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SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

 
ANCIENT PERIOD  
 
The Fall of the Roman Empire, in the fifth century, was long in developing, and contingent on economic, 
social, and external pressures which had long been building. Consequently, the Fall itself was not as 
sharp as, say, that of the Berlin Wall, but was a product of gradual erosion. In the wake of the 
disintegration of long built social structures, there remained pockets of ethnic kingdoms, local governance 
areas, which were to be developmental areas, out of which emerged regional monarchies, with adherent 
social structures, in which structures the lives of  both Church, which was growing, and the fields—we 
were in an essentially agrarian society—melded.  In such an evolving setting, the formation of a new 
social world, that of the ‘Middle Ages,’ was taking a shape which would make history of the Roman 
practices of the cursus honorum, the knightly, administrative and senatorial roles which structured the 
social setting of the Roman citizen. 

POSTCLASSICAL PERIOD 

Overview    The period of time covered by the Western European Middle Ages is vast, over a millennium 
by any account, and the societies at play in that period vary greatly from one another. However there is a 
normative tenor to the social organizations of the period, itself rooted In the inheritance from the Roman 
Empire, the overwhelmingly agricultural demands of daily life, and the distinctive blend of the Catholic 
Church with aristocratic values. That normative tenor, traceable through the ‘middle period,’ is the static 
quality of the society of the time, a static quality embodied in the notion of ‘estates,’ or ‘social roles’ into 
which all members of civilized western society were divided.  It is a static quality we will see yielding, as 
we move toward the High Middle Ages, 1300-1500, thanks to  an increasing interest in commerce, 
middlemen, investment, and the entrepreneurial life of cities. 

The three estates     By a broad, and often repeated formula, mediaeval Western European society 
functioned around three ‘estates, ‘ or broad social conditions’: the clergy, the warriors, the laborers; the 
oratores, the  bellatores, and the laboratores. The large omission from this more or less indicative triad, 
which is otherwise intact, is the nobility: for European societies were consistently monarchical, depending 
on father-kings to make and enact the laws, queens--not infrequently the power behind the 
monarch, princes--forever jostling for the succession, princesses--bait for profitable foreign alliances and 
land consolidations, and a gaggle of aristocrats, self-interested advisors and ministers forever on the 
look-out for the good of the kingdom and the good of number one. Depending on the period of the Middle 
Ages, one would determine how effective the nobles were, and in what way; from the thirteenth century 
on, at their best, they proved to be exemplars of chivalry and ‘elite Christian values of charity and 
responsibility’; of negligible society-building value in the early centuries of the post classical period. 

Labor   Ninety percent of both the populations and the GNP of mediaeval states –the first millennium, 
anyway--was based on agriculture. Mechanization was all the time on the rise--with ploughs, horse 
collars, horse shoes, and three field planting experiments--yet human labor was the overwhelming fact of 
life on the feudal estates of mediaeval Europe. It is roughly accurate—the reference is strongly to western 
Europe-- to divide the providers of that labor into three groups of peasantry: freemen, serfs, and 



slaves. Freemen possessed some land, but worked for the feudal lord under whose sponsorship they 
owned their land. Serfs were landless servants of manorial lords. Slaves, less free than serfs, were simply 
possessions of the lords of the manor, to be disposed of at will. The prominence of one or the other of 
these groups depended on the region and the century. 

The clergy      The clergy were the active priesthood of the Roman Catholic Church, which from the early 
centuries of the postclassical era, as early as the third century C.E. in Rome, had acquired power and 
high administrative influence within the Roman Empire. The clergy, from Cardinals and Bishops of the 
Church to the humblest monks and nuns, were charged with the spiritual welfare of their people, and 
enjoined by Saint Paul to ‘pray ceaselessly.’ While the Church was by and large patriarchal, and while the 
highest church positions were usually reserved for the nobility, there were a large number of distinguished 
women—abbesses, administrators, and writer/mystics--who were enabled to find a voice in societies 
otherwise essentially deaf to women’s inner lives. 

The fighters    The clergy were deputed to pray for the community, the laborers to feed the community, 
and the warriors--among whom the horse riding knights were the symbol of mediaeval prowess and 
protectiveness--were expected to defend the community.  There was,  of course, a long story to be told, 
of the development of military skills throughout the Middle Ages, but no other sector of the military won 
the supreme symbolic attention reserved for the cavalry riding nobility constituting the institution 
of chivalry, from its intimate association with the culture of the horse, cheval in French. (One can think 
ahead to Cervantes’ Don Quixote, in the sixteenth century, for a satire on the conflation of nobility with 
chevalerie; not every nobleman could stick to a horse’s back.) From 1170-1220 dates the high  period of 
Chivalry, promoted by Church concerns for moral improvement, fine ladies’ longing for finer relations 
between the sexes, and the nobility’s general interest in fine poetry and song, which were products of 
Chivalry and the cult of woman. 

EARLY MODERN PERIOD 

Individualism.   The very concept of the High Middle Ages, the period bridging from the Middle Ages 
properly speaking to that long development that leads into the early modern, is fragile and ambiguous. 
During the Renaissance, say in fifteenth century Northern Italy, there is an explosion of artistic 
personality, scientific inventiveness, and political astuteness—Cf. Macchiavelli’s thought, in The Prince—
yet the estates of faith, labor, and war were embedded life-concepts which shaped even the most 
individualistic behaviors. Individualism, within the world of the estates, was won at the cost of stepping 
into the modern market, with all its risks and challenges. 

Markets.   As we observe, in the development of international trade, the contact of persons from other 
cultures, the development of national products under increasingly industrial conditions, and the  
innovations in agricultural technology, which led to richer crops to feed rapidly growing urban 
populations—in all these milestones of a new economy and culture the validation of market culture is 
prominent. The full bloom of the estate-culture, in Western Europe, needed to fade—giving way in the 
High Middle period to a diversification of wage earning modalities. ‘The general category of those who 
labour (specifically, those who were not knightly warriors or nobles) diversified rapidly after the eleventh 
century into the lively and energetic worlds of peasants, skilled artisans, merchants, financiers, lay 
professionals and entrepreneurs, which together drove the European economy to its greatest 
achievements.’ 

The Middle Class.   The early modern period is marked by the growth of a mercantile class, for which the 
old estates, of the Middle Ages, are being replaced by competitive enterprises in business, military affairs, 
diplomacy, and in which one’s class origins are increasingly irrelevant. At the same time, though, the 
older world has not been forgotten. Literature, as often, helps us to see what the class climate of the 
time—the early modern climate—is. Examples drawn from writers like Cervantes, Moliere, Shakespeare, 
or Ben Jonson bring this point to the stage, where public opinion and taste are most clearly on display; 
the characters they display for us show us persons enacting the tensions of class change.  



 

Literature.   Don Quixote is an early modern man playing at being a man of the High Middle Ages, and 
as he moves among his pretensions and dreams we see both the dynamics of the early modern, and the 
irrelevance of the now passé estates world. No middle class figure, the Don, and yet in his break throughs 
of self-awareness, he is enabled to see himself in a newer and freer world than that of the ‘knight’ himself. 
He is becoming a middle class man in his mind. Jonson, Shakespeare, and Moliere all use the shifting 
gazes of early modernity to reflect bits of the mediaeval. Shakespeare is the most complex of these 
depicters of the mediaeval, for he is the least time bound of these great writers. Polonius wants to clear 
his conscience in confession, before he passes away; the friar really wants to guarantee Romeo and 
Juliet a Christian marriage; Prince Hal truly wants his father to bless him, before he inherits the Kingship. 
The same vestiges of the mediaeval adhere to the character formations of playwrights like Jonson and 
Moliere. Think of Volpone, or The Alchemist or Every Man in his Humour, in which stock characters, 
embodiments of mediaeval humours, play out into stylized (but subtle) plot resolutions; or of Moliere’s 
Tartuffe, say, who ‘embodies’ the idea of the hypocrite, picking it up from the tradition of Theophrastus’ 
Characters, a formative text for the middle ages. 

19TH CENTURY   

French Revolution.   By the nineteenth century a revolutionary war had been fought, which represented 
all that Britain feared in the way of advanced and disruptive democracy. And yet the British and French 
joined in the same path of gradual modernization, as the century unfolded into increasing industrialization, 
urbanization, and the professions of commerce. The mirror of this change can quite expectably be seen 
again in the novel, which by this stage had become the most sensitive barometer of social change and 
class mode. The nineteenth century novel, in France and England, provides a lens through which to see 
images of what daily life really was. 

Daily life.   The classes had by this time been thoroughly shaken up, and while economic disparity was 
sharp, in both England and France, and elites, like the Victorian landed aristocracy, the Bloomsbury 
Circle, or the irrepressible cercles literaires, which continued to circulate the latest literary trends of the 
Parisian milieu, retained their trademark centrality to their cultures, and while the peasantry, which had 
not quite died out, continued to plough and hoe in the corners, the great mass of French and English 
people had become householders, with insurance and taxes to pay, and considerable freedom in 
mapping out career, marriage, and reproductive powers for themselves. We were truly in the modern 
period of class-free mobility, beginning to see our societies in terms of what kinds of skill deserves 
admiration in them: the dexterous diplomat; the scientific genius, perhaps a hero of vaccines; the poet 
who takes the age in hand, like Wordsworth; or the unseen Milton, mouldering in a country churchyard. 
Charles and Emma Bovary belong to many a nineteenth century French family, the marriages de 
convenance who conclude by perishing on their own misunderstanding. 

20TH CENTURY 

Class structure.   From the firm but changeable social class structures, of the Roman Empire, and then 
the estate-based social classes of the mediaeval period, we have hastily surveyed the advent, in the 
Early Modern period, of what we would have to consider the dwindling vestiges of a class system, as they 
morph into a more fluid skill and contribution based society, with, for its historical roots, the 
industrialization and globalization of the early nineteenth century. Few class rigidities adhere to the  
twentieth century societies of France and England. 

Norms.     If Victorian England developed norms of behavior—middle class norms of decency, 
prudishness, honesty, and uprightness—it was in part because the world in which those norms were 
being formed was on the whole peaceful and disciplined, even in France, which experienced a wide 
variety of political positionings. What, conversely, could be expected for the class structures of nations, in 
the twentieth century, which experienced two World Wars and a great Depression in the course of thirty 



years, and in the second half of whose century sexual experimentation, women’s liberation, incessant 
global bushfires, unprecedented storms of migration, and a wide tolerance for individuality have 
thoroughly modified the design of social relationships, both in the world and in the Western European 
corner of it. 

Literature.    What better mirror to hold up to the quick kaleidoscope of twentieth century culture than the 
novel? The Early Modern World reflected bright facets of its inner spirit in Cervantes, Moliere, Jonson. We 
could equally well have called in Balzac, Flaubert, Jane Austen, or George Eliot to help us clarify the 
tenor of nineteenth century social classes. When it comes to the century we have just lived, and can see 
slowly retreating in the rear view mirror, we could find in the world of English and French novelists camera 
shots deeply reminiscent of the world we have been and the class roles we have been playing in it: 
Ulysses, ourselves fractured into the social role of what we say, ourselves as language; Camus’ The 
Stranger, ourselves as our own disorientation; Proust, Swann’s Way, the wandering corridors of memory 
as it constructs us, making us citizens of time. The deep class participant I, not simply a rebel but a new 
birth from language and risk, becomes the social participant to whom I once belonged like the definition of 
my name. 
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Discussion questions  

On the whole, would you consider the Mediaeval class structure mobile and flexible? Or stiff and 
unyielding? Who was able to move up the social ladder--and under what circumstances? What changes 
did the Early Modern period bring to this Mediaeval structure? 

How were slaves acquired in the Middle Ages? Were there regulations, say from the Church, about 
‘proper treatment of slaves’? What led to the fading away of the mediaeval slave system? 

How were ordinary knights converted into ‘chivalric gentlemen’? What kinds of efforts did courtly ladies 
make, to ‘civilize their men?’ Were courtly ladies also part of the equine culture? Why was the horse such 
a key player in the drama of the mediaeval court? 



What kind of ‘pockets of ethnic kingdoms’ survived the Fall of the Roman Empire? Can you imagine the 
process by which the categories of Roman citizenship—knights, quaestors, consuls—gave way to the 
estates? Walter Pater’s Marius the Epicurean remains a wonderful evocation of the pagan world of the 
Roman Empire, after it has yielded to ‘barbarian forces,’ and returned to its pre classical condition.’ 

In the fourteenth century Western monarchs conferred many titles of nobility in their kingdoms. (The first 
English duke, for instance, was created in 1337). The systems of aristocracy, of special privilege and 
special obligation—noblesse oblige—were not born sui generis, but sprang from the monarch’s need for 
cohorts of support in the high altitude of rulership. What is the status today of such honorific class titles? 
Have they been replaced by new titles, in Western Europe? 

GENDER RELATIONS 
 
ANCIENT PERIOD  
 
There are two periods of classical antiquity—the Minoan period in archaic Greece, and the later centuries 
of the Roman Empire--when something approaching humane standards were applied to the upbringing 
and training of girls and young women. Such was not the case even of the early Roman Republic and we 
have to assume, from almost no evidence, that the same is true of the western provinces of the Roman 
Republic and Empire. Settled life, the condition in which women have the best chance for a social 
existence, was not common in the provinces—with their occasional migrations, their frequent and brutal 
health conditions—and even settled life, itself likely to be devoted to agricultural occupations, then food 
preparation, and most of all sexual reproduction, hardly provided opportunities for personal or even 
familial growth. 
 
POSTCLASSICAL PERRIOD  
 
Confining ourselves to Western Europe  we will need to wait until the Christian factor grows prominent In 
Rome—from the third century on, perhaps—until we see the potentials of this new and struggling religion, 
which gradually permeated the Roman provinces, nudging out rural paganism, which was rooted there, 
and would remain stubbornly, In pockets, throughout the first millennium.  Elements of paganism which 
exalted earth, moon and fertility goddesses were omnipresent in prehistorical Gaul and Britannia, and it 
was not impossible to graft, onto those elements, a new cult in which a divine Virgin sat next to god, 
humility and grace were prioritized, and sooner or later opportunities arose for women to play active roles 
in the new institution. 
 
Church.    While men carried out the administrative efforts of the Catholic Church, from the beginning, 
and in the farther reaches of Empire as the Church spread,  there was from early days an opportunity for 
women to serve In the church, notably as deaconesses—though very specifically not in a priestly 
function, a bone of bitter contention in the Catholic Church to our day. The role of deaconess, which was 
available to provincials, and soon the role of Abbess, or directress of a nunnery, were far from the usual 
aspirations of ‘west European provincial’ women, and yet  in some cases opened purviews and 
possibilities for women, which had during the early post classical centuries been unimaginable.  
 
Early Middle Ages (476-1000)     In general the development of the convent, inside the growing monastic 
practice of the Church, was providing multiple opportunities for women’s occupational lives. The role of 
Abbess, in particular, became a springboard for women of power and ability to make themselves heard 
within the increasingly open society. An example would be Hilda of Whitby (614-680), who founded and 
led the powerful Abbey of Whitby, and proved to be a leader in the formulation of ecclesiastical policy. 
Short of that kind of female prominence, of course, there was a growing front of occupations in which 
women could not only provide for their families, but could move into the spheres of commercial 
production. Spinning was one of these occupations: by the High Middle Ages (1000-1300 C.E.) efficient 
spinning wheels had replaced the spindle and distaff; brewery was a traditional female occupation, and 
was a home activity until the introduction of hops; midwifery became an increasingly specialized task, 
specific to women, and as this science developed, with subsequent benefit for female lives, the mortality 



of numerous women—especially as  nutrition improved--rivalled that of their male counterparts; many 
women lived into their seventies. For the vast majority of peasant women, however, although they seem 
to have enjoyed social equality with their mates, the ceiling of life was typically only twenty five years, for 
much of this early mediaeval period. 
 
High Middle Ages.  (1000-1300).  The High Middle Ages saw the rise to prominence of a number of 
powerful and/ or highly literate women throughout western Europe. Eleanor of Aquitaine (1122-1204) was 
wealthy and much sought after, deeply involved in patronage of some of the most talented writers of her 
time—like Chretien de Troyes, the author of Perceval. Other women of talent and ability emulated the 
achievements of Eleanor, while in various cases—of queens regnant—artistic and secular power were 
joined. It is noteworthy that female artisans, like their male counterparts, began in this period to organize 
in guilds. 
 
Late Middle Ages      (1300-1500) Significant female voices, from the late middle ages, echo from  
figures as widely separated as brilliant mystics (like Julian of Norwich, Catherine of  Siena, and Saint 
Teresa of Avila, all of  whom have remained staunch pillars of the Catholic tradition) and social critics like 
Christine de Pisan, whose books were opinion shapers. Christine came out as a strong opponent of 
misogyny in her Book of the City of Ladies, and her Treasure of the City of Ladies provides life style 
advice for women of all classes, with an eye to their distinctive needs. In her advice to women of royal 
status, she offers vigorous advice for the avoidance of conflict, and above all warfare, the consequences 
of which, for all involved, surpass in horror anything that can easily be anticipated.  
 
Marriage and law. Women’s marriage rites (and rights) and economic freedom varied greatly during the 
millennium under consideration here. In the purely legal sense women were their husbands’ property, 
during the entire period we consider, and yet, as we often see in the cases where the husband 
predeceases the wife, the wife can take over the husband’s property and business, as well as the right to 
pass on the family inheritance as she chooses. This of course would be an exceptional case, and would 
in any event in no way apply to women serfs, to which group the majority belonged, especially in the 
earlier Middle Ages. Women of the lower peasantry had their rights—including rights of the bedroom—
and the right to be buried where they liked, apart from their husbands. But from this serfdom to Me Too is 
a step! 
 
EARLY MODERN PERIOD   
 
Splendor.    From the early Renaissance on, there is social space for women to shine, and for women of 
fortune and character to build strong positions In business, politics, the arts and high society; we are 
talking the power figures, like Lucrezia Borgia, who step out from the pages of illustrious families and are 
everywhere—conspicuously in those culture cities of Northern Italy (close neighbor to France), through 
which the goods and ideas of the Renaissance were beginning to flow. There is that face to the splendor 
of women in early modern society, just as in the eighteenth century French salon, with Mme. De Sevigne 
et. al., Parisian ladies of great cultivation were to dominate and shape social/literary trends. 
 
Males.    Nevertheless, throughout this early modern period of emergence from the mediaeval 
perspective, and into the implications of capitalism, there is arguably an inclination toward the male 
perspective, toward the captains of industry whether in the market place or the battlefields of politics. 
(Even the Church, or churches, are growing lofty male superstructures, astride which are the power 
figures of those institutions.) The underlying energies of the capital system implicitly superseded those of 
the feminine. Which is not to say that the element of money, the currency of capitalism, was of no interest 
to western European women—who were after all on their ways to forming the largest ‘consumer market,’ 
the market for ‘retail goods,’ invented by western need. But it is to say that men had gained frontal 
position in the conflict between the genders. Whose, after all, were the voices of literature, the spiritual 
insider voices of the ‘early modern period,’ except those men—Marlowe, Montaigne, Shakespeare, 
Jonson, Donne, Racine, Boileau, Descartes—who were the interpreters of the world to the early 
moderns? 
 
19TH CENTURY 



 
Undervaluation.    The narrative we track, here, will be foreknown to all. We write it from the twenty first 
century, in which the multitudinous cries for gender equality, which have pockmarked the last two 
centuries, have arguably been heard by those males in the West of Europe who have ears to hear. It is 
not long, however, since we read (and I think more or less accepted) passages like the following, from 
Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813). Charles Bingley watches the Bennett sisters occupied at their 
parlor activities, and cannot restrain himself from expostulating: 
 
It is amazing to me, said Bingley, how young ladies can have patience to be so very accomplished as 
they all are. All young ladies accomplish.  Yes, all of them, I think. They all paint tables, cover  screens, 
and  net purses. I scarcely know anyone who cannot do all this, and I am sure I never heard a young lady  
spoken  of  for  the first  time,  without  being informed that she was very accomplished.  
 
Depreciation.    From such a passage we easily look back on a long history of devaluing of women’s 
abilities, and doubtless linger on examples like that of Jean Jacques Rousseau, the prophet of human 
liberation, who nonetheless found women valuable chiefly for their coquetry, and advised them to shoot 
no higher than needed to keep their men interested in them. The disparagement history is by no means 
justified, as we saw in a few spotty references to female mystics like Julian of Norwich, social critics like 
Christine de Pisan, mothers of the church, military leaders (Joan of Arc) or women of noble birth, cultural 
sophistication, and large secular influence like Eleanor of Aquitaine. Nor was the enlightenment 
perspective, of the eighteenth century, likely to miss the needs for an enlightenment of an entire half of 
their population. 
 
Advocacy.     Not only were women, as consumers, proving to be a potentially powerful economic force, 
but advocates for the wider social and political presence of women were making themselves heard on 
behalf of their gender. John Stuart Mill, the brilliant parliamentarian and philosopher, fought for women, 
and in his writing argued for the substitution of ‘the rights of the person, ‘rather than of  ‘man.’ Olympe de 
Gouges, in her ironic’ drama, The Defence of the Rights of Woman, 1791, mocked the pretentions of 
‘man’ forever to prioritize his own rights. Mary Wollstonecraft (in 1792) published her Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman, in which she fiercely defended women’s powers of thought and imagination. And of 
course, if we move to the far end of the century, we come upon the burgeoning of the suffragist 
movement, which already in the 1890’s had its origins among figures like the two ‘proto feminists’ just 
mentioned.’ While the right to vote was conferred on women in Britain and Germany in 1918, it was not 
conferred on French female voters until after 1945, and then only if the candidate for suffrage was literate. 
 
Achievements in literature. Simply to respond to our earlier remarks on men, who dominated the 
western European literary scene, in the Early Modern Period, a note here on the prominence of some of 
the most effective female writers of the nineteenth century: (France) Mme. De Stael; Georges Sand:  
(England) George Eliot; Jane Austen; Charlotte and Emily Bronte; Mary Wollstonecraft; Mary Shelley.  
 
20TH CENTURY 
 
 Birth.   Despite the new century’s overwhelming prominence in war, international conflict, genocide; 
despite the amazing advances of twentieth century ‘mankind’ in plumbing the atmosphere and the atom; 
despite world-changing social experiments like Communism and renovation within the Catholic Church: 
despite these factors of secular change, the overall changes in twentieth century women’s lives, in at 
least the western corner of Europe, were of unique importance, given the central importance of ‘the lady 
who gives us birth.,’ and makes it all possible.  
 
Liberation.    It has been a cliche of the century, applicable here and there, and since WW II especially in 
Europe and North America, that women have become relatively ‘liberated .’ We are, after all, in the 
century in which, among educated women, European and American, the thinking of such freed and 
brilliant women as Simone de Beauvoir (The Second Sex, 1949) and Germaine Greer (The Female 
Eunuch, 1970 ) has seemed to point the way to a new and newly realized woman.  And this seeming 
achievement, clearly, was based on the emergence of a technologically upgraded domestic world, in 



which women (as well as their spouses) were freed from servitude to the sink, the laundry basket, and the 
soaking pail of baby’s diapers. 
 
The world.    Milestones of technical and social development have accompanied, and seemed to support 
, this new perspective: since WW II, especially, women have found themselves employed outside home, 
as participants in the visible productive world—not behind the curtains in the living room;  women have 
gained prominence in academia, medicine, and politics—Western European women rising to prominence 
in all these fields; environmental conditioning, for these dramatic advances, being provided by the 
introduction of the birth control pill (1960) and in many places the ready and sanitary availability of 
abortion, one more milestone of seeming advance, on which women have been able to rely, for the 
creation of independent lives. Western European women, thanks to the wars their men fought for them, 
have won the right to fight right beside Joe and Bill, to share the burden of defending the flag with your 
last breath.   
 
Discussion questions 
 
Does the childbearing role of woman limit the freedom she can ultimately enjoy, and which men enjoy by 
nature of their different biology? Do we see, in the twentieth century, attempts by women to minimize their 
biological limitations, by sharing with spouses, by insisting on paid leaves at their workplaces, by mental 
preparation for a fresh new postpartum life?  Is there an advocacy, in our time and in areas like western 
Europe, for stay at home moms, for the ‘old fashioned’ values, which are not long in the past but seem to 
have faded? 
 
The Biblical narrative of Adam and Eve gives Eve a bad rap. The snake is the temptress, but Eve is the 
one bites the apple, and the Christian tradition—to speak not of Islam or Judaism, who have their distinct 
but related traditions-- has never tired of shifting the blame for the Fall onto her. Does this thought 
inheritance underlies a basic conflict between woman and the Church? After all, wasn’t the Catholic 
Church a haven for women, in its earlier centuries? And aren’t the pews of your local church—no NOT 
mosque--largely filled by skirts and blouses?  
 
In L979 the UN published the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of discrimination against women. 
This is one of many conspicuous documents and proclamations which pepper our earwaves, as we try to 
adjust our western (thus ‘enlightened’) cultures to high standards of behavior toward the women In our 
lives, who after all constitute more than half of the globe’s population. Yet right here and now, in the 
corner of western Europe (and the U.S.), there is a loud outcry from women, bitterly resentful of their 
mistreatment by men. Are women increasingly victimized in our time, as members of society? Have such 
movements as Me Too a representative character? Or are they isolated voices expressing highly 
individualized pain? 
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