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This author's answer to her title's question is a play- 
on the name of the Boston Women's Health Collective’s 
ground-breaking guide, Our Bodies, Our Selves, which has 
undergone several editions since its appearance in the 
1970s. Time's apparent parody of the title of this book 
turns this feminist classic's vision of helping women 
reclaim control of their bodies and their health into a 
frivolous narcissism. Not only is Time’s more general 
association of feminism with self- indulgence disturbing, 
but also its apparent splitting of female identity from 
the body, a disassociation undercut by the Boston 
Collective's intentional coordination of the nouns 
"Bodies" and "Selves" in its title. This splitting is the 
result of the dominant culture's problematic linkage of 
women's subjectivity to their visible sexual difference, a 
reduction of female identity to corporeality also 
operating in the seventeenth-century American Puritanism's 
ideologies of selfhood that influenced the writers of this 
study. It is true that Time's inside article on "Girl 
Power" appears to problematize this self-division, 
documenting the rise of eating disorders and even quoting 
Joan Brumberg's popular new book. The Body Project. 
However, it contradicts this effort in its side-bar on the 
editorial page of its subsequent July 20 issue. Defending 
its baffling inclusion of television character Ally McBeal 
in its "hall of fame" of feminists, it quotes Ottawa's 
Nasir Islam's comment: "You asked, "'Is Feminism Dead?’
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The obvious answer is 'No, ' it has grown old, tired, and 
ugly. The new faces of feminism, exemplified by Ally 
McBeal and the Spice Girls, are certainly more attractive 
and in synch with today's times" (10).

This cover story raises important questions about 
American women's representations in culture that my 
dissertation also addresses. How does American culture 
represent women’s lives and historical struggles? How do 
such representations serve to reinforce the hegemony? How 
do women transform themselves from their status as silent 
objects, from their positioning so graphically suggested 
in the Time cover's line-up of the four faces? (Indeed, 
Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem were not even interviewed 
for the story. ) How do women reclaim the truths of their 
representation? How do they represent their bodies, the 
signs of their sexual difference and often the sources of 
their cultural objectification and embodiment?

The Time story calls attention to this historical 
conflict over the truth of woman's representation, a 
struggle reaching back to the trials of Anne Hutchinson in 
Massachuset ts in the 1630s, the first subject of this 
study. As I notice the absence of the voices of Steinem 
and Friedan in the Time article, I am also aware of the 
elision of Anne Hutchinson's voice in anthologies of 
American literature, noticeable even in the revisionist 
The Heath Anthology of American Literature; while it 
includes unflattering representations of Hutchinson from
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the journals of her prosecutor, John Winthrop, it omits 
her trial transcripts themselves, which preserve her own 
autobiographical voice and self-representation. Indeed, a 
more truthful representation of history to our students 
would publish the excerpts including Hutchinson’s voice 
alongside Winthrop's perceptions.

How do women reclaim their representation, whether in 
contemporary American culture or in Puritan religious 
traditions? This is one of the questions my study, "The 
Flesh and the Spirit: The Female Subject and the Body in
the Spiritual Autobiographies of Anne Hutchinson, Anne 
Bradstreet, and Mary Rowlandson," attempts to answer. They 
"talk back," as bell hooks replies (5), a figure of speech 
Sidonie Smith, in turn, borrows to explain the personal 
and socio-political function of women's autobiographical 
acts (20).

As my dissertation suggests, this history of American 
women's autobiographical "back talk" has its origins in 
Puritan genres . As Margo Culley observes in her 
introduction to her 1992 collection, American Women's 
Autobiography: Fea(s)ts of Memory, "the dominant tradition 
of American women's autobiography has roots in Puritan 
beliefs about the self and the Puritan practice of 
conversion narratives... even in periods when autobiography 
has become a thoroughly secular enterprise. ..." (10) . 
While these "roots,” as Culley intends to suggest, are the 
Puritan habits of introspection and preoccupation with the
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self, my dissertation goes a step further to uncover how 
even in its earliest forms, the Euro-Araerican women's 
life-writing tradition contains gendered narrative. I 
analyze how Puritan women engender the conversion genre, 
which most scholars have assumed to be gender-neutral. I 
go to the source of the difference informing women's
expressions: their sexual difference, signified in their
bodies. I consider how Puritanism linked women's
identities to their corporeality and how they negotiated 
this embodiment as they attempted to assert selves and 
spiritual authority in hegemonic religious discourses. As 
the recent Time article demonstrates, their self­
representations reflect the ongoing processes engaged in 
by American women throughout history and continuing up to 
the turn of this century: the struggle to reclaim the
truth of women's representation and to interrogate the 
cultural meanings ascribed to their bodies and identities.

With Mary Rowlandson's 1682 Indian captivity tale as 
its final and primary focus, this dissertation unfolds as 
follows. Chapter One, "Female Embodiment and 
Autobiographical Practice in the Seventeenth-century
Massachusetts Colony," relates Sidonie Smith's theoretical 
model of discourses of embodiment and women's 
autobiography to the authorships of Puritan women in mid- 
seventeenth-century Massachusetts. Chapter Two, "The Flesh 
and the Spirit: Puritan Autobiographical Conventions in
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Anne Hutchinson, Anne Bradstreet, and Mary Rowlandson, " 
introduces the conventions of the conversion tradition in 
which Anne Hutchinson, Anne Bradstreet, and Mary 
Rowlandson wrote as well as information on the historical 
realities of their lives. Chapter Three, "Renunciation or 
Reinscription: Anne Hutchinson's and Anne Bradstreet's
Representations of the Body," focuses on Hutchinson's and 
Bradstreet's autobiographical resistances to a specific 
kind of embodiment, the abjecting of the mother, a 
phenomenon in subjective experience illuminated by Julia 
Kristeva's psycholinguistic paradigm. Finally, Chapter 
Four, "Representing the Abject Body: Mary Rowlandson's
Destabilization of the Conversion Model" illustrates how 
Rowlandson’s figuring of herself as the embodied other 
serves as a subversive vehicle in her autobiographical 
practice.

6
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CHAPTER 1

FEMALE EMBODIMENT AND AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL PRACTICE IN 
THE SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY MASSACHUSETTS BAY COLONY

Despite its inclusion in a variety of bibliographies 
of American autobiography, few specialists in 
autobiography have placed and evaluated the 1682 captivity 
tale, "The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, together with 
the Faithfulness of His Promises Displayed; Being a 
Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 
Rowlandson, " within a life-writing tradition. While early 
Americanists have studied Rowlandson's treatment of the 
captivity and conversion genres from increasingly diverse 
critical perspectives, few scholars of life-writing have 
recognized her deserved importance as an autobiographer. 
Indeed, it is this text's hybrid mixture of conversion 
allegory and captivity tale--the very characteristic that 
appears to exclude it from the normative category of 
autobiography--that makes it a significant contribution to 
the Puritan self-writing tradition. Auspiciously, the 
current vitality of Rowlandson scholarship coincides with 
burgeoning critical activity on autobiography, especially 
on women's self-writing, allowing for a promising 
convergence of these two fields of study. Indeed, a 
critical re-vision of Rowlandson's tale through the lens 
of autobiographical theory reciprocally enriches both 
Rowlandson criticism and life-writing scholarship. What
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Rowlandson's text lends to criticism of self-writing is 
not only a diversification of the genre and the canon of 
American autobiography, but also more specifically, a 
testing, revising, and historicizing of feminist theories 
of what Domna Stanton calls the "female autograph" (15), 
especially those configuring the relationship of the
female subject to her body. Conversely, what
autobiographical scholarship contributes to Rowlandson 
studies is a re-examination of the Puritan concept of
"self” enacted in the narrative, together with its
relationship to gendered identity, and in turn, a
reconception of the place and the significance of the tale 
in the American literary canon.

Central to this critical re-casting of Rowlandson's 
text is an understanding of the definition of
"autobiography," a concept that in simplest terms, means 
"a retrospective account of a person's life told by the 
author herself," but whose meaning in the last forty years 
has changed in conjunction with the progression of
critical theory from historical, biographical, and
formalistic emphases to structuralist, poststructuralist, 
and deconstructionist approaches. In the early twentieth- 
century, scholars of Euro-American life-writing began to 
expand the definition of "autobiography" as they 
recuperated the genre from the subcategory of biography. 
Preoccupied with such issues as the truthfulness of the 
self-representation, which they assumed to be synonymous
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with biographical facticity, and with formal structure, 
these early critics trusted the authority of the author, 
the referentiality between author and narrator, and the 
determinacy of textual meaning. Since then, influenced by 
structuralist and post-structuralist theories, most 
contemporary critics maintain a skepticism about notions 
of narrative authority, referentiality, truth, meaning, 
and generic integrity. Less interested in the bios or life 
of the author than in the autos and graphe, they see the 
autobiographical act as an invention of a self, created by 
memory and imagination and composed, in part, from the 
discourses of identity available to the author during her 
historical period.1 It is these ideologies of identity that 
most feminist critics now take as their scholarly focus, 
investigating the v/ay in which autobiographers negotiate 
the fictions of male and female selfhood that construct 
them in their cultures and by which they perceive and 
write about themselves.2

Acknowledging that Rowlandson studies have developed 
along similar lines as autobiographical criticism, 
progressing from traditional, formalistic, and generic

For a history of autobiographical scholarship, see James 
Olney's "Autobiography and the Cultural Moment: A 
Thematic, Historical, and Bibliographical Introduction" in 
his Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, 3-27.

For a placement of feminist criticism within a history 
of autobiographical scholarship, see Sidonie Smith’s A 
Poetics of Women's Autobiography: Marginality and the 
Fictions of Self-Representation, 3-19.
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readings to post-structuralist and feminist ones, this 
project illuminates the autobiographical performance of 
Rowlandson's tale through a synthesis of insights from 
autobiographical, feminist, and to a lesser degree, post­
colonial theories. It argues that her narrative's 
significance derives not only from its recollection of an 
extraordinary lived experience, but more profoundly, from 
its appropriation, yet interrogation of the ideology of 
selfhood that governed the "design and truth" of 
seventeenth-century Puritan spiritual self-writings . 
Rowlandson's forced culture-crossing destabilizes her 
sense of personal and cultural identity and serves as a 
catalyst to her later authorship, by which she attempts to 
regain psychic and cultural integration; in turn, her 
narrative-crossing of the generic boundaries of conversion 
allegory and captivity narrative permits her to 
destabilize the model of selfhood on which the Puritan 
hegemony relied for the consolidation of control and the 
enforcement of cultural cohesion. Significantly, as 
Rowlandson symbolizes her captivity as the unregenerate 
soul's bondage to flesh--a formulaic trope in seventeenth- 
century New England conversion stories--she gives 
expression to the repressed body at the core of the 
Puritans' rationalist ideology of selfhood. Such an 
expression creates not only psychological, but also socio­
political and rhetorical ramifications: for her disclosure 
of the repressed body exposes the problem in Puritan
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ideology of what Sidonie Smith calls the "cultural 
embodiment" of women and people of color, caused by the 
privileged disembodied subject's projection of his denied 
feelings and bodily experiences onto sexual or racial 
"others” (Subjectivity 9) . In turn, her representation of 
the body dramatizes the problem of embodiment encumbering 
the woman autobiographer: her discursive problem of
forging a subjectivity within phallogocentric languages 
that position her as the silent unrepresentable object, or 
as feminist Luce Irigaray calls the "opaque matter 
which...does not know herself" (133). In particular, her 
foregrounding of the female body problematizes the 
dualization of body and soul in Puritan religious 
discourse, a polarity that impeded female self-writers' 
assertion of spiritual authority more than men's because 
of the biblical and cultural discourses that inscribed 
their identities with an essentialized nature.

Unfortunately, because autobiographical scholarship on 
Rowlandson's narrative has been scant, it has failed to 
develop this link between her captivity, female 
subjectivity, and contemporary feminist theories of the 
body. In The Tradition of Women's Autobiography: From
Antiquity to the Present (1986), the first feminist book- 
length study of women's life-writings, Estelle Jelinek 
recognizes Rowlandson's work as the first captivity tale 
written by a woman in the seventeenth-century and praises 
the author's narrative skill (65); yet her overall
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evaluation is marred by out-dated information and factual 
inaccuracy. For example, she assumes that Rowlandson's 
publication was posthumous, a myth dispelled by later 
scholarship, and she mistakenly describes Rowlandson, who, 
like many Puritan women of her class, was highly literate, 
as not very educated. Robert F. Sayre includes the 
entirety of the narrative in his collection, American 
Lives: An Anthology of Autobiographical Writing (1994),
but hardly distinguishes its significance from that of 
other captivity tales, which, he argues, functioned as 
discursive testing grounds for the definition of the 
nascent American identity (24) . Finally, in his brief, 
suggestive essay, "The Prehistory of American 
Autobiography" (1991), Daniel B. Shea, Jr. recovers 
Rowlandson from the generic bonds of the captivity genre 
and assigns her a place within an American women’s life- 
writing tradition, one that succeeds from the 
autobiographical fragment of Anne Hutchinson traceable in 
the records of her 1637-38 heresy trials. As Shea 
suggests, Hutchinson's doctrinal reliance on divine 
revelation empowers her with the "autonomous, self- 
authorizing voice" that is the "daring hypothesis" of "any 
autobiography" (35). He continues:

That voice was banished from Massachusetts Bay 
less for what it had said than for what it might 
be imagined to say. The interdicted 'I' of Anne 
Hutchinson was therefore prophetic of women 
whose autobiographical writing, having been 
driven or exiled to some margin or frontier,

1 2
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effects a rediscovery of the center of all 
autobiography. (35)

While Shea credits Hutchinson’s literary heirs with
relocating the origins of the autobiographical voice, he
also acknowledges their interrogation of culturally
constructed truths and their surpassing of generic
limitations. In contrast to men’s life writings of the
period, in which, he argues, the "'i■ is confident that it
speaks from the center of the real world,” he concludes:

... in the autobiographical succession from Anne 
Hutchinson, the 'I,’ finding itself set out at an 
apparent margin, disputes the given real and 
invents a text that acknowledges a journeying 
rather than a fixed center. (37)

Shea's topographic trope for these transgressive texts
evolves from not only the language of poststructuralism
but also the spatial metaphors with which contemporary
western feminist theories have evoked the cultural
positions of women wri ters and the ir di scurs ive
subjectivities. Although he refrains from developing a
full-fledged comparison of Hutchinson’s and Rowlandson's
narratives or specifically, of their different treatments
of the body and identity, his identification of Rowlandson
with this subversive matrilineal tradition opens up new
possibilities for reading her text and for appraising it
as the most important autobiographical expression by an
American woman in the seventeenth-century.

Such an evaluation of Rowlandson's work within a 
matrilineal tradition, however, cannot be done without the
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addition of her second literary predecessor, Anne 
Bradstreet, as a preliminary subject of this study. Shea’s 
omission of Bradstreet from his category of women who 
write autobiographically from the margins seems 
appropriate, for although Bradstreet voices rebellion 
against male domination in art and culture, most 
noticeably in her poems "The Prologue" and "In Honour of 
That High and Mighty Princess Queen Elizabeth of Happy 
Memory," she refrains from interrogating the Puritan 
ideology of selfhood, whose ”auto-machia, " or "war within 
the self” (Bercovitch 19), she dramatizes conventionally 
in her allegory, "The Flesh and the Spirit." Indeed, in 
his classic book-length study. Spiritual Autobiography in 
Early America, published twenty-three years before his 
"The Pre-history of American Autobiography, ” Shea treats 
Bradstreet's prose address, "To My Dear Children" (1656), 
as a traditional Puritan autobiography, which he defines 
as an argument proving divine favoritism in the author's 
life, although he qualifies that her narrative lacks the 
comfortable balance between spiritual despondency and 
faith achieved in similar works (117). While Bradstreet's 
prose piece does not appear to deviate from the 
ontological and theological "fixed center" of Puritan 
conversion, it explores with similar interest as the 
"journeying" texts of Rowlandson and Hutchinson, the 
relationship between the interlocking constituents of the 
Puritan self--the body and the soul. While the body is

1 4
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depicted as the battleground for the soul's struggle for 
salvation in most Puritan writings regardless of the 
authors' genders, the ideology of the universal subject 
challenged the autobiographical projects of Bradstreet, 
Hutchinson, and Rowlandson more than those of men because 
of its implication in the embodiment of women’s identities 
by religious and socio-political languages that link their 
minds, natures and social roles to their bodies, in short, 
to biological essentialism. These "discourses of 
embodiment" enable a patriarchy, in this case, the Puritan 
theocracy, to naturalize the upper-class white male as the 
universal subject by projecting its denied feelings, 
sensations, and desires onto women and people of color, 
whom it consequently positions as "others" in a binary 
opposition (Smith Subjectivity 10).

Read in juxtaposition, Bradstreet's 1656 "To My Dear 
Children," Hutchinson's 1637-38 trial transcripts, and 
Rowlandson’s 1682 "The Sovereignty and Goodness of God" 
reveal a progression in these autobiographers' attempts to 
deflect the alterity imposed on them by Puritan discourses 
of embodiment and to claim the authority of the subject. 
Their self-constructions are affected by the challenge 
facing the woman writer, as described most notably by 
contemporary French feminists, especially Luce Irigaray 
and Helene Cixous: that by attempting to resemble the
privileged subject, the woman writer may deny her body, 
consequently disassociating herself from its potential
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empowerment, and perpetuate rather than interrogate the 
binary ideologies that encumber her; or she may inscribe, 
rather than erase, her body, disempowering
the cultural essentialism that embodies her by reclaiming 
it in her own language.3

This classic feminist configuration of the female 
subject has provided a basis for the theories of many 
scholars of women's autobiography as they delineate a 
women's life-writing tradition, critical models that 
contribute to an understanding of the relationship of
identity to body in the self-writings of Bradstreet,
Hutchinson, and Rowlandson.

Critic Domna Stanton, although she does not focus 
exclusively on the representation of the body, extends 
French literary theory's observations about the female 
subject to what she refers to as the "female autograph" in 
women's life-writing. Shifting the question posed .by 
earlier feminist scholars from "How is the female
autograph different from the male?" to "I_s it different?" 
Stanton, wary of reinforcing essentialist notions of
gender, proposes that any perceived distinction between 
the male and female "signature" results from the influence 
of cultural norms and the status of the female subject as 
object and other in the phallogocentric system (15).

3
For summaries of Cixous's and Irigaray's theories, see 
Toril Moi's Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary 
Theory, 102-121; 127-147.
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Although she similarly does not emphasize the 
inscription of the body in A Poetics of Women's
Autobiography: Marqinality and the Fictions of Self-
Representation (1987), Sidonie Smith develops Stanton's 
application of French critical theory while at the same 
time historicising the female subject by defining it as a 
textual construct of the prevailing discourses--religious, 
political, philosophical--of a particular historical 
moment. Especially influenced by Jacques Lacan's
psycholinguistic paradigm of the subject's passage from 
the pre-Oedipal Imaginary Stage to the Symbolic Order of 
language, Smith argues that composing an autobiography is 
"an assertion of arrival and embeddedness in the phallic 
order" (40) and that to avoid woman's signification as 
absence, lack, and negativity in phallogocentric language, 
the female life-writer must "negotiate a doubled
identification with paternal and maternal narratives" 
(42). This negotiation engages her in a rhetorical double­
bind similar to that of the female subject described by 
the French feminists. While the paternal identification 
permits the woman to adopt the posture of the
representative man and so to present herself as an 
authoritative, autonomous subject within the androcentric 
tradition of public achievement, it requires her erasure 
of her sexual difference and consequently, her denial of 
her maternal heritage, which perpetuates the "political, 
social, and textual disempowerment of mothers and

1 7
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daughters" (53) . On the other hand, her rhetorical 
alignment with the mother permits her to construct herself 
as a representative woman through her projection of the 
culturally-defined feminine characteristics of virtue, 
self-effacement, and passivity and to return to the 
maternal origin where she may discover alternative 
languages, associated with the pre-symbolic realm, that 
subvert phallogocentrism and inaugurate a woman-centered 
discourse (59). The disadvantages of her conformity to the 
ideal of the representative woman are that she may appear 
undeserving of a readership--unless her relation to 
powerful political or spiritual foremothers proves her 
worthy of public attention--and that she may erase her 
sexuality (55 ) .

Sidonie Smith, shifting her emphasis from the 
discursive strategies of women's self-representations to 
their socio-political implications, takes as her exclusive 
focus in her 1993 Subjectivity, Identity, and the Body: 
Women's Autobiographical Practices in the Twentieth 
Century the relationship between the female self and 
cultural inscriptions of the body, with specific attention 
to Euro-American women's use of autobiography to 
destabilize the Western ideology of the universal subject. 
Because Smith's notion of the universal subject serves to 
explain the function of the Puritan model of selfhood, her 
analysis of its dynamics and its effects, through her 
synthesis of feminist theories and histories of

18
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philosophy, provides a useful tool for understanding the 
rhetorical challenges faced by Bradstreet, Hutchinson and 
Rowlandson. As Smith argues, in western ideologies of 
selfhood, the upper-class white male subject, in order to 
maintain his position as the universal human and to 
consolidate his authority, ascribes to women and "racial 
others" essentialized identities. Similar to the Cartesian 
ego, this universal subject subordinates emotion, desire, 
and the experience of the body to rationality, a 
suppression that is never complete and that often is 
transformed into the subject's projections of these 
feelings onto women and marginalized peoples. As a result 
of his "banishment of the body and its desires to the 
borders of consciousness," this subject makes those who 
are culturally labeled as "other" more fully body, that is 
abject, colorful, exotic, unruly, irrational, uncivilized, 
even grotesque (9). Among the historical consequences on 
women of this psychological mechanism of projection-- 
apparent in mid-seventeenth-century Massachusetts--are the 
yoking of their subjectivities to their anatomy, 
compelling them to surrender their individuality and 
agency to the social roles of daughter, wife, and mother 
that accompany their presumed biological destinies (12). 
Other effects of discourses of embodiment, which Smith 
especially attributes to the nineteenth century, include 
the sexualization of women’s souls and the embodiment of 
their minds to the extent that women who used their

1 9
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intellects were considered unwomanly, if not disruptive 
and grotesque. This embodiment of women's reason, also 
prominent in mid-seventeenth-century Massachusetts, 
contaminated their relationship to speech and writing. 
Identified with the malediction of Eve, women's speech was 
prohibited in public places through the late nineteenth 
century, and their access to discourses was confined to 
those that underwrote the cultural script of feminine 
propriety, such as the languages of piety and sentiment 
(16). As Smith concludes, discourses of embodiment 
influence women to repress the body, denying their desires 
and individuality, to assume "encumbering identities in 
service to family, community, and country," and to reverse 
their negative identification with the body through 
selflessness and propriety (16) . Women who transgress 
these expectations of the "body politic" by activating 
their own desires and independence become "cultural 
grotesques"; for they represent the repressed body, which 
returns from the margins and then "threatens to disrupt 
the ... places of consciousness and power" (16) .

Smith's observations about women's negotiations of 
rhetorical identifications and cultural inscriptions of 
the body, together with Stanton's speculations about the 
female autograph, help raise questions about the 
historical realities shaping the compositions of 
Bradstreet, Hutchinson, and Rowlandson in the mid- 
seventeenth-century Massachusetts Bay Colony. The first
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question is what are the similarities and differences 
between Smith's notion of the universal subject and the 
rationalist model of the personality at the basis of the 
Puritan conversion process? Did Puritan women employ the 
conversion model differently from men? (In other words, is 
there a female autograph inscribed in Puritan religious 
writings?) To what extent were Puritan women's identities, 
souls, and minds embodied by Puritan religious discourses, 
and how did their autobiographical acts constitute 
subjectivities that countered these limiting ideologies of 
selfhood? Finally, to what extent does the Puritan 
construction of gender conform to the binary genderic 
system that Smith's theories assume, how does this 
construction affect the language of grace by which Puritan 
men and women evoked their conversion experiences, and how 
do women use this language differently from men in order 
to forge their subjectivities?

Since it served to ensure religious and civic 
solidarity in the fledgling colony, the Puritan 
conversion's concept of self functioned hegemonically, 
like Smith's notion of the universal subject, to 
consolidate the authority of the patriarchal theocracy. As 
Sacvan Bercovitch explains in The Puritan Origins of the 
American Self, unlike the later Enlightenment's 
valorization of an autonomous, transcendent identity, the 
Puritan attitude perceived selfhood as "a state to be 
overcome [or even] obliterated" (13). Although the
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