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In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

10 4 MINNES OTA REVIEW S HEILA DELANEY S EXUAL ECONOMICS , CHAUCER'S  WIFE OF BATH, AND THE BOOK OF
MARG ERY KEMPE Fe w individuals  in the  Middle  Ag e s  occupy our atte ntion as  commanding ly as  two wome n—
one  fictional, one  re al—from the  de cline  of that e ra. One  is  Chauce r's  Dame  Alice , the  Wife  of Bath; the  othe r
is  Marg e ry Ke mpe , the  fi e e nth ce ntury g e ntle woman from Lynn, author of the  firs t autobiog raphy in Eng lis h.
Both wome n we re  curious ly "mode m," inas much as  both we re  of the  middle  clas s ; both trave Ue d
e xte ns ive ly in Europe  and the  Middle  Eas t; both we re  of an inde pe nde nt and robus t nature ; both pre fe rre d
the  autobiog raphical mode ; and both we re  de e ply conce rne d with s e xuality, thoug h from di e re nt
pe rs pe ctive s : the  one  to  e njoy, the  othe r to  re nounce . Chauce r's  portrayal of the  Wife  of Bath s hows  an
acute  aware ne s s  of what I am he re  calling  "s e xual e conomics "-the  ps ycholog ical e e cts  of e conomic
ne ce s s ity, s pe cifically upon s e xual more s . The  Wife  of Bath be long s  to  the  pe tite  bourg e ois ie ; s he  is  a
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s mall-time  e ntre pre ne ur in the  te xtUe  trade  which, alre ady by the  thirte e nth ce ntury, had come  to  dominate
the  Eng lis h e conomy and its  inte rnational trade . From he r s uburb of S t. Michae l's -juxtaBathon , Dame  Alice  is
in no pos ition to  rival the  g re at te xtile  mag nate s  of he r time ; s he  re mains  a middle -s iz e d fis h in a s mall pond,
thoug h, as  Chauce r re marks  with s ome  irony, Of clooth-makyng  s he  hadde  s wich an haunt, S he  pas s e d me n
of Ypre s  and of G aunt. (G P 447-448)· The  the me  that Chauce r de ve lops  in Dame  Alice 's  re ve lation of he r
marital his tory is  that he r s e xuality is  as  capitalis tic  as  he r trade . For he r, G od's  commandme nt "to  we xe  and
multiplye " (III D, 28) be ars  fruit not in childre n but in profit: marriag e  s e ttle me nts  and land inhe ritance s  from
he r hus bands , tog e the r with e ve rything  s he  can wring  from the m by nag g ing  and manipulation . The  old
imag e  of copulation as  the  marriag e  de bt Alice  wre nche s  round to  he r own point of vie w by as s e rting  that
he r hus band mus t be  "bothe  my de ttour and my thral" (155), adding  the  notion of an e xploitive  s ocial
re lations hip . S he  g oe s  on to  claim the  profit motive  as  the  bas is  for marital harmone y : But s ith I hadde  he m
hooly in myn hond, And s ith the y hadde  me  ye ve n al hir lond, What s holde  I take n ke e p he m for to  ple s e , But it
we re  for my profit and myn e s e ?  (211-214) DELANEY 10 5 The  cynical conclus ion to  which Alice 's  e xpe rie nce
le ads  is  als o  phras e d in the  imag e ry of comme rce : Wynne  whos e  may, for al is  for to  s e lle ; With e mpty hand
me n may none  hauke s  lure . For wynnyng  wolde  I al his  lus t e ndure , And make  me  a fe yne d appé tit. (414-417)
He r s trate g y in marriag e  is  bas e d on the  e conomic principle  of s upply and de mand : Forbe de  us  thyng , and
that de s ire n we ; Pre e s s e  on us  fas te , and thanne  wol we  fie . With daung e r oute  we  al oure  cha are ; G re e t
pre e s  at marke t make th de e r ware , And to  g re e t che e p is  holde  at lite l prys : This  knowe th e ve ry womman
that is  wys . (519 -524) Thus  the  Wife  of Bath has  thoroug hly inte rnaliz e d the  e conomic function of the
bourg e ois ie  in re ducing  quinte s s e ntially human activity—love  and the  marriag e  re lation—to comme rcial
e nte rpris e . S he  unde rs tands  that as  a woman s he  is  both me rchant and commodity: he r youth and be auty
the  initial capital inve s tme nt, and he r ag e —the  de pre ciation of the  commodity—a condition ag ains t which
s he  mus t accumulate  profit as  rapidly and the re fore  as  e xploitive ly as  pos s ible . In e valuating  the  Wife  of
Bath, howe ve r, we  mus t als o  re cog niz e  the  de g re e  to  which s uch inte rnaliz ation of capitalis t me thod is  a
de fe ns ive  s trate g y ag ains t the  s pe cial oppre s s ion of wome n in a s ocie ty whos e  s e x and marriag e  more s
we re  thoroug hly inhumane . That is , Alice  can inhe rit land and e ng ag e  in bus ine s s , but s he  can e xe rcis e  no
control ove r the  dis pos ition of he r body. He r firs t marriag e  to  a rich but impote nt old dotard took place
whe n s he  was  twe lve : not Alice  but he r pare nts  or g uardians  would have  inve s te d this  choice  pie ce  of s e xual
capital for the  s ake  of s ocial s tanding  and a profitable  s e ttle me nt —jus t as  we  s e e ...
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