Virtue and Virtuality:

Gender in the Sdf-Representations of Queen Elizabeth |

Janel Mudler, University of Chicago

What | am presenting here are sdections from alonger sudy on the public sdf-representations of
Elizabeth Tudor, Queen Elizabeth | of England. These self-representations occur mostly in speeches
she ddivered to her (of course, al mae) Parliaments across forty-three years of her forty-five-year reign
from 1558 to 1603. Scholars have done quite alot of work on how court poets and dramatists and
pamphlet writers and preachers represented the Queen, even work on malicious gossip about her, but
proportionately little on how she represented hersalf.> In another medium, her portraits, scholars
typically assume that she dictated how she was presented.? This could be true, but curioudy thereis no
direct evidence, no contemporary testimony, that confirms this assumption.

So |, asascholar of English Renaissance and Reformation literature, am doing my part to rectify
the imbaance in the scholarship by attending to the Queen's sdlf- representations with a focus on the
factor of gender.® Quite specificaly, | hope to interest you in one dimension of these sdif-
representations where Elizabeth shows uncharacterigtic anxiety about her feminine gender. For the most
part, she has no anxiety in representing hersdf as being above and beyond the socia and biologica
mandates that her age attached to womanhood- -and we will trace the broad, steady outlines of her self-
clamed exceptiondism. But Hizabeth betrays gender anxiety at intermittent points in her reign when the
issueis the attribute of courage--whether awoman can possess courage and what it would mean for her
to do s0. However, an even more basic issue for Elizabeth was her feminine gender as sovereign of

England, and thiswill be the starting point for our consderations here.
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Elizabeth's" virtual gender™

In England, masculinity was a nearly unbroken norm for monarchy; until the mid-sixteenth century there
had been only the brief, precarious reign of Queen Matilda during a struggle over the crown in the
twelfth century.” It wasintrinsically problematic for Elizabeth that she was afemae sovereign.

However, there was dso an available judtification for awoman's rule within the prevailing belief in so-
cdled divine-right monarchy (God ordains specific personsto rule as his earthly representatives) and the
equaly prevailing belief in general and particular providence (God directs the courses of nations and of
individuas lives). In sixteenth-century political thought, awoman's rule was justified by appedsto
providence and divine right.> Another notion that undergirds Elizabeth's salf-understanding and seif-
representation is that of the sovereign'stwo bodies.® The sovereign, like everybody else, has abody
natural, marked for gender and for eventua mortdity. The sovereign aso has abody politic, which is
the inditution of monarchy and its attendant powers vested in the natural bodies of successve occupants
of the Englishthrone. Elizabeth's reign had been immediately preceded by her sster Mary's. Parliament
had passed an Act Concerning Regal Power in 1554 to dedl with the anomaly of awoman on the
English throne. Parliament declared that athough "the most ancient statutes of this relm being made by

Kingsthenreigning . . . only attribute and refer dl prerogative . . . unto the name of King," nevertheess

the law of thisrealm is and ever hath been and ought to be understood, that the kingly or rega
office of the redlm, and dl dignities, prerogative royd, power, preeminences, privileges,
authorities, and jurisdictions thereunto annexed, united, or belonging, being invested either in
mae or female, are and be and ought to be as fully, wholly, absolutdly, and entirely deemed,
judged, accepted, invested, and taken in the one as in the other; so that what and whensoever
datute or law doth limit and gppoint that the King of thisrealm may or shdl have, execute, and
do anything as King, . . . The same the Queen (being supreme Governess, possessor, and

inheritor to the imperia Crown of this redm as our said Sovereign Lady the Queen most justly
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presently is) may by the same authority and power likewise have, exercise, execute, . . . and do,

to al intents, congtructions, and purposes, without doubt, ambiguity, scruple, or question.”

This Act identicaly specifies the rights of alegitimate monarch of ether sex to authority and
power. But its conception of gender is not spelled out, as the historian Carole Levin has noted: "It may
mean that politicaly [a queen] isaman or that she isawoman who can take on maerights. She may
be both woman and man in one, both king and queen together, amale body poalitic in concept while a
femae body naturd in practice® The gender implications are uncertain. A sSimilar point holds for the
doctrines of divine right and providentialism that put a queen, by God's will, on the throne. What we get
isadefinite ascription of sovereignty paired with indefiniteness, unspecificity, regarding the enactment of
afemae monarch's gender. | cdl thisrather odd thought congtruct the "virtua gender” of Elizabeth I.
"Virtud" here dgnifiesthat she has full potentidity to perform feminine roles as awife and maother but
dsothat it isvdid for her, as sovereign, to leave these feminine roles unactuaized, concentrating insteed
on the office, qudities, and roles of amonarch.

| have found "virtua gender” to be a primary component of the rhetoric of Elizabeth's public
sdf-representations. In these speeches her salf-representations are repestedly cast in the form of a
stock-taking, a sdf-accounting.’ The self-accounting is structured as a set series of questions, clearly
implied if not dways explicitly posed. Typicdly the questions run in this fashion: Who was | before |
cameto rule? How have | cometo rule England? What qudities do | need to rule England well? When
(or if) I manifest these qudities, what kind of ruler am I? What is my relaion to my subjects, and theirs

to me?

Virgin Queenship in the making
Elizabeth develops one mgor line of answvers from her earliest Parliamentary speeches onward. Thisis
to argue that, as God put her on the throne, so he will see to the necessities and manner of her rule. She

explicitly turns back suggestions that she is obliged to marry and bear an heir to the throne or to
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designate alist of successorsto her throne--as her Parliaments of 1559, 1563, and 1566 so strongly
and repestedly urged her to do. In her view, her duty was to devote hersdlf entirely to wise, just,
moderate "care” (afavorite word of Elizabeth's) for the well-being of her people. Her gender, she
holds, isirrdevant to the question of her successful, peaceful rule. Again and again she casts herself and
her people in amutud reaionship--she bearsthem al her "goodwill” (increesingly caled her "love" her
"care") and they bear her their "sarvice' (increesingly dso cdled ther "love" their "care’). This
benevolent, affective bond iswhat Elizabeth seeks to establish as the norm of who she is as sovereign of
England, and how she and her subjects reate to each other. Thisis her grand refrain.

In the saven speeches of which portions or full accounts survive from 1558 to 1566, Elizabeth
condescends just once to address the issue of her aleged responsibilities asafemae. She doesso
because pressure on her to marry and bear children had reached a high point in the 1563 Parliament
when the Spesker of the House of Commons exhorted her on behdf of al the membersto show "most
gracious and motherly care’ for the redm. He, of course, means "motherly” in aliterd sense; thisis
clear from the context. Elizabeth, however, responds by turning motherhood into a powerful metaphor
for her palitica competence: "l assure you al that though after my desth you may have many stepdames,
yet you shall never have any amore mother, than | mean to be unto you all."*°

If Elizabeth shunts aside the socid and biologica imperatives that Parliament and her Privy
Council am to impaose on her, whet is the name for the kind of ruler sheis? It iseasy to see what her
own preferencesin nomenclature are. She most often styles hersdf "prince” and her rule or throne
"princdly" in what, at this period, sugtainsits gender-neutral senser the derivation of "prince’ from Latin
princeps, anoun of so-caled "common'--or indifferently masculine or feminine--gender.™* However,
her turbulent experiences of the Parliaments of 1559 to 1566--when she was between twenty-five and
thirty-four years of age--did not alow her to cmly merge her actual gender and actud datusin the
figure of virgin queenship. Anger and insecurity flare in these speeches, precisdy a points where
Elizabeth finds the men of Parliament preempting her actud status, her regd authority, by ingsting on the
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imperatives, as they conceive them, of her actua gender for her. To the extent that these men try to
compel her to wifehood and motherhood, they thresten her sovereignty.

In afragmentary draft of the opening of her speech of November 5, 1566, in her own
handwriting, Elizabeth scolds the Parliamentary delegation who have come "nigh atraitoroustrick” in
pressing her marriage like "bridleless colts' who "do not know their rider's hand, whom bit of kingly rein
did never snaffle yet," punning angrily on "rein” and "reign.™ In her fuller speech of the same day, she
exclams, "A grange thing that the foot should direct the head in so weighty a cause, which cause hath
been s0 diligently weighed by us, for thet it toucheth us far more than them.” She pursues her sense of
insult reaching nearly to injury: "Was| not born in the redm? Were my parents born in any foreign
country? Isthere any cause | should dienate mysalf from being careful over this country? Isnot my
kingdom here?’ But the degpest sense of infringement and insubordination registered in this speech
comes, shockingly, as Elizabeth'simagining of her own deposition. In projecting this unspeskable
outcome, she reverses her otherwise consistent practice in other speeches of this period by stressing the
gender specificity of her sdf-references: "Though | be awoman, yet | have as good a courage
answerable to my place as ever my father [King Henry VI11] had. 1 am your anointed queen. | will
never be by violence congtrained to do anything. |1 thank God | am indeed endowed with such qualities,
that if 1 were turned out of the relm in my petticoat, | were ableto live in any place of Christendom."*®

At this notable point, the speech of November 5, 1566 reved s the incompleteness and the
vulnerability of Elizabeth's public project to recede into virtual gender by rendering actua gender
irrelevant to her successful exercise of her prerogative. Under what is as yet only rhetorica compulsion
from her subjects, she is brought to acknowledge that love is not the only virtue of the heart that aruler
must manifest; courage is so necessary. Her imagined deposition scene sSingles out courage as the
virtue needed when confronting the limits or the forcible termination of one's sovereign authority.
Courage emerges as secular, political, and strategic; it is not atheologica source of empowerment. It

aso uniquely dicits gender anxiety from Elizabeth the queen.

© 2001 The University of Chicago...5



Mudler, Virtue and Virtuality

Sheis sure that the legitimacy of her rule conssts with her gender: "1 am your anointed queen.”
Sheisdso sure that the courage to assart her authority can consst with her feminine gender: "Though |
be awoman, yet | have as good a courage answerable to my place as ever my father had.” The gender
anxiety attaches to courage that might have to go beyond merely asserting her authority. If Elizabeth
fully possesses courage answerable to her place, then why the specter of being turned out of the redlm
in her petticoat, ableto livein any place of Chrisendom? This seems to be a scenario of usurpation and
exile, one spelling her political and military defeat or incgpacity. So in an immediate assartion of
capacity, she says. "'l am indeed endued with such qualities’--a seeming reference to her mastery of
severa European vernaculars as well as Latin and Greek. But her father had seen to her acquisition of
languages as potential accoutrements of statecraft, not of exile.™

So questions multiply in and around this passage. Could courage be afemininetrait of
Elizabeth's asamonarch, or isit avirile concomitant of the "violence' that she has forsworn as an aspect
of her policy--and perhaps could not practice effectudly anyway? Under the most perilous
circumstances, can a queen exercise sovereignty as successfully asaking? At thisjuncture the Virgin
Queen intimates but does not address these questions. Not until the Armada crisis two decades later
will she surmount the gender anxieties which she attaches to the question of maintaining her sovereign
authority under the imminent threet of physica violence to her person and office.

In her 1576 and 1585 speeches to Parliament, Elizabeth's lengthening record of dedicated rule
and her sense of God's specid guidance and protection yield representations of alofty, gender-neutra
identity for hersdf in her rdaions with other human beings. Only in relation to God will she actudize her
feminine gender, but then she does so for no literd, earthly purpose, rather, to assume arole that invests
her virginity with sacredness™ Like the Blessed Virgin Mary and a sdlect few other holy women of
Scripture, she styles herself God's "handmaid." These are the words of her March 15, 1576 speech at
the closing of Parliament:
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Asfor those rare and specid benefits which many years have followed and accompanied my
happy reign, | attribute them to God alone, the Prince of rule, and count myself no better than
Hishandmaid. . .. If | wereamilkmaid with apail on mine arm, whereby my private person
might be little set by, | would not forsake my single state to match myself with the greatest
monarch. . . . All these means of leagues, dliances and foreign strength | quite forsook, and
gave mysdlf to seek for truth without respect, reposing my assured stay in God's most mighty
grace with full assurance. Thus| began, thusdid | proceed, and thus | hopeto end. These
seventeen years and more, God hath both prospered and protected you with good success
under my direction. And | nothing doubt but the same maintaining hand will guide you ill and
bring you to the ripeness of perfection. . .. for your behoof there is no way o difficult that may
touch my private [sdlf], which | could not well content mysdlf to teke. And in thiscase as
willingly to spoil mysdlf quite of mysdf, asif | should put off my upper garment when it wearies
me, if the present state might not thereby be encumbered.*®

Here the Queen not only dlams virginity but reaffirms her unconditiona preferencefor it, Sating
in effect that her life would be no Cinderella story even if she were Cinderella. She evokesa
counterfactud image of a private femae sdlf, one sufficiently lowly to make life choices free of congtraint
because they are not seen to matter one way or the other:--"amilkmad with apal on mine arm,
whereby my private person might be little sst by." Even if she were the milkmaid that sheisnat,
Elizabeth would remain the Lord's handmaid.” But she has not finished her relationa sdif-accounting.
This Lord's handmaid is equally and utterly the servant of England'swell-being. In her words, "For your
behoof there is no way so difficult that may touch my private, which | could not well content myself to
teke. Andin this case aswillingly to spoil mysdlf quite of mysef, asif | should put off my upper garment
when it wearies me, if the present state might not thereby be encumbered.®®  For the good of England,
Elizabeth merges into the public wed any persona sdf she might have, and does so as matter- of-factly
as she would take off one of her heavily brocaded and jeweled gowns of state. Shein effect works an
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innovation in Tudor politica theory, producing the Queen's one body, the body poalitic, which has
subsumed dl else of her.™

This|ofty, above-the-fray perspective on her salf-representation dters sharply, however, in the
two 1586 speeches replying to the Parliamentary petition urging the execution of Mary, Queen of Scots,
who had been found guilty of capitd offenses againgt Elizabeth'slife and crown. (The ever more deadly
animosity between the two queens had an eighteen-year prior history. In 1568, after being forcibly
gected from her relm, Mary had sought poalitical asylum in England. Elizabeth'sinitidly well-disposed
reception turned into restrictive confinement as Mary plotted with English and Continental Catholicsin
an unending series of intriguesto put her on the throne of England.) Thefirgt of these speeches, which
survives in averson with corrections in Elizabeth's handwriting, devel ops a striking equivaence between
hersdf and Mary, Queen of Scots. Elizabeth has had to confront the fact "that one not different in sex,
of like estate and my near kin, should be falen into so grest acrime. . . . My life hath been full
dangeroudy sought, and death contrived.” Elizabeth has tried by secret communication to get Mary to
confess her wrongs and repent, just asif "we were but as two milkmaids with pails upon our arms, or
that there were no more dependency upon us, but mine own life were only in danger, and not the whole
edtate of your religion and well doings.” But Mary as queen has admitted to no more of a milkmaid's
private identity than Elizabeth did in 1576 or will do here. That hypothetical private congtruction proves
afalure and anilluson. Both Mary and Elizabeth are defined by their sovereign status, their politica and
religious opposition, and their mutualy exclusonary predicaments. it isthe onelife or the other. In
having to confront the present as, in effect, an ultimatum to her, Elizabeth in her first Parliamentary
speech of 1586 develops her second scenario of violent death which, like that of her expulson from her
kingdom in her 1566 speech, unfoldsin highly gender-specific terms:

Former remembrances, present fegling, and future expectation of evils, | say, have made me

think an evil is much the better the less while it endureth, and . . . taught me to bear with a better

mind these treasons than is common to my sex--yea, with a better heart, perhaps, thanisin
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somemen . . . | thus concelved: that had their purposes taken effect, | should not have found
the blow before | had fdt it, nor though my peril should have been great, my pain should have
been but smal and short. Wherein as| would be loath to die so bloody a death, so doubt | not

but God would have given me grace to be prepared for such a chance.™

Elizabeth and the cardinal palitical virtues

Thejudicid imperative of executing Mary, Queen of Scotsisthe first of two crisesthat compe Elizabeth
to articulate, with gender- specific attributes, her understanding of hersdf as meriting the throne of
England. Her earlier confident pronouncements on the virtudity of her gender, itsirrdlevance to virtuous
and successful rule as she understands it, do not suffice at such a perilousjuncture. In the copy of her
second speech in answer to the Parliamentary petition for Mary's execution, delivered November 24,
1586 and likewise bearing revisons in her own hand, Elizabeth returns to her earlier mode of sf-
accounting and pronounces on her philosophy of ethicad sovereignty for the firg timein her writing. She
gives her view of the qudities requiste to aruler--three out of the four she names are Plato's cardina

political virtues--and she aso specifies what she considersto be their linkages with gender:

| was not smply trained up, nor in my youth spent my time atogether idly, and yet when | came
to the crown, then entered | firgt into the school of experience: bethinking my sef of those things
that best fitted a king--justice, temper[ance], magnanimity, judgment--for | found it most
requisite that a prince should be endued with justice, that he should be adorned with
temperance, | conceived magnanimity to beseem aroya estate possessed by whatsoever sex,
and that it was necessary that such a person should be of judgment. . . . And for the two first
thismay | truly say: among my subjects | never knew a difference of person where right was
one, nor never to my knowledge preferred for fact what | thought not fit for worth. . . . For the
two latter | will not boadt. . . . But thisdare | boldly affirm: my verdict went ever with the truth

of my knowledge”
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Elizabeth had studied the Greek text of Plato with her tutor Roger Ascham.?? Here she aludes
to Book 4 of the Republic, where, at 427e, it is agreed that the State, if rightly founded, will be good in
the full sense of the word--that is, wise, courageous, temperate, and just--and where, at 441e-442¢,
wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice are specified as the attributes of the just man.”® Significantly,
Elizabeth omits courage from her otherwise Platonic quartet of the cardind political virtues. Inits place,
she says, she conceived "magnanimity to beseem aroya estate possessed by whatsoever sex.” Her
subgtitution seems to bespeak uncertainty whether "aroya estate possessed by whatsover sex” could
attain the virtue of courage. In fact, alook at etymologies that Elizabeth would have known shows that
the gender trouble attaching to Greek andreia, the term for "courage’ in these Republic passages, is
red. Itsroot meaning is manliness (from andros); its most constant classical association iswith a
fighting spirit on the battlefied, the Steadiness to risk death and kill, even though the word comes to
acquire amore generd meaning of "courage.” A Lain cognate, virtus (from vir, aman), posesasmilar
problem in equating "virtug" with "force'®* Evidently Elizabeth thought that sustaining her daim to be a
body fit to govern England would require her, afemae, to replace the Platonic cardinal political virtue of
courage with "magnanimity.”

Elizabeth's substitution is sufficiently drastic to have no Platonic source®  Aristotle defines
Greek megalopsychia (Latin magnanimitas) in the Nicomachean Ethics at 1123b 6-9. The sense of
this virtue is more literdly rendered in English as "great-spiritedness’ or "great- souledness.” Aridotle
praisesit as "the crowning beauty of the virtues," alofty pride and self-esteem that reach "mord nobility”
through concern for one's honor and dishonor.?® 1t testifies to the tenacious hold of gender difference on
even the independent and innovative mind of Elizabeth that the virtue she subgtitutes for the seemingly
non-gender-neutral courage aso proves to be non-gender-neutra in an important way. The feminine
sense of great-souled concern for one's honor is an impeccably respectable sexual reputation. The
measculine sense of great-souled concern for one's honor is unblemished public esteem. Elizabeth says

that she "conceived magnanimity to beseem aroya estate possessed by whatsoever sex.” Consstent
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with her earlier clamsto virtud gender, Elizabeth as sovereign could well have thought of herself as
being great-souled in both afeminine and amasculine sense. Perhaps, indeed, this dudly gendered
concern for honor as impeccable sexua reputation and unblemished public esteem iswhat she
fundamentaly means by virgin queenship.

It dso testifies to the resdua hold of conventiona gender roles on the mind of Elizabeth that, as
late as 1586, she can ascribe to amonarch of ether sex alofty pride and self-esteem focused chiefly on
honor and dishonor, yet cannot ascribe to a monarch of either sex courage understood as the shedding
of an enemy's blood in battle. This second speech of 1586 ends with Elizabeth's "answer answerless' to
the question whether she will proceed judicidly to Mary's beheading. She entreats the men of
Parliament: "Excuse my doubtfulness, and take in good part my answer answverless. wherein | atribute
not so much to my own judgment, but that | think . . . if 1 should say | would not do what you reques, it
might peradventure be more then | thought, and to say | would do it, might perhaps breed peril of that
you labor to preserve'--namdy, her own life and crown.*” In the gender-specific vocabulary to which
sheisforced at points of grestest threet to her persondly, Elizabeth may bein akingly seat or akingly
edtate, but she cannot say of hersdlf that sheisa"king" in the full Platonic sense of possessing the four
cardina political virtues. Courage demondtrated in the taking of an enemy'slife is not an atribute to
which she ever explicitly lays dam in the sdf-representations of her Parliamentary speeches.

"The heart and stomach of a king"

Elizabeth first unambiguoudy clams possesson of the virtue of courage in her speech to the English
troops at Tilbury camp on August 9, 1588, during the period of anxious uncertainty following the storm
racked dispersal of the Armada, the supposedly invincible expeditionary force of Spanish gdleons and
troops, that had failed in itsintended invason of England on July 27. This speech acknowledgesthe
political connection between Mary's execution and the sending of the Armada as an act of Catholic
vengeance on Elizabeth. This speech dso traces the mora connection between Platonic courage and

Arigotdian magnanimity:
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| am come among you & thistime. . ., being resolved in the midst and heat of the baitle to live
and die amongst you dl, to lay down for my God and for my kingdom and for my people mine
honor and my blood even in the dust. | know | have the body but of awesk and feeble
woman, but | have the heart and ssomach of aking, and of aking of England too. And take foul
scorn that Parma or any prince of Europe should dare to invade the borders of my redm: to the
which rather then any dishonor shal grow by me, | mysalf will venture my royd blood, | mysdif

will be your generd, judge, and rewarder of your virtuein the fid.”®

That she speaks and actsfor the firgt time in an overtly military context dters every eement that had
long been of defining importance in Elizabeth's sdf-representations. Her salf-expending care that has
doubly bound her to God and to her people no longer conforms to the modd of Chrigtlike sdf-sacrifice,
but is now that of awarrior risking both life and reputation to repel an enemy aggressor. Her

megal opsychia or magnanimity gppearsin her "foul scornthat . . . any prince of Europe should dare to
invade the borders of my redm.'® Her andreia or manliness of batle courage appearsin her resolve
"in the midst and heet of the battle to live and die. . . , to lay down . . . mine honor and my blood even
inthe dust.”

Mog sgnificantly, Elizabeth at Tilbury sets asde her former ingstence on the irrelevance of
gender to good and successful rule. She claims to possess, not a courage as answerable to her place as
ever her father had (the andogica formulation in her 1566 Parliamentary speech), but, in adirect self-
predication, the heart and ssomach of aking of England. The heart was both the seat of courage--hence
the English etymology by way of Anglo-French cor and corage--and the seet of royd identity,
commanding specid regard to where amonarch's heart was buried. The ssomach was the organ for
doing violent or distasteful deeds deemed necessary, like bloodshed in certain circumstances™ At
Tilbury Elizabeth's great- souledness becomes "stomach’ because of the crucid convergence, which she
registers, of her "heart” to produce courage. What might remain her understanding of the virtudity of
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her gender in along reign of peace--the irrdlevance of being awoman to her record as aruler--must
now, in the context of war and its different standards for a ruler's competency, take on an androgynous
character.®" At this point of supreme crisis Elizabeth must and does conflate femininity and masculinity
in the Queen's One Body, the body politic centered on her asits heart and head, as she acts as "generd,

judge, and rewarder of virtuesin the field.'®

King, queen, and prince

A find paradox involving virtue and virtudity waits in the wings, however. Once Elizabeth had
represented herself as the entity King-and-Queen and laid claim to the full Platonic quartet of politica
virtues, then and then only, it gppears, could the factor of gender become truly irrelevant--in the sense of
indifferent--to her representations of her sovereignty. Among the evidence of gender lability in
Elizabeth's |ate Parliamentary speeches, the celebrated "Golden Speech” of November 30, 1601 offers
the richest array of sdlf-references deployed according to a principle of indifferent access, as Elizabeth
gpesks of hersdlf now as aking, now as aqueen, now asaprince. She begins by acknowledging her
thankfulness, as"aloving king," to those members of Parliament who have informed her that various
appointees of hers have abused her trust and grants of privileges, yet have done so without in any way
impugning her prerogetive. "They doubt not," she says, "it is lawful for our kingly Sate to grant gifts of
sundry sorts of whom we make election, either for service done, or merit to be deserved, as being for a
king to make choice on whom to bestow benefits™ She then pursues her sdlf-accounting across afull

gpectrum of gender references:

Y ou must not beguile yoursaves nor wrong us to think that the glosing luster of a glittering glory
of aking'stitle may so extal us, that we think dl islawful what we list, not caring what we do. . .
. The vaunting boast of akingly name may deceive. . . such aprince as cares but for the dignity,
nor passes not how the reins be guided, so herule. . .. But you are cumbered (I dare assure)

with no such prince, but such a one as looks how to give account afore another tribunal seet
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than thisworld affords. . . . We think ourselves most fortunately born under such a star aswe
have been enabled by God's power to have saved you under our reign from foreign foes, from
tyrants rule, and from your own run; and do confess that we pass not so much to be a queen,
as to be a queen of such subjects, for whom (God is witness, without boast or vaunt) we would
willingly lose our life, ere see such to perish. . . . So greet ismy pridein reigning as she that

wisheth no longer to be than best and most would have me 0.

| have argued that the early Elizabeth inssted on the virtuality of her gender as the condition of
her sovereignty and the competence of her rule. She would not fulfill her responghility and authority
through the socid and biological roles of wife and mother, only through the metaphoric yet dynamic
roles of her country's mother and God's handmaid. She could amply configure her life and desth in
those terms, to which gender wasimmateria except asafoil to exalt divine providence and power. Yet
the prospect and the eventua necessity of shedding the blood of another queen, a kinsvoman, amortal
enemy, compounded with the Armadainvason to our alater Elizabeth to a new species of sdlf-
understanding and salf-representation in terms of the (Somewhat adapted) Platonic quartet of political
virtues. This sdf-undergtanding, in its key component, was dmost impossibly demanding when it
required of her the courage to take her enemy'slife. As her rhetorical formulations demondrate, such
courage could not remain virtually gendered or gender-neutrd for Elizabeth; she could only articulate
and clam it as "the heart and somach of aking."

The gender specificity hereis both complicated and clarified by the recognition thet it gppliesto
Elizabeth's body palitic, not to the natural body that her sovereignty had merged with it. Nevertheless,
her masculine courage appears to have been actua enough: she did execute Mary; she cameto resst
the invading Spanish & Tilbury; she did speedily try and execute the earl of Essex for his treasonous
armed uprisng againg her in 1601. What remains findly sgnificant, | think, about Elizabeth's
meanipulations of gender in her public sAif-representations is the creative pressure that the perils and
extremities of her experience during her long reign placed upon her. She would seek judtification for her
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sovereignty in every crucid register of her time and culture because she defined the measure of her rule
as omnicompetence. Having found such judtification, secular aswell as sacred, masculine as well as
feminine, the |ate Elizabeth could again be indifferent about the factor of gender in relation to her fitness
for her royd office.

But this late indifference, which permits her to range through awhole gamut of gender termsin
referring to hersdlf, is quite unlike the indifference voiced early in her reign, where dl she could do was
ingg that her sex would not disqudify her from ruling the realm with full dedication and the most loving
and mogt positive intentions. As documented mainly by her Parliamentary speeches, she quite self-
cognizantly derived her gendered identity from her royd office as she determined, over time, what its
conscientious exercise made her out to be--whether prince or queen, princess or king, but dways a
consummate sovereign of England's people. These determinations, moreover, are not merely
deterministic; Elizabeth's various titles for hersaf are readable traces of her political and persona
desires. We have, perhaps, been dow to recognize her achievement because we ordinarily track the
determinants of gender identity a more mundane cultura levels than the one she occupied. Elizabeth |
may be the first socid congtructivist of gender who is on record in her own words, as a principa agent

of her own public formation.

A version of thisarticle was delivered as a lecture on October 26, 1999 to the Washington, D.C.

chapter of the University of Chicago Alumni Club. Copyright 2001 The University of Chicago.
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rehearsing the dangers and deprivations of her imprisonment in Woodstock Castle by her sster, Queen
Mary, in 1554, John Foxe editoriaizes. "Thus this worthy lady, oppressed with continua sorrow, could
not be permitted to have recourse to any friends she had, but till in the hands of her enemies was |eft
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ed. Stephen Reed Cattley [London, 1837], 8:619; this narrative first gppeared in Foxe's 1570 edition).
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with the Edtate and Dignity royd; and he has not a Body naturd distinct and divided by itsdf from the
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