Performing Hierarchies: 

Language and Gender in Italian Verbal Art.

“Women” is a discursively constructed category that exists inside social relationships. This becomes evident when we focus our inquiry on the construction of hierarchies among women in the context of the family. Women may uphold or oppose ideas of gender and gender roles in a strategic way, to obtain or maintain power. This paper draws on research on the performance of the Contrasto, a form of Italian verbal duel. In those Contrasti which require the performers to do “being a woman,” the artists manipulate ideological portraits of “femininity,” subverting them and thus negotiating “appropriate” female behavior. In performance, language is used to articulate power hierarchies among women. The characters represented are always “women-in-relation-to” somebody or something, or “women” as defined by particular kinds of kinship roles; these relationships in turn engender a standing in terms of social power. 

INTRODUCTION

Studies on the construction of hierarchies among women have shown that women may uphold or oppose ideas of gender and gender roles in a strategic way, to obtain or maintain power. Powerful women are at times more interested in the reinforcement of traditional gender roles -- to impose them on less powerful women --than in their destabilization. For example, studies on the colonial enterprise reveal that European women contributed to the construction of patriarchal social hierarchies (Chaudhuri & Strobel, 1992; Carby, 1997).
 Therefore it is error to believe that powerful women have the same interests and agendas as less powerful women. 

In our paper we explore how poets represent these different agendas in verbal art performances, and connect them, again in performance, to the upholding, negotiating and contesting of hierarchies among women in the Tuscan family. This leads us to examine the connection between gender and kinship as they are both “concerned with understanding the rights and duties that order relations between people defined by difference”(Collier & Yanagisako, 1987).
 In our analysis of the Tuscan Contrasto verbal duels,
 we focus on those performances in which female characters are represented. First, we show how poets articulate their (female) characters’ agendas, and we address the co-construction of kinship and gender in these dialogues. Next, we demonstrate how characters use “powerful speech” to articulate power hierarchies among women in the family. The artists, through their characters, manipulate language and ideologies of gender to assert dominance.
 Finally, we discuss the emergence of several images and discourses of womanhood in these performances. We argue that these images show the complexity of the imagination of gender categories. Our question is, in Dolores D’Argemir’s words, “how discourses regarding gender are linked to forms of hierarchy and power that transcend sexual difference” (1994, p. 221). The Contrasto represents contradictory views of social realities, including gender realities. Given its dialogical and oppositional structure, the Contrasto is a privileged place to observe the production of hierarchy. 

It is important to notice that the poets’ representation of gender is a meta-representation; they construct portraits of “womanhood” based on cultural types and stereotypes. They perform gender on two levels. First, they perform gender in their presentation of themselves as either male or female. Second, they adopt gendered images in the presentation of their characters. In this article we analyze the second level of performance,
 in which poets strategically invoke alternative discourses regarding womanhood. This second layer of doing being female/male is metacommunicative in that the poets openly state their goal of representing genders and index culturally available portraits of manhood/womanhood. In the Contrasto, performers and audience are cognizant of the fact that images of gender are represented on stage. To refer to Ochs’ distinction between  indirect and direct indexing of gender (Ochs, 1992, pp. 338 - 339), we could say that gender is indexed referentially from the beginning.
 The metacommunicative nature of these images points to their ideological nature. We use the term “ideology” to refer to sets of shared beliefs connected to positions of power.
 To paraphrase Rumsey (1990, p. 346), we understand gender ideologies as shared bodies of common sense notions about the nature of womanhood in the world. Since we are looking at ideological constructions,
 we make no claim that these representations portray how Tuscan women “are” or “are seen” by themselves and others. The portraits presented here are instead recontextualized traditional models. They are not necessarily perceived as “true” or as representative of the “true nature” of women by the audience or by the artists.
In the past decade, feminist scholars have questioned the existence of “women” as ontological beings. Chandra Mohanty, for example, notes that it is problematic to assume the existence of “women as an already constituted, coherent group with identical interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic or racial location, or contradictions ... The problem with this analytic strategy ... is that it assumes men and women are already constituted as sexual-political objects prior to their entry into the arena of social relations” (1997, pp. 258-261). Judith Butler’s insight is important here, as she reflects on this constitution of gender categories and understands gender as repeated action.
 She terms this process a “reformulation of bodies” (1993, p. 3), and delineates how sexual/gendered beings are created through performance within a rubric of cultural norms. Butler writes: “gender is an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition of acts” (1990, p. 140; emphasis in original). In her analysis of drag, she concludes that “hegemonic heterosexuality is itself a constant and repeated effort to imitate its own idealizations. ... Drag is subversive to the extent that it reflects on the imitative structure by which hegemonic gender is itself produced and disputes heterosexuality’s claim on naturalness and originality” (Butler, 1997, p. 384). Similarly, the Contrasto's presentation of multiple portraits of womanhood invites the reevaluation of any claim for the existence of “real” womanhood. The poets exploit discourses available in the society, discourses that are often part of the culturally shared ideologies regarding gender and womanhood and gender roles and behaviors. They focus these discourses in the octets and present them back to the audience as part of the reflexive work of performance (see Kapchan, 1995; Briggs 1988).

Not only is the category of gender socially constructed, but individuals create their own gender assignation on an ongoing basis. West and Zimmerman (1991) define gender as, “the activity of managing situated conduct in light of normative conceptions of attitudes and activities appropriate for one’s sex category”
 (p. 14). One is not a certain gender, one does a certain gender.
 In the case of the Contrasto, the poets’ impersonations of gender, as we will show, multiply the number of “normative conceptions” (Ibid.).  

The concept of gender as a product of social interaction is further elaborated by Ochs (1992) and Coates (1998), who address language as a tool of doing gender. As Ochs explains, “the relation of language to gender is constituted and mediated by the relation of language to stances, social acts, social activities, and other social constructs”(Ochs, 1992, p. 337). Language contributes to the doing of gender as a result of language doing power, weakness, and other stances.
 Marjorie Harness Goodwin’s work on language and hierarchy is particularly important to this area of study. Goodwin’s studies of children’s play (1990, 1998) focus on the interactional construction of participant frameworks. These frameworks define the individuals’ access to the interaction and, through inclusion and exclusions may create privileged positions in it.  However, the framework is not defined once and for all but is reshaped as part of the interaction itself.  In the case of the Contrasto, the characters try to create privileged positions for themselves within the family by redefining participant frameworks through language use. 
At the same time, the language use in the Contrasto contributes to the formation of images of womanhood. Jennifer Coates writes about the presentation of femininities through language. In her article “ ‘‘Thank God I’m a Woman:’ The Construction of Differing Femininities,” (1998) Coates analyzes conversations among British, White, middle-class girls and women and demonstrates how gendered images of the self are emergent in conversation.
 A similar dynamic is at work in the Contrasto, as the poets continuously reshape their characters’ self images. We show that this emergence is not limited to everyday conversations but occurs in a variety of speech genres. Both our and Coates’ (1998) analyses question the assumption that portraits of womanhood are shared by everybody in a society.

In the Contrasto, the enactment of gender identity is often coterminous with the enactment of kinship structure. In recent years, theorists like Kamala Visweswaran (1994) have suggested the need for a displacement of “gender from the center of feminist theory, ...  starting from a consideration of how race, class, or sexuality determines the positioning of a subject” (p. 75).
 Similarly, Collier and Yanagisako note that “gender and kinship are mutually constructed. Neither can be treated as analytically prior to the other, because they are realized together in particular cultural, economic, and political systems” (1987, p. 7). 
 A “woman” is always a “woman” as defined by particular kinds of cross- or same-gender relationships, including family relationships. Since Schneider’s studies of kinship (1968), anthropologists have recognized that kinship is much less about blood or biological relationships than about the allocation of power.
 Studies of female roles in the family, such as those by Collier and Yanagisako (1987), emphasize that the family is a political unit whose members struggle for power. Images of womanhood and images of the family are constructed together as  political territory.

THE CONTRASTO AND THE REPRESENTATION OF WOMANHOOD

The Contrasto is a standardized form of Italian performance poetry. Two or more artists engage in an improvised verbal duel, trading insults according to a topic chosen by the audience.
 The Contrasto is usually performed during public festivals (see Schema #1 below). Most of them are organized by the local sections of national parties (usually the leftist parties) or by the parishes. These festivals often take place during the warmer season, and are usually done in an open area, such as a plaza or a large field. Festivals include restaurants, vendors, game booths, and a stage area. In front of the stage there is space for concerts, dancing, traditional performances, and political meetings. Sometimes there is a wooden dance floor. All or most of these structures can be temporary and built specifically for the festivals.

Performances must be understood in context and as built in the relationship between the speaker and listener(s), or the performer and the audience as co-performers. This can be seen in Contrasti performances in several ways. The audience usually decides the topic of the verbal duel. Moreover, the definition of the occasion, as well as the needs of the audience, shape how the poets present themselves, the language varieties they use, the degree of outrageousness in the verbal duel, and the length of the Contrasto. Audience members can also request a particular genre of performance. They may for example request, instead of a Contrasto, a story, a sentimental song, or a song in a certain dialect. The audience gives various kinds of feedback, including evaluations, interpretations, and “identifying responses” with respect to the characters (see also Fretz, 1987, pp. 306-307). “Warmer” audiences may interact more with the poets, and sometimes audience members even get on stage to try some personal number (a song, music, or a few octets).  

Many Contrasti entail the impersonation of women. Examples include Contrasti between “mother-in-law and daughter-in-law,” “wife and husband,” “wife, husband and lover” and “nun and prostitute.” In such performances, the artists articulate multiple images of contextual “female”personae. While the characters borrow several different culturally available discourses about “appropriate” female behavior, they also subvert and contest these discourses by manipulating ideological portraits of “femininity.” In the Contrasto, the personages represented are never just “women.” Rather, they are “women-in-relation-to” somebody or something, or “women” as defined by social relationships or sexual or kinship roles. These relationships in turn entail a certain position in the power hierarchy. The Contrasto offers images of relationships that highlight struggles for power. When the performer positions him or herself as a woman, he or she also positions him or herself with respect to the universe of social and power relationships.

CONTRASTING WOMEN: MOTHER-IN-LAW VS. DAUGHTER-IN-LAW

One of the most common topics of the Contrasto, and one that pits women in a kinship relationship against each other, is called la Suocera e la Nuora, “Mother-in-law vs. Daughter-in-Law.” We analyzed five Contrasti with this topic (see Schema #1). In addition, we took into consideration three Contrasti recorded and published by other scholars (Bencistá, 1994; Pastacaldi, 1992).

Schema #1: Contrasti between Mother-in-Law and Daughter-in-Law (recorded by Valentina Pagliai during fieldwork):


Poets
Place
Occasion
Date

1)
Elidio Benelli & his protegee
 Liliana Tamberi
Migliana (Prato)
Summer festival
8/2/97

2)
Realdo Tonti & Altamante Logli
Papone (Pistoia)
Festival of Liberation
8/7/97

3)
Realdo Tonti & Nello Casati
S. Niccoló Agliana (Pistoia)
Festival of the parish
9/14/97

4)
Altamante Logli and his protegee Gianni Ciolli
Florence
Festival of Unity
8/30/98

5)
Realdo Tonti and Gabriele Ara
Viaccia (Prato)
Festival of Liberation
9/5/98

The representation of the Tuscan family
The topic of the fighting suocera, “mother-in-law,” and nuora, “daughter-in-law,” is centuries old. It refers to a family and kinship structure that was common in Tuscany in the past. This structure included patrilocality, which was common in the Tuscan peasant extended family (see Kertzer & Saller, 1991). Today most families are nuclear and neolocal. The change was connected to the general urbanization and abandonment of the countryside after the Second World War (see Pratt, 1994). In the extended family structure the daughter-in-law went to live in the household of her husband, and was under the direct authority of the mother-in-law. The daughter-in-law was not just a reproducer, but a producer, a laborer. She was at the lower end of the power hierarchy in the family. 

The Contrasti between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law are highly formalized and follow a general organization of the arguments (see schema #2), which are patterned on an ancient poetic structure. The mother-in-law vs. daughter-in-law Contrasto has a high intertextuality and rhapsodic quality that allows us to consider it a clearly distinguishable “sub-genre” of the Contrasto genre. While the basic structure of the Contrasto is consistent across occasions, each performance is unique and reflects the personalities of the artists as both individuals and partners in performance.  

In the “suocera vs. nuora” Contrasto the daughter-in-law, far from accepting her status of inferiority, opposes the right of the mother-in-law to order her around. Throughout the battle, the performers manipulate portraits of womanhood to obtain or maintain power..
Schema #2:  General organization of the arguments:

1) 
Conciliatory beginning.

2) 
Emergence of conflict over power.

3)
Escalation of insults.

4) 
Contestation of each other’s “appropriate” gender behavior.

5)
Insults toward the husband/son.

6)
Threat to dissolve the family unit.  

The mother-in-law usually starts by portraying the relationship as harmonious. She affirms that she is ready to love, as long as the daughter-in-law does not impose herself or her wishes on the household. The daughter-in-law may also start by proposing the possibility of a harmonious relationship with the mother-in-law. She shows her intentions of getting along and agrees that the house belongs to the mother-in-law. Yet soon enough the daughter-in-law starts to suggest that the hierarchy is unjust and the mother-in-law is unfit to lead the family. Often the daughter-in-law refuses the mother-in-law’s attempts to control her by threatening to leave the household with her husband. This asserts the primacy of the marital relationship over the kinship system of (agnatic) descent and implicitly negates the support of a family structure that emphasizes the linear relationship.
 The daughter-in-law does not simply affirm herself and her power inside the family; she destabilizes the family structure itself.

This destabilization may also be seen as a reflection, in performance, of the breakdown of the traditional extended family. This breakdown is represented when a daughter-in-law, no longer needing the family economically, becomes a centrifugal force inside it and pushes toward the creation of smaller family units, or neolocal residencies. Over the last century in Tuscany, there has been a steady movement away from the extended family organization toward neolocal nuclear families. The availability of salaried work for women, as well as for men, undoubtedly played a role in this transition. This new economic independence in Tuscany was connected to the passage from a peasant economy to an industrial one, urbanization movements and concurrent abandonment of the countryside.
Different women's agendas within the family

We witness the divergence of women’s interests and agendas within the family in the Contrasto between Liliana Tamberi and Elidio. This short Contrasto (only eight octets) begins with the mother-in-law’s seemingly welcoming octet, in which she encourages her daughter-in-law to have a child. The daughter-in-law responds with the revelation of her own (contradictory) agenda. She rejects the mother-in-law’ requests and complains that she has too much work to do in the house. Later, the daughter-in-law also complains about the scarce sexual prowess of her husband; this prompts the mother in law to accuse her of being an alcoholic. The Contrasto closes with the daughter-in-law refusing this accusation. Here we present the first two octets:

(Octet 1) Elidio Benelli/Mother-in-law

A 1  Vieni mia nora darmelo un bacetto
       come, my daughter-in-law, give me a little kiss

B 2  qual siei la regina in casa mia
       since you are the queen in my house

A 3  presto mi darai un pargoletto
       soon you will give me a baby

B 4  e che tutti in famiglia si desia
       that everybody in the family desires

A 5  col reciproco amor con tanto affetto
       with the reciprocal love with so much affection

B 6  ti prego farmi questa cortesia
       I pray that you will grant me this courtesy

C 7  e soddisfá dovrai i miei pensieri
       and you will have to satisfy my hopes 

C 8  una cosa che s’ aspetta volentieri
      with something that is waited for gladly


The mother-in-law starts by showing great affection for her daughter-in-law (A 1), and seems to relinquish to her the power in the house (B 2). In the third verse, the mother-in-law unveils her primary desire, namely, to be given a grandchild (A 3). Notice that she states that the baby will be given to her -- not the father (A 3). She emphasizes that the entire family shares this desire (B 4).
 In the second part of the octet, she again uses affectionate words to coax the daughter-in-law into satisfying her wish (C 7). In these verses the daughter-in-law is shown love and considered part of the family in her role as reproducer of the family itself. While no mention is made here of a possible role of the daughter-in-law as a producer, the answer of the daughter-in-law immediately shows that such is her prerogative in the household:

(Octet 2) Liliana Tamberi/Daughter-in-Law

C 9  pói aspetta so vvani desideri
       you can wait, they are vain desires

D 10  e mi ci manca pure che un figliolo
        even a child! that’s all we need! 

C 11  e non mi bastano tutti i pensieri
        like if it wasn’t enough all the worries 

D 12  che te le da- che me le dá il tu figlio giá da solo
         that already your son alone gives me

C 13  e te lo dice qui sí la Tamberi
        Tamberi is going to tell you right here

D 14  con questa cosa spero ti consolo
         with this fact I hope to console you

E 15  su questa cosa no non l’avra vinta
        on this thing you will not win

E 16  se speri di vedemmi presto incinta
        if you hope to see me pregnant soon

17
AUD = ((applause))

The daughter-in-law refuses the suggestion of motherhood given by the mother-in-law (C 9). The mother-in-law shows interest in the preservation of the family, but the daughter-in-law reveals a different agenda. First, she doubts that a child is in her best interest (D 10), and then she considers that having to look after her husband already gives her enough troubles (D 12). In verse E15, she suggests that the mother-in-law’s proffers of love may be an indirect way to obtain things. The daughter-in-law refuses to be a mother because she is already the producer in the family and she is not about to put additional weight on her shoulders.
  

Different women’s agendas depend on their relative positions within the family. Age, class and power contribute to the shaping of their different goals. The mother-in-law, who holds a position of authority (in part due to her age),
 may try to maintain her power and insure the preservation of her lineage through offspring. In this Contrasto, the mother-in-law does not explicitly state her motivations. They are instead revealed by the daughter-in-law’s response. In her next octet, the daughter-in-law makes even more explicit her reasons for not wanting a child. She declares that she already has enough family work in serving the other members:

(Octet 4) Liliana/Daughter in law

B 26  e ci s’ha in questa casa un gran da ffare
        in this house we have much to do

A 27  ci mancherebbe pure della prole
        that’s all we need! children!

B 28  non basta giá il pulire e il cucinare
        like if the cleaning and cooking was not enough
The daughter-in-law focuses on keeping her workload manageable. She also strives to maintain control over childbearing. Yanagisako (1991, 2002) demonstrates that female family members may have different goals and hierarchies of interests. She invites the re-evaluation of “family members’ goals and strategies as the culturally specific, gendered interests and strategies of real people living and acting within a particular history of social and economic transformation” (1991, p. 323). We recognize the family as a ground for the negotiation of and struggle for power, where gender and social relationships are reproduced, contested and transformed (Yanagisako, 1991, p 324).
 Similarly, the Contrasto represents the family as a locus where power relationships among women are negotiated and contested. 

LANGUAGE USE: POWERFUL SPEECH


Studies in linguistic anthropology and discourse analysis have pointed to the fact that social relationships, hierarchies of power, and forms of participation are constructed in interactional practices; these are revealed through the study of participant frameworks. As Goodwin (1990) notes, forms of discourse can be used by people to “build, and display to each other within the details of their talk, a distinctive type of social organization, one in which participants are pictured as aligned toward each other in an asymmetrical, ‘hierarchical’ fashion”(p. 77).


Contrasti poets use linguistic elements that we identify as part of a “powerful speech” style. We call this style “powerful speech” because speakers use these elements to underline and create power discrepancies between themselves and the addressees. “Powerful speech” may be used to build social hierarchy by locating individuals in dominant-submissive relationships. Following Goodwin’s (1990) discussion of use of directives in African American boys’ talk, we have focused on the following:


1) Bald directives.


2) Insults.


3) Possessive pronouns.


4) Threats.


5) The pronoun “I.”


These elements are found in both in the mother-in-law’s and the daughter-in-law’s speech, indicating that the women are actively realigning their respective hierarchical positions.  

Bald directives


We find the use of strong, unmitigated, and thus face threatening directives (such as orders), in the following exchange from a Contrasto between the poets Altamante Logli (mother-in-law) and Reado Tonti (daughter-in-law)
: 

Example #1 -- Daughter-in-law

tra il mmarito e la nora un ci mettere i ddito
 don’t put your finger between the husband and the wife

Example #2 -- Mother-in-law

m’araccomando un allungá l'artiglio

I advise you, do not extend your claws
e guarda se tu porti di rispetto


and you better show respect


Notice the injunction “don’t put your finger” -- namely, do not interfere in marital affairs. In the second example “do not extend your claws,” the mother-in-law fights to keep and impose her power on the daughter-in-law, whom she sees as threatening (having claws rather than hands suggests rapacity). She requests respect for her authority. A third example of bald directive can be seen in example #3 below, in the order “look.” 

Use of insults


The poets use insults as address terms, together with a demeaning description of the addressee:

Example #3 -- Mother-in-law

guarda donnuccia io te lo do un consiglio
look silly woman! I advise you


In this case, the mother-in-law addresses the daughter-in-law using the term donnuccia (from donna, “woman,” and the diminutive suffix -uccia, that indicates something of little value). These insults multiply as the Contrasto proceeds. Here is an example from the poet Altamante Logli (impersonating the daughter-in-law):
 
Example #4 -- Daughter-in-law

t’hai una boccaccia un sai quello che dici

you are so foul mouthed you don’t know what you say

pettegolezza vecchia deficiente
go on gossiping, old imbecile
tu sei ni mmondo e nun capisci niente
you are in the world
 and you don’t understand anything
Use of possessives


The poets use possessive pronouns (and possessive adjectives in Italian) that indicate control or possession of the environment or things inside it. Goodwin calls these “character ties” (1990, pp. 88-90). The mother-in-law uses such pronouns to asserts ownership over the house:

Example #5 --Mother-in-law

cerca di avé rispetto in casa mia
try to show respect in my house
The daughter-in-law, in retaliation, invokes ownership of her husband:

Example #6 -- Daughter-in-law

di casa ti porto via il marito mio
I will take away my husband from your house

Use of threats


Depictions of the self as powerful, by making with the use of threats, are common, such as when the mother-in-law threatens to evict the daughter-in-law “with a kick.”

Example #7 -- Mother-in-law

co una pedata te la mando via

with a kick I would send her away

Use of the pronoun I


The use of the subject pronoun io, “I” underlines the agency of the speaker. This usage is particularly notable in Italian because, unlike in English, subject pronouns are usually not included in sentences.

Example #8 -- Daughter-in-law

  io tutt’i ggiorno vó a lavorare
   all the day I go to work
IMAGES OF WOMANHOOD IN RELATIONSHIP TO THE FAMILY

The use of “powerful speech” increases as the verbal dueling escalates. The characters make reciprocal attacks on each other’s behavior, or better, misbehavior. In doing so, the performers project several portraits of womanhood, foregrounding the multiplicity of ways to doing being a woman. While the poets present each portrait as normative, their multiplication (the multiplication of the “normative conceptions” in West & Zimmerman’s words, 1991) lays the possibility for contestation and deconstruction of each set of norms.
 These portraits are attributed to the self or the other by the dueling poets. Here we summarize several images that are frequently invoked in Contrasti:


Schema #3 -- Portraits of womanhood present in the 5 Contrasti: 

1)
Breadwinner (proud), producer, independent.

2) 
Elder, authority given by age, officially deferent to males in the family.

3) 
Caretaker of the family’s wellbeing through domestic activities, mother.

4) 
Caretaker of the family’s honor, active, proud.

5)
Oppressed, silenced producer, reproducer.

6) 
Young, progressive, rebellious against authority.

7)
Sexually alluring to husband or others.

8)
Sexually active, dominant, dissatisfied 


The characters may present themselves as powerful or powerless, acquiescent or resisting, etc. The portraits are not inherently positive or negative, desirable or stigmatized, but they are presented as such as part of the interaction. Each poet uses several images to defend and extol the self and to put down the adversary. For example, in the following two octets from the Contrasto between the poets Altamante Logli and Realdo Tonti (See schema #1), the images of “woman as breadwinner,” “woman as caretaker of the family well being” and “woman as caretaker of the family honor” are projected.  Here is the first octet sung by Realdo Tonti as daughter-in-law: 

(Octet 10) Realdo (daughter-in-law)

D 42  tutto il giorno le sta a pettegolare
         all day she spends gossiping

C 43  e di lavare un vestito o nun é bona
        and she is not good at washing even a single garment

D 44  o nun é mai andata a lavorare
         and she has never gone to work

C 45  oggi vorebbe fá la donna bona
         today she would like to be the good woman

D 46  una giovane un viene a sopportare
        she cannot tolerate a young one

E 47  se io un lavorassi da mattina a sera
        if I did not work from morning to evening

E 48  nun mangeresti nemmeno una pera
        you would not even have a pear to eat

The daughter-in-law accuses the mother-in-law of not doing activities connected to the gendered images of “woman as “caretaker of the family” and “woman as breadwinner.” Among these activities are washing garments (work inside the house), and working for a salary to help the family economically. On the basis of such statements, the daughter-in-law doubts the attempts of the mother-in-law to pass as a “good woman,” namely somebody who, being morally better than others, can elevate herself to judge another’s behavior.


Finally, the daughter-in-law compares such behavior to her own, emphasizing that she works all day, and she claims for herself the role of family breadwinner. She opposes her economic contribution to the uselessness of the “lazy” mother-in-law, claiming authority on the basis of her role as producer inside the family. The mother-in-law, in turn, attacks the moral authority of the daughter-in-law by accusing her of having been a prostitute:

 (Octet 11) Altamante/Mother-in-law

E 51  tu se’ stata ni mmondo una battagliera
        you have been in the world a trouble maker

F 52  e t’hanno vista anche su i mmarciapi<edi>
        and they have seen you even on the sidewalk

G 55  se c’era sempre la legge Merlini
         if there was still the Merlini law

G 56  e t’eri sempre a spasso pe’ asini
         you would still be walking among the brothels

Here the mother-in-law refers not only to a particular gendered occupation (prostitution), but references another image of what constitutes appropriate female behavior, namely refraining from sexual promiscuity. The mother-in-law attacks the daughter-in-law’s honor by accusing her of sexual promiscuity. Promiscuous behavior is believed to endanger the honor of the family as a whole. 

As we noted above, the daughter-in-law often concludes her attack against the mother-in-law by threatening to leave the household with her husband. This scenario threatens to deprive the mother-in-law of her authority in the family and her influence over her son. This ending
 offers a glimpse into the break-down of the traditional Tuscan family, as we have previously discussed.

In conclusion, we have shown that performances of the Contrasto present the Tuscan family as a locus where women not only have different agendas, but they also struggle with each other to obtain and maintain power. In the Contrasto, this struggle is represented though the deployment of “powerful speech.” The poets manipulate portraits of womanhood to obtain and maintain power. Such manipulation may uphold, redefine and challenge sets of norms for appropriate social behavior.
CONCLUSIONS

Our analysis of Tuscan verbal art reveals that one is never just a “woman” but a woman in a specific social relationship that entails a certain position in respect to power. It is no longer possible to look at gender or sexuality without considering contextually relevant power and politics. We have also shown that several different images of womanhood exist and can be invoked and constructed in performance. An important consequence of the presence of multiple portraits is that, even as a certain portrait of womanhood carries certain expectations of behavior, a person can contradict such expectations by appealing to other sets of rules from other portraits of womanhood. For example, as we saw in the Contrasto, when the mother-in-law is attacked for not being a “caretaker of the family’s well-being,” she responds by invoking a completely different set of images, namely the woman as “caretaker of the family’s honor.” None of these sets are necessarily dominant. “Doing gender” becomes a complex activity in which not doing gender appropriately according to one image may still be doing it appropriately according to another.

Gender studies are moving past dichotomies and bipolarities in gender identities to cast their focus on class and power in society (Butler, 1990; Di Leonardo, 1991; Dubisch, 1986; Flax, 1987; Hall, Bucholtz & Moonwomon, 1992; Mascia-Lees, Sharpe & Ballerino Cohen, 1989; Riley, 1988). These studies underline that gender is one among many identities that people can invoke. We have shown how kinship relationships are “a central arena for the constitution of individual identities and for generating language, symbols and instruments for the construction of personal and more encompassing identities” (Goddard, 1994, p. 70; see also Bestard, 1986; O’Brien; 1994).  

The Contrasto presents different views of gender and kinship relationships, each of which is portrayed as “natural.” The reflexivity of the Contrasto performance, with its portrayal of ideologically bound meta-images of gender that offer critical mirrors to one another, contributes to a destabilization of gender as a category.  As the dueling poets uphold or contest images of gender roles, they offer continuous commentary on possible forms of gender relationships. In performance, gender relationships can be reproduced, contested and transformed.
 Individuals can use and manipulate images of gender for particular goals, such as the affirmation of independence, augmentation of power, defense of action and justification of behavior, and the proposition of positive images of the self. Doing gender is not an all or nothing affair, but a fluid quality of interaction. 
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� Each verse in an octet is numbered progressively. The rhyming scheme that each verse/octet follows is shown in capital letters.








� Recent studies of the roles played by western women in colonial history (e.g. Chaudhuri and Strobel, 1992), re-evaluate women’s roles as victims of patriarchy and natural allies (Adrienne Rich exemplifies the former school of thought in her 1980 essay). As Judith Bennett writes: “Women have not been merely passive victims of patriarchy; they have also colluded in, undermined, and survived patriarchy. But neither have women been free agents; they have always faced ideological, institutional, and practical barriers to equitable association with men (and indeed, with other women)” (1989: 262-63). Similarly, Susan Blake (1992) argues that colonial women’s relationships to the empire, and to colonized women and men, have always been full of ambiguity and contradictions (see also Callaway and Helly’s writings on the life of Flora Shaw, 1992). On one hand, colonial women supported the imperialist enterprise, yet they also criticized certain colonial realities. Blake writes: “ ‘A woman's point of view’ does not guarantee a reciprocal relationship with an Other, but it opens a crack in the concept of Self through which to examine the concept of Other" (1992: 32).


� The relationship between gender and the structure of the family is a complex issue, much discussed by anthropologists. Pierre Bourdieu and David Schneider were among the first to identify the connections between gender and kinship. Schneider criticized the biological model for kinship studies and suggested an alternative understanding of the family as a symbolic system (Schneider, D. and Homans, G., 1955).  Bourdieu, in his study of Algerian marriage, noted that men and women in the same culture may have different understandings of kinship relationships (Bourdieu, 1977). Jane Collier and Sylvia Yanagisako see biological understandings as cultural constructions and focus on social factors in their analysis of the family (Collier & Yanagisako, 1987: 29).  Yanagisako distinguishes between gender relationships and conceptions (ideologies) of gender. Thus, looking at women’s interests means also looking at how these interests (at least in the form in which they are expressed) “are shaped by dominant ideological representations of gender” (1991: 334). Similarly, Victoria Goddard suggests the unification of gender and kinship studies (1994:71). She affirms that “neither the household nor gender relations can be considered fixed and natural” (1994:70) and warns against the temptation to hastily create unfounded generalizations like the “peasant family,” or the “Mediterranean family,” usually untenable to closer analysis.


� Following Luisa Del Giudice’s definition, the Contrasti are “poetic ‘contests,’ traditionally improvised, between two specific and stated adversaries... Although they are often musically lively and border on dance tune, Contrasti are also dramatic and heated debates” (Del Giudice, 1995:75-76).


� Here the word dominance it used to subsume dynamics of submission and resistance. While this is the focus of our article, in manipulating language and portraits of womanhood the artists are also interested in the aesthetic result of skillfully created poems; they entertain the audience; and they can veil possibly dangerous political commentaries (see also Pagliai, 2002). 


� We plan to discuss the first level in a future article.


� Ochs refers to Silverstein’s (1985) understanding of indexicals as indexing the social context either referentially (e.g. “he,” “sir,” “madame,” etc.) or non-referentially (e.g. paralanguage) (Ochs, 1992:338-9). Ochs discusses the importance of non-referential ways of indexing gender in her work on parents/children interactions at dinnertime (1992; Ochs & Taylor, 1995).


� See Woolard's discussion of ideology in her article, "Language Ideology" (1992:237).


� Any generalization or representation of “womanhood” cannot be but an ideological tale or abstraction.


� Butler writes: “Performativity is thus not a singular ‘act,’ for it is always a reiteration of a norm or set of norms, and to the extent that it requires an act-like status in the present, it conceals or dissimulates the conventions of which it is a repetition” (1993:12).


�  Sex category is to be understood as the comprehension of one’s sex based upon the presumption of biological characteristics (West and Zimmerman 1991). In other words, it is the category resulting from the presupposition of one’s “sex.”


� The phrase “doing being” describes one’s attempts at presenting oneself as member of a certain gender. This does not suggest that gender is necessarily a conscious decision but rather that it is, “an emergent feature of social situations” (West and Zimmerman, 1991:14). The key to the “doing gender” concept is that members of a society are continuously held “accountable” (ibid.) for their gender displays.  “Gender display” (Goffman, 1976) refers to the actions one takes to perpetuate a certain gender classification. This concept is crucial to analysis of the Contrasto because the poets verbally manipulate such images of gender to gain dominance over one another.


� Ochs (1992) writes about this in relation to the way images of motherhood (hence, images of women) are linked to socialization practices that are in part constituted through language.


� For example, she analyzes a conversation among teenage girls in which they express positive attitudes towards makeup; Coates asserts that these girls are employing an image of femininity in which appearance is important.


� At the turn of the nineteenth century, African American feminist Anna Julia Cooper wrote about the connection between imperialism, racism and oppression of women (Cooper 1892). More recently, Anne Stoler  (1997) described the connection between the regimenting of women's bodies and sexualities and the exploitation of colonial labor in the western imperialist enterprise.


� Scholars working on sexuality were among the first to address this issue. In the seventies, Gayle Rubin proposed that the creation of heterosexuality was connected to the division of labor in the family (1975, p. 206). For an overview of some of the issues raised by Queer Theory in social science see Seidman, 1997. 


� See previous discussion in note 2. 


� The data on which this analysis is based were gathered by Valentina Pagliai during fieldwork in Italy, between 1997 and 1999. The performances of Contrasti were videotaped and later transcribed. The results were then analyzed following a discourse analysis framework.


�  Alessandro Bencistá published two in 1994: 1) Sung by Florio Londi and Edilio Romanelli, Festival of the Hunter in Orciano Pisano (Pisa), recorded August 1981. 2) Sung by Dirio Turini and Azelio Puleri, First Meeting of Extemporaneous Poets in Ribolla (Grosseto), 2/2/1992. Mauro Pastacaldi published posthumously (1992) a Contrasto between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law written by the poet Mario Andreini (1901-1970.


� A poetic duel is often performed by an older, more experienced poet and their protegee(s).


� A similar “disruptiveness” of the marital relationship (with respect to the agnatic kinship system) has been noted, in the context of Bedouin culture, by Abu-Lughod (1986). Abu-Lughod identified the tension in the Bedouin family surrounding a wife’s divided allegiance between her husband’s family and her own. This division of allegiance is characteristic of societies in which spouses belong to different kin systems. According to Abu-Lughod, this partially explains the preference, in the Bedouin culture, for marriage among cousins that belong to the same unilineal group. In the Beduin case presented by Abu-Lughod, the wife is also seen as possibly disrupting the family by linking the husband to herself (and therefore away from his lineage) and thus convincing him to put the interest of his wife and her lineage above the interests of the husband’s lineage.  In Italy, though, the kinship systems are bi-lineal. Thus classic kinship categorizations are only partially useful in trying to explain the power dynamics in the Tuscan family. While the similarities to the Contrasto are interesting, Contrasti performances foreground the struggle of individual wills that may mask themselves as family interests. For further discussion of classic kinship studies see also Stone, 1997.


� The desire of the mother-in-law to have descendants can be seen as directly connected to the family’s need of “permanence” and to her powerful role inside it.


� Notice that the poet (not necessarily intentionally) is also contradicting the commonly held western view of womanhood that posits motherhood as an always-desirable goal. 


� Although class differences are not invoked in this particular Contrasto, they may be addressed in other performances.


�  See also Yanagisako’s recent work (2002) on the Northern Italian imprenditorial families.


�  See Schema #1.  The examples are taken from Octet #6 and Octet #9.  We analyze more examples from this Contrasto below.


� Italian proverb exhorting people to keep out of the personal business of married couples.


� Ibidem. Octet #9.


� See schema #1, Octet #5.


� The meaning of the first part of this sentence is unclear. Phrases with obscure meaning are common in Contrasti and considered part of the art form.


� Altamante Logli as mother-in-law. See schema #1, Octet #7.


� Ibid. Realdo Tonti as daughter-in-law, see schema #1, Octet #24.


� Ibidem. Octet #5.


� Ibidem. Octet  #14.


� According to Butler “the refusal of the law might be produced in the form of the parodic inhabiting of conformity ... a repetition of the law into hyperbole” (1997, p. 382). In this sense we may see the Contrasti as doing a parody of womanhood and gender/kinship roles. Butler wonders, if “parodying the dominant norms is enough to displace them -- indeed, whether the denaturalization of gender cannot be the very vehicle for a reconsolidation of hegemonic norms. ...Drag may well be used in the service of both the denaturalization and the reidealization of hyperbolic heterosexual gender norms.” (1997, p. 384). She underlines that one is always implicated in the regimes of power that one opposes (1997, p. 384), resulting in a coexistence of resistance and acquiescence.  We identify this dynamic of resistance and acquiescence in the Contrasti, but we believe that the multiplicity of images proposed by the performers introduces an element of doubting, of the deconstruction of perceived realities. The poets invite the audience to examine the complexity of the social self, and the complexity of social elements that make each person a unique individual. Butler herself notes that the drag “involves the phantasmatic attempt to approximate realness, but it also exposes the norms that regulate realness as themselves phantasmatically instituted and sustained” (1997, p. 388, emphasis in original).


� Prostituting.


� Actually, the poet here is confused. He should have said “if there was not the Merlini Law.” This was the law that, after the fall of fascism, outlawed and dissolved the brothels.


� Common also to the Contrasti by Andreini published by Pastacaldi (1992, p. 79).


� Or rather, in the verbal duel, DOING gender appropriately according to one image may still be NOT DOING IT according to another. So the daughter-in-law may be behaving according to gender expectations by being the “breadwinner” but, if the MIL can show that such economic contribution is based on prostitution, then the DIL is found guilty according to a different set of norms for gender behavior. 


� Performance is a way of creating, not just representing, the past and social reality (Bauman, 1977:42). This implies that, if social realities are emergent in performance, then performance can destabilize accepted views of reality and truth by constructing/representing alternative visions. Verbal art can “perform into existence” different views of reality. The Contrasti thereby complicate political stances, images of identity, and understandings of gender roles.





