life).  In liberal discourse, privacy applies to men.  Until changes taking place in the nineteenth century, women were actually not private in the liberal sense.  Far from being autonomous, private individuals themselves, women were instead subsumed into the privacy of men.  They were in the domain that possessive individuals possess, part of the “private” realm of the “family” which autonomous men, as “heads of household,” commanded; and into whose privacy the “public” world, meaning the state, can not interfere.   Women thus did not themselves have “privacy” and the rights to liberty, property, and self-government that  this confers.  In this sense, as Linda Kerber suggests, women were not “individuals” at all, did not command the basic rights – legal, political, economic – that constitutes liberal individualism.
 


This failure to extend liberal privacy to women is one of the central feminist critiques of liberalism. Even today, some feminists criticize not liberal individualism as such, but its failure fully to grant to women the same status as liberal individuals that men enjoy.  Women, it is argued, are not, but ought to be, accorded the same rights and privacy which autonomous men have.  The failure of liberalism is thus the failure to be liberal enough, to extend to all, women and men alike, the protections, privileges, and self-determination that liberal individuals enjoy.  Women should be treated not as entailed in male privacy but as themselves private individuals.


There is thus almost an incommensurate set of meanings with regard to “privacy”  – it really can be called a catachresis – between liberal discourse and the discourse of the separate spheres.  But this is not the only case.  Almost as striking an inconsistency subsists with regard to the meanings of  ‘”public” as well – something that emerges when yet another discourse is brought to bear, the discourse of  the republican tradition(s).  Here again, apparent similarity of terms disguises genuine differences, by which public and private are used not merely descriptively, but normatively and ideologically – with the result of serious distortion.   For although in the republican discourses, “privacy” means something close to what it means in the discourse of the separate spheres – a domestic world conceived as limited, narrow, material and secondary – and which is consistently assigned to women; this is not the case for the term “public, which has quite distinctive meanings.”
  



“Public” through the republican tradition(s) has a specific and positive content.  It is essentially defined as devotion, commitment, and contribution to the common good.  In liberal discourses, privacy as self-ownership and self-determination is prior to, and the ground of, the public realm, which exists as a space ceded by autonomous individuals for their greater protection and prosperity.  In an important sense, the private founds the public, since it is the consent among private, autonomous, propertied and self-owning individuals which establishes a public sphere for their own better advancement and security, and which constrains public life to these roles.  In the republican tradition, however, the public realm has priority, as the ultimate end of human activity.  This is the case despite the variety of distinct republican trends – classical, Renaissance, American, modern – which encompass significant differences.
  In all, the public realm is more than a realm ceded from private rights for their greater protection.  Hannah Arendt thus describes the classical public realm as coming into being wherever citizens come together to negotiate, debate, acknowledge and promote “what is communal,” where the citizen is “concerned with the world and the public welfare rather than with his own well being.”  It is “a community of things which gathers men together and relates them to each other.” 
  J.G. A. Pocock similarly describes later civic republicanism as the view of a public life where “citizenship was a universal activity, the polis a universal community,“ and “the individual as citizen, engaged in the universal activity of pursuing and distributing the common good.”
  In Jurgen Habermas’s discourse model of the public sphere, “A portion of the public sphere comes into being in every conversation in which private individuals assemble to form a public body .   .  . about matters of general interest.” 


This usage again entails a startling reversal of the meaning of the terms public and private, first between the liberal discourse, where privacy has priority, and the republican traditions, which gives priority to the public realm.  As Joan Landes points out:  “liberals associate privacy with freedom: they value the private sphere and defend the individual’s right to privacy against interference by other persons or the state.  In contrast, republicans .  .  . associate the public with freedom, or acting in concert with others on behalf of the common good.” 
   There are, however, also striking implications and inconsistencies for the uses of private and public in the “historical” terminology of the separate spheres.  In all the discourses – liberal, republican, and historical – women are traditionally assigned or subsumed into the “private” realm of domesticity, as the realm of necessity, restriction, and unfreedom.  However:  if the meaning of  “public” is taken in the republican sense, then it can be argued that it is women in nineteenth-century America who are in effect committed to the public realm.
  The areas of women’s involvement in the nineteenth century, their activities and their writings – including not least their poetry – reveal women to be pursuing and involved in the public good, devoted to and responsible for “public” affairs in the republican sense of concern for the common good – a public dimension denied and veiled by the variant uses of the terms.


The discourse of the separate spheres took specific and stark shape in nineteenth-century America, in the contexts of industrialization, urbanization, and the many radical economic, demographic and technological changes these brought.  It was then, as the first city directories show, that the separation of home from work came about, with distinct listings for each, and relegating women (meaning middle-class women; working women always worked outside as well as inside the home, although they too are grouped under the ideology of the spheres) to the home as a self-enclosed domestic “circle.”
 This nineteenth-century usage, far from being only historians’ retrospective terms of analysis, was widely adopted and embraced within the culture’s own discourses.  Its imagery is, as Linda Kerber shows,
 essentially spatial: the “narrow circle of domestic life” De Toqueville described in his extraordinary section on women in Democracy in America becomes writ large into an overarching geography.  


Spatial imagery, however, proves highly obfuscating. If we look not at the location of activities (although, as we shall see, even location proves a tendentious and ideological category), but at the activities themselves; not at where American women acted, but at what they did (and do); if the criteria shift from spatial ones to considerations of the nature of activities and above all their interests, their purposes, their values; then the activities of women prove not to be best described as private, but instead as public – in the sense of the term in republican discourse, that is, as commitment to the common good.  For: as historical work has increasingly uncovered, women were not simply at home, in the bosom (and servitude) of their “private” lives. On the contrary, nineteenth-century women were not only active, but the central actors and activists in a wide range of undertakings which only with contortion can be called “private.”  These include: education; religious mission; work with immigrants, with the poor, with orphans; hospital work; sanitation; urban -planning; Indian removal; prison reform; abolition; temperance work, moral reform, women’s rights.  Women were, that is, deeply and actively involved in America’s civic, urban, community life, and were so specifically in service to what can only be called the common good and the general interest.


It is, of course, not to be denied and rather to be insisted on, that the lives of women, in the nineteenth century were highly restricted.  Notably, they were barred from paid labor or, if they did work (as many did), from certain sorts of jobs and from control over what wages they earned.  They were barred from economic self-determination of all kinds, including the right to own bank accounts and sign checks, to own and control personal property, inheritance rights, etc.  They were restricted in many legal senses, from acting in court as judge, lawyer or even plaintiff, from signing contracts, from suing.  Their very citizenship status was murky, with women’s nationality often affected by the status of their husbands.
 Far from least, women were barred from official participation in electoral politics, either through holding office or by voting.  Speaking in public to mixed company itself was condemned as “promiscuous.”  This roster assuredly adds up to a severe curtailment of women’s access to or participation in “public” spaces and institutions.  


Yet despite these many constraints, women were, as more and more research makes clear, actively engaged in public affairs.  Linda Kerber and Mary Beth Norton have shown Revolutionary women as participating in boycotts, economic management, and political debate.
  Throughout the nineteenth century, religious activism led women to take public roles in church organization, institutions, and missions;
 and also through church activities, as Carl Degler, Mary Ryan, Carrol Smith-Rosenberg and others have vividly uncovered, to a great web of organizational activity for aiding the poor, the sick, the immigrant, the orphan.  It was women who above all took on the tasks only later shouldered by government, coping with the new urban boom in population, with new immigrants, new conditions of labor, new challenges to health and sanitation.
  For these needs, sudden to nineteenth-century American cities, official or governmental programs had not yet been designed.  It was women who organized, funded, and carried out these works.  In addition, it was women who, granted for the first time in history access to higher education, themselves became the teachers of America’s educational system – itself conceived and devoted by many of its founders to the fostering of civic values among the citizenry.  As Noah Webster observed, it was women who would “implant in the tender mind such sentiments of virtue, propriety, and dignity as are suited to the freedom of our governments.” 
  Education in fact both joins with and bridges the other great spheres of public activity for women in the nineteenth century, the civic and the religious.
 


Yet, even as women’s public activism has been increasingly researched and documented, there remains a strong tendency to interpret and assimilate it according to the chart of gendered public/private ascriptions.  The paradigm of female privacy continues its strong grip. Indeed, whatever women do, almost regardless of the nature of the activity, tends to be described as private.  This is the case in the nineteenth century itself, where women justified both to themselves and others their activities not as a break from the “domestic sphere” but only as its “extension.”  And it is indeed often the case that women were, in these extended activities, doing outside the home the sorts of things they did inside them.  Inside the house they cared for children; and so they did outside, in schools and orphanages.  Inside the house they cared for the sick and aged, and so they did outside, in hospitals and hospices.  Inside the house they undertook religious instruction and devotion, and so they did outside the house, in churches and mission groups, as also in camp-meetings and as preachers. Their roles, particularly as educators, was conceived under the rubric of Republican Motherhood, where, as Linda Kerber has shown, devotion to America itself could be viewed as an extension of the role of the mother in forming future (male) American citizens.
  The very access for women to higher education was justified as preparing women to prepare sons for fuller participation as citizens (although, as so often, conservative intentions ultimately failed to contain progressive outcomes). 


 “Domestic,” however, is also applied to other activities – civic and indeed political – not so clearly continuous with home-activity.  In some of these, certain continuities may still be discerned.  Abolition, where women made up a large number of the activists, was also undertaken in the name of domestic values and hence has been grouped under its rubric.  The assault on the integrity of the family, both black and white, the immorality of sexual practices under slavery, the break-up of black families for auction, all featured large in the abolitionist program as powerfully Christian and domestic arguments for the elimination of slavery.  Similarly, temperance and the attack on prostitution of the moral reform movement were undertaken to protect the home from alcoholic violence and deprivation, to protect prostitutes from disease and exploitation, and wives and families from betrayal.
  


Via these continuities with women’s domestic experience, women’s activism was seen, by themselves and by others, as extensions of attitudes and activities from the home toward wider application.  Part of the problem derives in the ambivalent structure of these female extensions.  On the one hand, they allowed women to expand their arenas of activities.  But on the other, they did so only as long as these activities could remain within the accepted and acceptable definitions of womanly nature.  Yes, women could do more things and go more places; but only as long as these actions and sites cohered with their traditional conceptions and self-conceptions.  This balance has been variously argued: as to whether conservative impulses outweighed progressive ones, restrictions controlled opportunities, and concessions vitiated gains. On the one side, women’s worlds were expanded.  But on the other, defining their activities in traditional terms ultimately limited their transformative power, with the fight for suffrage exemplary in its lack of success, exactly because it challenged rather than incorporating women’s traditional definition within the family.  Only when undertaken in the name of the family rather than on the basis of the right of a woman as an individual to her individual voice was the vote finally obtained.


But even activities quite remote from domestic ones are also regarded through the tendency -- the almost magnetic pull -- of interpreting women's undertakings in terms of the private domain (a tendency registered in this ambivalence itself, and the limitations it registers both practically and in how women thought of themselves and were thought of). Even “extension” activities were not focused in the homes of the women devoted to them.  These, however, are still in some ways like the sorts of things women do at home.  But others are not.  For one thing, women circulated through public spaces, as Mary Ryan has traced in Women in Public.
  More strikingly, women were directly involved, as historians such as Lori Ginzberg have documented, in political activities such as speech-making, petition writing, fund raising, lobbying, letter-writing, demonstrations, marches – an impressive array of civic and democratic strategies.
  These are political activities by any standard, and not all were related only to “women’s” issues, except by strange distortion. Paula Baker, for example, describes women’s involvements in employment services, libraries, water and sewage plans, the establishment of city parks.  Or again, Estelle Freedman describes a broader movement of women’s clubs for women journalists, for literary activities, as well as a range of civic programs, not to mention suffrage and women’s rights.


To call such activism “domestic” is a strange contortion of language.  What it does is presuppose a paradigm in which women are “domestic” and “private,” and then distorts events to conform to this model: a saving of “domestic” appearances for the sake of the paradigm itself.  Such a pull to the private can still be felt in current writing.  Paula Baker, even while uncovering women’s activism in relief societies and hospitals, schools and anti-slavery protest, moral reform and suffrage, urban planning and employment, still refers to them through the language of domesticity, as “virtues exercised in the private sphere,” or as “working from the private sphere.”
  Even Mary Ryan locates women’s social work in “secluded channels” of “the quieter female vistas of the church and family visits, and in their own private institutions.”
 As Sara Evans sums up, feminists still tend to analyze “private spheres” of women’s lives and to see women’s more visible activities only as “expressions of private concerns in public life.”




Yet many women’s activities can only with strain be seen as continuous with domesticity.  Moreover: even when women’s initiatives were “continuous” with “domestic” activities,  “privacy” still does not accurately describe them.  What makes these undertakings ‘private?’  Not  location, as it turns out; since they were conducted in the streets, buildings, institutions, and indeed  the legislatures of cities.   Neither can purpose, interest, commitment, nor arena be called private.  On the contrary, the activities of women stand out as determinedly public – public service, to the community, for the sake of the shared interests and to the benefit of the community as a whole.  It in fact begins to seem that neither geography nor the nature of the activities, but only the fact that women are performing them, causes them to be described as private.  Even in cases, such as abolition, trade organization, and religious preaching, which are not prima facia “women’s” concerns, these continued to be called private only because – or rather, when – women  were doing them.  Men involved in these activities were not considered “domestic.” The very distinction of domestic/non-domestic as private/public emerges not as descriptive but proscriptive.  It is not location, but the fact that women undertake these activities that names them to be “private.”  Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo’s groundbreaking insight into the sexual assignment of women to private spaces as the basis of female devaluation was in this sense too cheerful.
  The devaluation isn’t due to the privacy of women’s lives; women’s lives are devalued and therefore described as private. The very terms, one comes to feel, are gendered, and in this sense tautological.  It is not simply that women do private things.  It is that what women do is by definition private.

 
And, conversely, we may posit that what men do, regardless of their actual engagements, is described as “public.”  But if women were engaged in community activities, we may go on to ask: 

what world did men inhabit? What was the nature of their activities and interests?

II.  Public Values, Private Interests.  

 
In the discourse of the separate spheres, men are of course assigned to the public sphere as tenaciously as women are assigned to the private one.  The format is again basically geographic.  Women are at home, men are not.  But if, again, we discard the “geographic” definition of private and public, and, instead of allowing the “location” of activities to define them, we consider interests and aims; then women, as we have seen, by a republican definition of “public,” in fact were largely engaged in “public affairs,” that is, those that pertain to the common good.  Men, in contrast, were largely engaged in private ones.  What they were pursuing were not community interests but what can best be described as private interests.


This is not to deny that there were men engaged in public life. In the sense of holding office and of voting, only men were “public” during the nineteenth century (and before).  In fact, however, very few men, then as now, were actual officeholders; while government in the nineteenth century was generally quite limited, with few men employed in it.  If we look at nineteenth-century American civic life, one striking feature is the extreme smallness of the governmental bureaucracies and offices.  As Theodore Lowi notes in “The Public Philosophy,” “Until astonishingly recent times American national government played a marginal role in the life of the nation . . . In 1800 there was less than one-half a federal bureaucrat per 1, 000 citizens, and by 1900 that ratio had climbed to 2.7.  This compares with 7 per 1,000 in 1940, and 13 per 1000 in 1962.”
  Even regarding electoral politics, there were periods when relatively few men actually voted;
 while one might question how far even those in political life were pursuing public rather than private ends.  In any case, if the public life of men is intended to mean their active work in political organizations or public policy organs, then very few men were in fact engaged in public life.  Instead, what most men were doing, were occupied with, then as now, was making a living.  That is, most men were working, whether as laborers or owners, whether for wages or for profit, in the realm of private enterprise.


At issue of course is how one assigns the sphere of economics: a floating and suspicious terrain through the various public/private allotments, further complicated by gendering (as, I would argue, religion also is).  In the classical republican tradition, for example, economics is decidedly private.  Indeed, it is the household, the oikos, as that private realm of necessity and material provision, which gives its very name to economics.  As Arendt observes, this is the realm of necessity, of lack of freedom, private in the sense of privation: “To live an entirely private life means above all to be deprived of things essential to a truly human life” lived in relation to others in a common world.  And of course, as Jean Bethke Elshtain elaborates, this was the sphere of women, who were enclosed in this private economy by nature; while men, although partaking in the oikos as material base and source of status, could also participate together in a public sphere beyond it.


Thus, in the classical republican tradition, economy is designated private, but is gendered female, as women’s limitation and confinement to material needs.  In later republican tradition, in contrast, economy is gendered male.  However, it remains private – and as such, suspicious in relation to a higher devotion to the public good, where it was feared that “the jarring interests of individuals, regarding themselves only, and indifferent to the welfare of others . . . would end in the ruin and subversion of the state.“
  In liberal discourses, the terms become even shiftier.  There, the economy is  gendered male, but its status is radically altered from the republican ones.  In one sense, the economy is public, as the non-domestic space where women aren’t allowed.  But in another, economy is foundationally private.  It is the very ground of the private rights and individual autonomy, the life, liberty, and property, in Locke’s terms, that public life, as the state, is bound to protect.  Private rights, granted only to males, thus grounds the possibility of participation in public spheres (even as a private sense of self grounds moral autonomy as religious or philosophical conscience).  As Carole Pateman and Susan Moller Okin have explored, the economic realm thus shifts between public – as non-domestic; and private, as “civil society” where autonomous men pursue private ends, in contradistinction against and protected from interference by the “public” state.
  


But this configuration contrasts, again startlingly, with the place of economy in the discourse of the separate spheres, where it is exclusively public as against female privacy, even to the denial of female labor in the home.  Economy is then “public” in its geographic, rather than substantive meanings, as whatever falls outside the domestic sphere; while remaining “private” when posed against “public” state regulation.  Frances Olsen has charted these vacillations.  


Although the woman’s sphere has been described as “private” and contrasted with the “public sphere of the marketplace and government,” such a characterization can be misleading.  There are two different dichotomies involved in this contrast: on the one hand, a dichotomy between the state, considered public, and civil society, considered private.  Both the market and the family are thought of as part of “private” civil society in opposition to the “public” state.  Calling both the marketplace and the state “public” can thus confuse our thinking about the two dichotomies. 


One begins to suspect that “public,” like “private,” does not simply mean what it says.

Neither location (domestic or not) nor interest (private or not) stabilizes its usage.  Instead, “public” seems to denote, first, gender, as male; and second, power itself.  In this sense “political” and “public” are not simply identical terms. While politics may be conducted in the public sphere – as the policy of the polis – what it registers above all is the power to effect that policy, whatever interests may be served.
  The liberal public sphere, as Marxists have long contested, can be deeply penetrated by private interests.
 And of course power-structures are not confined to the public sphere.  This sense of the “political” as power is one of the meanings deployed in the slogan “the personal is political,” which declares among other things (the phrase is an intensely complex site of intersecting discourses and critiques) that power-structures general to society operate no less in the so-called “privacy” of the family, which is “political” in this sense.


There are, of course, as Foucault has shown, many kinds of power, concentrated and diffused across societies in many ways.  If, however, power is taken to mean decision-making over public policy, then women have rarely wielded it.  What becomes increasingly evident is that the dissociation of women from the “public sphere” is not due to the lack of women’s “public” activity, but rather to their lack of this kind of power, over political decisions and allocations.  As Carole Pateman puts it, the one area of social welfare from which women have been largely excluded is that of “legislation, policy-making, and higher-level administration.”
  To say that women’s activities aren’t “public” is then to say that they are not 1) macro-powerful and 2) important and valued. The public nature of women’s community services is denied, not because these were indeed “private” and “domestic,” but first, because of women’s lack of power in decision-making, and second, by the lack of value increasingly accorded to such contributive activities within American life.  


Here in fact questions of gender become inextricable from questions of the American polity itself. Strains between public and private interests were inherent in the founding republican values, in Athens, in England, and then in America.  Writes J.G.A. Pocock:  “there were tensions in conceptualizing the individual as citizen and member of this structure.  On the one hand, it was his pursuit of particular goods as an individual that made him a citizen; on the other, it was only in his concern for and awareness of the common universal good that his citizenship could persist; and there was always the possibility of conflict between the two.”
 This conflict within republican ideology intensified, as Joyce Appleby shows, through Revolutionary  America and into the nineteenth century, registered in the increasing displacement of the common good from American life.
  What feminist theorists and historians have emphasized is the gendering of this displacement.  The increasing pursuit by women of communal interests coincides in effect with the decline in importance of these activities, with the divorce of power itself from the sorts of public services that women performed.   Devotion, commitment, service itself become associated with women and their sphere; while the (private) male domain of economics, competition, and self-interest gained greater and greater centrality, importance, and value.  Women’s sphere becomes a haven, a “moral” enclave as against the “immoral” male world of political power and economic competition, in Jean Bethke Elshtain’s formulation.“
  Civic virtue itself , once the foundational republican value as “the willingness of citizens to engage actively in civic life and to sacrifice individual interests to the common good” becomes, as Ruth Bloch shows,  the inheritance of women.


As feminized, civic values also come to be seen as private – confined to the home and to the women who inhabit it.  But this in itself is a sign of their loss of central importance and of the emptying of civic values from the public sphere: it is a sign of feminization, not of privacy. Civic virtue as inherited by women is itself disinherited.  As Rosemary Ruether’s observes,  “moral virtues were sentimentalized and privatized, so they ceased to have serious public power.”  Or, in Ruth Bloch’s history, Revolutionary civic virtue becomes a matter of  “private benevolence, personal manners, and female sexual propriety” and “an extension of maternal virtue.”
  Privacy here first carries the liberal sense of losing public support and funding (although in fact large sums of money were raised and distributed by these volunteer women; and state funding was also often involved).
  But it also records the devaluation itself of the activities of public concern which women took on.  At work in fact is a strong rhetorical sleight of hand.  The public activities of women are devalued to private matters; while the private pursuits of economic men are dubbed “public” because outside the home.  As Anne Douglas comments:  


Many nineteenth-century Americans in the Northeast acted every day as if they believed that economic expansion, urbanization, and industrialization represented the greatest good.  It is to their credit that they indirectly acknowledged that the pursuit of these “masculine” goals meant damaging, perhaps losing, another good, one they increasingly included under the “feminine” ideal.  Yet the fact remains that their regret was calculated not to interfere with their actions.

At work here is less the feminization of American culture than the feminization of American communal life.  Despite a continued rhetoric praising public values, Americans became increasingly committed to private ones.  The continued association of the male world of work  with the “public” sphere effectively disguises the increasingly dominant value of private pursuit under the rhetoric of public importance.  Women’s doings, in contrast, become private: both as lacking in public power and as involvements of lesser value.


Disputes among feminists have arisen over assessing and interpreting this association of women with virtue, devotion, and commitment.  For some feminisits, the devaluation of these qualities has resulted in an impoverishment of both the public world and the private one.  Here a second critique of liberalism emerges: not, as before, on the grounds (only) of the failure to extend to women the right to be liberal individuals, but rather as a critique of liberal individualism itself.  The liberal notion of the individual is seen as problematic on several grounds. It is problematic in the way it ignores the sources of individuality itself in family and community life—ignores the fact that people don’t just spring up full grown out of nowhere, but come into the world as infants requiring care, and are shaped by the family and community into which they are born and in terms of which they grow.
  And liberal individualism is problematic in the way it fails to address areas of common social concern, mutual responsibility – in its lack of a positive vision exactly of a common public world.
 These feminist critiques of liberalism join with republican and communitarian critiques; albeit with an added sense of how gender has played a central role in both constructing the liberal private sphere and in sustaining it.


To other feminists, however, an emphasis on service and responsibility to and for others threatens to entrap women in stereotypes of femininity, assigning to women a fixed nature that confines them to traditional roles.   These commitments are summed up as “maternal values” and criticized as stereotypically gendered and as continuing to undermine women’s autonomy and self-determination. The point, however, is not that women alone ought to sacrifice autonomy to the needs of others, and certainly not that women essentially are, or must be, mothers.
 The mother here, as so often, is something of a straw woman.  At issue is the value of the activities themselves, and also, for all feminists, the issue of their gendering.  But in what might broadly be called “civic” feminism, autonomy and self-determination are seen as partial values, derived in other values of relationship and commitment, and requiring continued, one might say constant, exercise in order to uphold a common world of shared lives and interests.  The work of responsibility, which the ideal of unadulterated autonomy would keep invisible even while depending upon it, must be brought to light, named, and acknowledged for its full and necessary value – by men as well as women, to be shared by men as well as women.  This surely the implication of Carole Gilligan’s work, where an ethic of moral responsibility is urged alongside, rather than as subordinate to, an ethic of rights; and not only for women, but equally for men.

Yet even among those who wish to speak for the values that women have historically upheld and realized there is a tendency to speak of them as “private values” in a public devoid of them.
 To some extent this simply reflects liberal usage, where “public” means state funding and regulation, making “voluntary” activities “private” because they are neither supported nor regulated by the state.  The usage, however, also implies a continuity with the “domestic” space of the separate spheres.


Here, however, I will venture a still more radical proposal: that the activities of service, by their nature (rather than their geography or their funding) are public not private; and that this is the case wherever they take place, including inside the home.  It is not only outside the home that women undertake public responsibilities.  They also undertake them inside the home. Inside the home women too are pursuing not private interests (as Charlotte Gilman writes: “In the home, who has any privacy?”
) but rather services – to children, to the sick, to the aged, as of course also to men and famil – without which no community can even exist, without which society itself is not even possible. That is, women in these roles, inside the home as outside it, serve the common good and are devoted to the general interest. This recognition runs exactly counter to Hegel, who denounces women as non-transcendental, shrunken, lesser beings because of their confinement to the “family” as against a greater public investment.
  It is only too true that it is difficult for women in traditional family roles to achieve the independence and freedom of economic or cultural man, even as women’s work makes it possible for men to do so – which is, however, also to say that such “independence” is itself not really autonomous but on the contrary dependent on just such support. But this is exactly the point.  The traditional lives of women, far from being “private,” are exactly public: devoted to others in the family and community.  Calling them “private” is a way of keeping the essential and humane work that women have traditionally performed merely the problem of women, rather than recognizing it to be for the good of society and hence a general social responsibility – in whatever variety of institutions, regulations, or supports this might call for.  Arguing, as I certainly would, that a fair distribution of both supportive and independent activities among men and women should be instituted, still first requires recognizing the value and priority of civic and community service, whether in the home or outside it: that it exists, that it is being performed invisibly, that it is necessary.


This recognition of the value of women’s service and responsibility is not meant to define the essence of womanhood, as natural to women alone; nor to urge that women alone be responsible for these tasks, rather than sharing them equally with men. It is rather to insist that this work of women be recognized and that its value be recognized.  It is to rescue women’s contribution first, from invisibility, the invisibility that (conveniently) blocks from awareness the very existence of these labors, and the necessary work they perform.  Without such recognition, without bringing this work from the “privacy” that keeps it hidden from view to full visibility, the work of women remains unacknowledged, unaddressed, and unvalued.  This would be a step not towards re-gendering the work of responsibility but toward reaffirming core values of community service and civic commitment – of which child-rearing is surely an important instance.  But neither would this necessarily betray the individuality, and the rights, women have also striven to achieve.  What may be called civic feminism should not be seen in stark opposition against liberal feminism.  The two are rather in dialectical relation with each other, both necessary as correctives and completions of each other, such that women and men each act as individuals who live in communities, as contexts that mutually require and support each other.
  Civic feminism would specifically affirm the values of public service, community commitment, social relationships and the general good that women have traditionally supported and undertaken; affirm that it is indeed women who have performed this work and embodied these common values.  And it would demand, first, the recognition of this contribution; second, the importance of these values; and lastly, the re-affirmation and recommitment to these values in the common lives of men and women both, shared equally by both, toward the common good of both.

III. The Spheres of  Poetry 


The interpretation of women’s literature, and particularly women’s poetry, was long under the shadow of the separate spheres.  For prose, this circle of privacy has been increasingly punctured, with more and more attention given to the public dimensions of women’s writing.  This has first involved a reevaluation of the fact of publication itself: an emergence into print that was enormously consequential, not only in publicizing women’s words beyond the home but in bringing, through print, public experience into the home.  Here, however, “public” often has meant publication itself, the bringing to view, through print, of the private lives of women in the domestic sphere – “private woman” made visible on the “public stage” of print.
  Further research has pressed more directly into a public world.  The “sentimental” novel has been rightly and powerfully linked to its influence on public policy. The importance of education both in civic and in literary terms has been underscored and examined as initiating women into public involvement. The fictional representation of women’s voices as cultural constructions, and also more direct analysis of civic rhetoric in writings by women, have contested and complicated the literary separation of spheres.


Women’s poetry, however, has with some exceptions largely remained a literature of the separate spheres.  Feminist literary criticism has done much to uncover and examine the obstacles encountered by emergent women poets and their effects: the difficulty of entering into and finding place in a male literary tradition; of countering reductive representations of women within it; of commanding a muse; of confined experience and senses of the self; and hence, the difficulty of fashioning a poetic self or “subjectivity” to ground the creative power and personal authority necessary to becoming a poet at all.
  While importantly tracing the emergence of women’s poetry despite, and in response to these constraints, the result, from Rufus Griswold to recent critical discussion, has been an assumption that women’s poetry is essentially domestic, private, and of limited scope – even as it fails to achieve a true subjectivity necessary to great lyric.  Women, that is, are seen as both too private and not private enough – where, again, variant senses of privacy confound each other, with domestic enclosure (too private) confused with liberal-individualist autonomy (not private enough).  The poetry in fact has been interpreted as being about just this self-defeating predicament: women’s lack of but need for a strong selfhood to dare, and to achieve, poetic self-expression.


But this is a very partial account of American women’s poetry – as much derived in the paradigm of privacy as evidence for it.  A review of the poetic work by nineteenth-century women proves it neither to be concerned mainly with domestic worlds, nor to present only a failed attainment of individualist-autonomous definitions of the self.  Instead, the poetry – like the women’s lives it represents and indeed many activities of the poets themselves – resolutely and specifically addresses public concerns: a public involvement that in turn informs senses of the self and representations of the poet’s role.  Not only does women’s poetry have an historical dimension, as Nina Baym has insisted (although she has focused mainly on prose). 
  The poems directly and specifically engage public issues and concerns.  Indeed, they offer what amounts to a contemporary analysis of transformations taking place in nineteenth-century America, and of the conflicts of values and commitments this charted: the increasing split between self-interest and other commitments, the separation between private selves and public values.  They negotiate and reflect the very definitions of the self, of individual identity within American society and culture, as this was taking complex shape through the century.  This public, communal involvement of women deeply informs women’s very notion of the role of the poet and of poetry itself, in ways that importantly distinguish women’s self-representation from that of a crude Emersonian model of Poet as Self-Reliant.
  Nineteenth-century women’s poets do in some sense present vulnerable and hesitant selves wary of self-assertion, and which express women’s subordinate social status.  But this modest self-representation also positively registers and speaks for a sense of selfhood defined, not merely self-referentially, but as inscribed in community; a positive definition of self as taking shape in relation to community and through responsibilities within it.  What women poets characteristically project is an enmeshed and situated identity, not as a failure of autonomy, but as an assertion of the way the self derives in multiple relationships and develops in responsibility to them.


It is impossible to offer here any general survey; but Rufus Griswold’s landmark 1848 anthology of Female Writers in America can serve as a convenient window into the world of nineteenth-century women’s poetry.
 Griswold introduced his collection with the caveat that the poems included represent “only the exuberance of personal feelings unemployed;”  but he nevertheless includes in most entries poems of  public reflection and address: on American history, American landscape, American values, on commitment to them, threats against them, their defense.  Eliza Townsend’s “An Occasional Ode,” for example, is a history of freedom, traced from the old world to the new in “faith and liberty and laws,” and with special reference to Kosciusko (38).  “Liberty has found a Pisgah height” and “Freedom is written in the stars” in “The Mississippi” by Sarah J. Hale – the powerful editor of Godey’s Lady’s Magazine and its influential gender constructions. The Mississippi is imaged as gathering all the waters of the world “to swell the strength of Freedom’s tide” (59) “Grand type how Freedom lifts the citizen/ Above the subject masses of the world.”  Mary Hewitt dismisses “household songs” for an “heroic lay” to teach those “who idly set at naught/ the sacred boon in suffering one” of the “nation of the free” (156). Margaret Fuller’s entry opens with “Governor Everrett Receiving the Indian Chiefs,” where she boldy challenges: “Has Art found out a richer theme/ More dark as shadow, or more soft a gleam, / Than fall upon the scene, sketched carelessly,/ In the newspaper column of today.” (251). Lydia Sigourney’s “The Pilgrim Fathers” (94) celebrates “men of hoary hair, Maidens of fearless heart” called, like Abraham, to the promise of their future American seed.  But at the end the poem warns lest “Mammon cling/ Too close around your heart, or wealth beget/ That bloated luxury which eats the core/ From manly virtue, or the tempting world / Make faint the Christian purpose in your soul.”  Here republican rhetoric is brandished against the luxury and self-interest that will betray the common venture.  Her poem “Indian Names” (99) speaks for the dignity and claims of a people being dispossessed even as she wrote – a cause in which she, like Helen Hunt Jackson, was politically (if fruitlessly) active.


Among the major minor poets – Lydia Sigourney, Francis Harper, Julia Ward Howe, Helen Hunt Jackson, Emma Lazarus, Ella Wilcox Wheeler, and, most assertively and self-consciously: Charlotte Gilman – public address makes up a large part of their work, and also their strongest poetry.  It is in fact quite striking that the only poems by nineteenth-century American women to have remained in circulation were public ones: Julia Ward Howe’s “Battle Hymn” and Emma Lazarus’s Statue of Liberty poem, bidding Europe to “Send me your tired, your poor” in an overarching figure for American (female) community.
  Both of these women’s careers chart movement from private sentiment to public address; and most of the women poets of the century similarly combine private meditations (although even these often have a public dimension, reflecting on the common life of women) with poems of public intention. 


This poetry is valuable as representations of women’s lives, but also raises aesthetic issues that need not be merely dismissed. Much of this women’s poetry is no worse than minor male poetry that remained continuously  in circulation – anthologized , reprinted, and included in literary histories.

While the poetry often does not offer self-reflective language and self-conscious forms (as also most  male poetry does not), what it does powerfully do is re-present, expose, and manipulate the rhetorics of its surrounding culture, bringing them to view and to self-consciousness. Indeed, it can be argued that the notion of the self-reflecting and enclosed art-object only arose at the end of the century, and was itself a product of historical and cultural processes. 
  In the nineteenth century, poetry directly participated in cultural and political discourses; and it offered an important avenue for women to address issues and events of central cultural importance – a role, it can be argued, that poetry has never simply abandoned in any case.   At its best, this is a poetry of rhetorical reflection, capturing and structuring the languages and rhetorical patterns around it.  Often these rhetorics appear as gendered voices, interestingly posed against each other, as figures for those cultural values each is shown to represent in their increasing alienation or disturbance.  The topics are often those of women’s activism: slavery, poverty, prostitution, justice, republican virtues and the values of relationship and community as against private, economic interests.  There is a pressing sense of a double standard – itself a recurrent image in the sexual sense, but also as a broad figure of America’s bifurcating worlds and conflicting values. 


Frances Harper (1825- 1911), for example, almost entirely wrote poetry of public concern.  Born a free Black in Baltimore, Harper was active in the underground railroad, abolition, education, and women’s suffrage.
 Her books of poetry, which sold over 50,000 copies, contain many anti-slavery poems in the “sentimental”-activist  mode of appeal to moral and religious conscience – where sentiment itself is a political claim, granting to slaves the human attachment that slave-institutions deny.  There are as well poems on the double sexual standard, narrative poems on fugitive slaves, on racial injustice in the South both before and after the war, on temperance, on education.  She is an early writer of Black dialect and dramatic monologue, with a set of poems spoken through the voice of an old freedwoman, Aunt Chloe. These poems tend toward popular forms, whose straightforward language and syntax and regular metric and rhyme serves the purposes of address, appeal, exhortation, and rebuke.  Her art, that is, is an art of public communication; and, to these purposes, her command of rhetoric is far from artless.  “Bury Me in a Free Land” can serve as one example:


Make me a grave where’er you will,


In a lowly plain, or a lofty hiss,


Make it among earth’s humblest graves


But not in a land where men are slaves.


I could not rest if around my grave


I heard the steps of a trembling slave:


His shadow above my silent tomb


Would make it a place of fearful gloom.  .  .


I ask no monument, proud and high


To arrest the gaze of the passers-by;


All that my yearning spirit craves,


Is bury me not in a land of slaves.


This poem contests and inverts America’s claim to be the land of the free, as the already popular “Star Spangled Banner” of 1812 had put it; substituting “grave” and “slave” for “home of the brave” in its rhyme scheme.  The poem as a whole pursues a structure of inversion.  The land of the free becomes the dead world of slavery, while only death offers a freedom, haunted by slaves still alive.  As to the (female) poet, she on the one hand claims for herself the authority of a prophetic voice, denouncing America’s self-betrayal in its own language of proclaimed freedom.  On the other, she effaces herself, asking for “earth’s humblest graves” with “no monument, proud and high.”  The two images may join together in an oblique reference to Moses, himself buried on a “lofty hill” with “no monument.”  Within the poem’s genderings, the modesty of Harper’s request and her self-effacement suggest traditional femininity.  But the poet, although she does not assert herself, is assertive; speaking with what might be called a republican authority, to an American community she would summon to be true to its own principles.


Among many other public texts there are a number of poems where gendered rhetorics are explicitly dramatized in strange, crossed, missed exchanges, as men and women speak (and mutually misunderstand) each a different and alien language of values from the other.  Julia Ward Howe (1819 – 1910), in a poem called “Save the Old South,” charts a masculine as against a feminine America, associating men with consuming ambition while women are, as typically, associated with patience and love.  But the love is commanding and its venue is the political “councils of the land:” 

Manhood in its zeal and haste

Leaves cruel overthrow and waste

Upon its pathway, roughly traced.

Then woman comes with patient hand, 

With loving heart of high command, 

To save the councils of the land.


Ella Wheeler Wilcox (1850 – 1919), often described as giving early expression to “women’s passions”  but going on to live a quite conventional “respectable life,” and urging women “to glorify rather than denigrate the role of wife” 
 in fact devoted much poetry to social satire and critique.  While it is true her first volume, Poems of Passion, caused some scandal because of its overt sexuality (having been first rejected for publication, it then sold 60,000 copies), it was followed by (among others) volumes called Poems of Power, Poems of Problems, and Poems of Progress, containing much political and social commentary.  Her poetry often reaffirms the values of women’s devotion, but does so as a criticism against the loss of such values by both women and men who pursue lives only of crass materialism and self-fulfillment.  Alongside poems denouncing the fashionable domestic world as a trap for women, are those critical of a contemporary America that has become remote from the founders devotion to liberty and conscience (as, for example, “The Pilgrim Fathers” in Poems of Reflection). One Poem of Progress,  “A Holiday,” dramatizes a (failed) conversation between a husband whose economic ambition and focus on consumption makes it impossible for him to even understand what his wife is saying to him: “I’ve housed and gowned her like a very queen,/ Yet there she goes with discontented mien.”  Another poem, “The Cost,” traces the course of a woman who, anguished by her restriction to the role of mother and wife, decides to go forward into the man’s world of ambition and success:

She wept no more.  By new ambition stirred

Her ways led out, to regions strange and vast.

Men stood aside and watched, dismayed, aghast,

And all the world demurrred

Misjudged her and demurred.

Still on and up, from sphere to widening sphere,

Till thorny paths bloomed with the rose of fame.

Who once demurred, now followed with acclaim:

The hiss died in the cheer –

The loud applauding cheer.

She stood triumphant in that radiant hour,

Man’s mental equal, and competitor.

But ah! The cost! From out the heart of her

Had gone love’s motive power – 

Love’s all-compelling power.


Still very much couched in the language of the spheres, the poem in one sense adopts its terms, granting to women the power of  “love.”  But the poem nevertheless critiques both the confinement of women only to a sphere of personal relationship, and the male sphere of ambition as one which eliminates relationship entirely and is exclusively self-centered.  This separation by value and gender the poem strongly denounces, going on to say that through it God “marred His own great plan.”  The “Cost” of economic devotion is as great, and as damaging, as the “cost” of exclusion from individual pursuits – two kinds of privacy which each marks failure and lack.  In contrast to both, the poem rebukes God to “fuse the molten splendor of [man’s] mind/ with that sixth sense He gave to womankind.”   


The most self-conscious and committed nineteenth-century women political/public poet is Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860 – 1935).  Active as a feminist, she insisted that suffrage alone would not be able to accomplish true gender equality, which instead would require radical changes in social and economic arrangements.  While also embracing the tenets of liberalism in its assertion of individual rights and the necessity of extending these to women as to men, Gilman’s main political commitment is to a civic activity encompassing both genders and placing for both public interests before private ones.  Widely known in her lifetime, Gilman’s poetry, like her prose and fiction, lectures and journalism, is a form of polemics.  Her poem “Nationalism” (after Bellamy’s reform movement) goes directly to the point: 

The nation is a unit.  That which makes

You an American of our to-day

Requires the nation and its history,

Requires the sum of all our citizens,

Requires the product of our common toil,

Requires the freedom of our common laws,

The common heart of our humanity. . . 

Our liberty belongs to each of us;

The nation guarantees it; in return,

We serve the nation, serving so ourselves.

This is rather programmatic; and, in the end, the aesthetic flaw of much women’s poetry of this period is not its too great private focus but rather its exaggerated didacticism, in continuity with  women’s commitment to education and its social responsibility.  Gilman, however, can be more poetically interesting when her texts represent and dramatize rhetorical strands within a highly gendered American conversation.  “Homes,” her sestina, is such a rhetorical feat.  In it, the private sphere itself comes to speech, making its claims in ways that expose, puncture, and defeat their own premises:

We are the smiling comfortable homes

With happy families enthroned therein. . .

And are we not the woman’s perfect world,

Prescribed by nature and ordained of God,

Beyond which she can have no right desires,

No need for service other than in homes? 

For doth she not bring up her young therein?

And is not rearing young the end of life?

And man? What other need hath he in life

Than to go forth and labor in the world,

And struggle sore with other men therein?

Not to serve other men, nor yet his God,

But to maintain these comfortable homes, -- 

The end of all a normal man’s desire.


Adopting the dominant rhetoric around her, the poem denounces it by exposing its full terms and viewpoints – with the sestina form itself, as a repetition of key words, enacting just this rhetorical performance and examination.  The poem deplores women’s “service” as confined to her house, when it ought instead to be, as Gilman writes in The Home (her full length polemic on this topic) directed  “toward a wider, keener civic consciousness; a purer public service.”
 Gilman presciently imagined, in The Home and in her utopian novels, a home-design where cooking, laundry, and the heavy labor of housekeeping would be professionalized, freeing the woman to work “to the full capacity of one’s powers, [which] is necessary for human development,” and which “adds to the world’s wealth, increases everyone’s share.”  In this poem, she in fact protests both forms of privacy, the domestic and the economic, when they are fetishised and made absolute values.  Instead, her position combines and affirms a dialectic of both the liberal and the civic, insisting that women, like men, must “claim the right of every individual soul to its own path in life, its own true line of work and growth” as well as their “claim to the duty of every individual soul to give to its all-providing society some definite service in return.”


These poems belong more to literary history than to monumental art.  But this is to say – as is the case with minor male poets also – that they reveal the conditions, in both language and history, that shaped the aesthetic and cultural experience of their period. This poetry, for example, becomes a vital context for interpreting the high art of Emily Dickinson, not only in terms of women’s domestic confinement, as has been mainly emphasized, but also in terms of women’s distinctive voices in critique against the fantasies of autonomy and self-reliance increasingly commensurate with American identity itself – models of identity that Dickinson’s work at once deploys and disrupts.
  As rhetorical reflections and representations, women’s civic poetry helps to explode the fiction that women – in their lives and their writing – have been buried in private concerns remote from, and less valuable than, larger social interests.  It is a poetry that reflects and is shaped by the social and communal, which is to say public commitments that pervasively characterize many nineteenth-century women’s lives.  And it offers a poetic self-representation deeply continuous with the situated selfhood of nineteenth-century women, recognizing the sources of the self to be in community and history.  In this, it provides both a counter-model and a critique of the possessive individualism increasingly dominant in American society, and of the loss of civic life to private interests.  Civic feminism ultimately serves as an important corrective to the discourse of the separate spheres as a framework for interpreting nineteenth-century women’s poetry.  At the same time, nineteenth-century American women’s poetry offers both antecedents and models for civic feminism that, while refusing to sacrifice the female self, recognizes women as acting – and speaking – for the common interests and responsibilities without which the self neither survives, nor flourishes, nor even exists.
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