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IHTRODÖCTIOH 

Joseph Swetnam's The Aralgnment of Lewd, Idle? Froward, and Unconstant Women, 
which came out In 1615, has had a busy publishing history. There are thirteen 
surviving seventeenth-century editions of this attack on women, another five 
extant editions in the f i r s t half of the eighteenth century, followed by an 
antiquarian reprint of the f i r s t edition in 1807. The Aralgnment of Women was 
also t r ans l a t ed in to Dutch by the Leyden p r i n t e r and booksel ler Willem 
Chr is t iaens van der Boxe as thé Recht-banck tegen de Luye, Korzellghe, en 
Wispeltuyrige Vrouwen in 1641. There are four surviving ed i t ions of the 
Recht-banck in the seventeenth century, and two fur ther ear ly e igh teen th-
century editions s t i l l extant. 

The number of r e p r i n t s of The Aralgnment of Women points to i t s s teady 
popula r i ty . Two years a f te r I t s f i r s t publ ica t ion In 1615 ( r e p r i n t s had 
followed in 1615 and 1616), the popularity of The Aralgnment of Women with 
the 'vulgar ignorant' was the ostensible reason for the appearance of three 
responses, Rachel Speght's A Моигеіі for Melastomus, Ester Sowernam's Ester 
hath hang'd Нашап, and Constantia Munda's The Worming of â  mad Dogge, 
probably published before May 1617. All three respondents discuss Swetnam's 
manifest ignorance. The responses reveal that Swetnam's adversar ies were 
b e t t e r educated than the author of t h i s popular a t t a c k on women. Another 
response to The Aralgnment of Women, which also incorporates references to 
the three responses, was the play Swetnam, the Woman-hater, Arraigned by 
Women, performed at the Red Bull Theatre between 1617 and March 1619. The Red 
Bull was a popular t h e a t r e , patronised l a r g e l y by the 'man in the s t r e e t ' . 
The play was published in 1620, the year in which another woman controversy, 
the Hie Muller - Haec Vir controversy, appeared. 

None of the responses to The Aralgnment of Women were repr inted in the 
early seventeenth century, although Ester Sowernam's Ester hath hang'd Haman 
was re- issued together with The Aralgnment of Women in the a n t i q u a r i a n 
r e p r i n t of 1807. A modern c r i t i c a l e d i t i o n of the three responses in the 
Swetnam controversy has been provided by S. Shepherd in The Women's Sharp 
Revenge : Five Women's Pamphlets from the Renaissance (1985). The play 
Swetnam, the Woman-hater, Arraigned by Women was edited by A.B. Grosart In 
1880, by J.S. Farmer for the Tudor Facsimile Texts in 1914, and in more 
recent years by C. Crandall in 1969. The Aralgnment of Women i t se l f appeared 
in a modernised and abridged version in Half Humankind; Texts and Contexts of 
the Controversy about Women, edited by K.U. Henderson and B.F. McManus 
(1985). 

A number of studies in recent and less recent years have paid attention to 
The Aralgnment of Women from a s o c i o - c u l t u r a l or l i t e r a r y - c u l t u r a l angle. 
L.B. Wright in Middle-Clasa Culture in Elizabethan England (1935) sees 
Swetnam as a middle-class author who ' h i t upon the grievances that the 
average c i t i z e n , e s p e c i a l l y among the P u r i t a n s , regarded as the b e s e t t i n g 
s ins of woman' (pp.487-8). L. Stone in The Family, Sex and Marriage In 
England 1500-1800 (1977) bel ieves that the popularity of The Aralgnment of 
Women ref lects popular at t i tudes towards women (p.197), and discusses these 
popular at t i tudes towards women in the context of the subordinate position of 
wives to their husbands. L. Woodbridge, in Women and the English Renaissance. 
L i t e r a t u r e and the Nature of Womankind 1540-1620 (1984), discusses The 
Aralgnment of Women and the ensuing Swetnam controversy from the perspective 
of what she cal ls the formal l i terary controversy about women, which included 
both attacks on and defences of women, and which had a number of features in 
common. She does not believe that attacks and defences can be read as more 
or less straightforward reflections of actual a t t i tudes towards women (p.5), 
but sees both The Aralgnment of Women and the responses i t provoked in terms 



of a l i te rary game, with Joseph Swetnam as the rather perfunctory in i t i a tor . 
If popular a t t i tudes towards women reverberated in The Aralgnment of Women 

to such an extent that i t made Swetnam's attack on women immediately popular, 
as Wright and Stone seem to suggest, then the play Swetnam, the Woman-hater, 
Arraigned by Women presenta a problem. In this play Swetnam i s presented to 
the audience as a comic charac ter (see chapter 2.2.3 of the present study). 
The very exis tence of the play and i t s apparent success suggests that the 
audience of the Red Bull Theatre (and, since the play on var ious occasions 
draws on The Aralgnment of Women almost verbatim, probably also the readers 
of Swetnam's attack on women) cannot have taken the popular stereotypes about 
women too seriously. Another reader of The Aralgnment of Women, the Leyden 
p r in t e r and booksel ler Willem Chr is t iaens van der Boxe, a lso s t ressed the 
entertainment value of his translated Recht-banck when he advertised Swetnam 
as a 'clucht-hoofdigen Foot' ['a farcical poet1]. 

Woodbridge approaches The Aralgnment of Women and the controversy from 
another angle when she describee Swetnam and his opponents as participants in 
a l i te rary game. She s ta tes that Swetnam 'neither respects nor understands 
the genre' (p.87), and argues that h i s adversar ies mainly take him to task 
for h is Incompetent ro le in the l i t e r a r y b a t t l e . Although Woodbridge 
fruitfully explores this point of view in Women and the English Renaissance, 
she would seem to interpret part icularly Speght's response too uniformly in 
the context of the formal controversy (see chapter 3.2.3), while her 
contention - that Swetnam's adversaries respond l a rge ly from an outraged 
sense of propriety concerning the rules of the formal controversy - seems to 
overemphasize the allegedly l i t e ra ry context of the Swetnam controversy. I t 
would seem that the discrepancy in the social and cultural statue of Joseph 
Swetnam and his adversaries is the real issue in the Swetnam controversy. A 
study of the sources of The Aralgnment of Women (see chapter 2.2.1) shows 
that Swetnam as an author most probably, and in some cases demonstrably, 
r e l i ed on books express ly designed to ca ter for the formally uneducated 
reading public. The adversaries also refer, with greater or lesser degrees of 
contempt, to the 'vulgar ignorant', who appear to be buying up The Aralgnment 
of Women with great enthusiasm - that the i r approval was probably not as 
unqualified as Rachel Speght, Ester Sowernam and Constantia Munda allege is 
perhaps evident , as has already been s t a t ed , from the por t rayal of Joseph 
Swetnam in the play Swetnam, the Woman-hater. Arraigned by Women. 

I t seems that The Aralgnment of Women should be classed in the diffuse 
category of popular reading rather than in that of the woman controversy. I t 
i s impossible to gauge the intentions of i t s rather anonymous author, both 
because of the absence of biographical informat ion, and because of the 
general nature of t h i s a t t ack on women. There i s no i n t e r n a l evidence to 
suggest any spec i f ic convic t ion , and The Aralgnment of Women, although 
clearly product of i t s time, possesses a certain timelessness which enabled 
i t to be repr in ted without major a l t e r a t i o n s throughout the seventeenth 
century. Apart from the i n i t i a l controversy of 1617, which mainly revolves 
around the con t rad ic t ions inherent in The Aralgnment of Women, and the 
ignorance of i t s author, the text drew no further polemic responses, but was 
reprinted by i t s successive publishers along with other works designed for 
the popular market. 

Woodbridge (p.82) also argues that 'The main sa les booster {for The 
Aralgnment of Women] must have been i t s very notoriety: i t was answered by 
three direct rebut tals , one indirect rebuttal [see chapter 3.1], and a play'. 
I t i s , however, arguable (see chapter 3) tha t the controversy and The 
Aralgnment of Women were d i rec ted at d i f fe ren t ends of the book market. A 
study of the publishers involved in the production of The Aralgnment of Women 
(see chapter 4.2) shows tha t on the whole they catered for the popular book 


