Essay on The Nun
Brenna Sage
Perspectives on Women in French Literature
Evelyne Ender
Hunter College CUNY
May 22, 2009

Question 1.  The nun says, in Diderot’s novel, that the religious habit is attached “to my skin and bones and irks me all the more.  Oh!  What fate is to be mine…To spend my whole life banging my head against the bars of my prison cell”  (79)    Demonstrate with an example closer to our times that indeed “clothes make the man or the woman.”  


The example I have chosen for my demonstration is one from my own past, and from the period of the early to mid-1980’s in the medium-sized city of Portland, Oregon in the Pacific Northwest.  I was a musician in the punk rock scene in that period, and the manner of dress served my fellow musicians well for performance but was very controversial in general society.  At this time, about 25 years ago, facial piercings, extremely dramatic eye makeup worn by men and women, hair colors not found in nature (i.e. blue, pink) were not as commonplace as they are today, even for young people.  The wardrobe of the “punk rocker” was also considered extreme by the status quo, as clothes were often torn, held together with safety pins, and were frequently found at thrift stores.  

The members of this social group of punk rockers had varying levels of commitment to the scene, but those who were firmly entrenched in the scene were admired by their peers in the group, but limited their opportunities for work and supporting themselves.  Work opportunities were limited to one or two record stores in the city, or jobs in warehouses where they would not be in view of the public.  They were subject to harassment from others their own age, but within the punk rock community, there was a clear “us and them” mentality.  I remember being told by another hanger-on “Ah, you’re only a punk on the weekends.”  That was definitely an insult, and was only a comment on my appearance.  Another exchange I remember was with a girl whose hair was a shade of silver-blue that I found beautiful.  When I complimented her on it, adding “I wish I could get away with having my hair that color” she responded, “I wish I had something to do where I couldn’t get away with doing these things to my hair.”  The passages in The Nun on page 7 recalled this exchange for me.  When Sister Suzanne’s companions were saying,

“Sister, look how pretty she is!  Look how her black veil brings ou the whiteness of her complexion!” and later  “Really…I don’t know why you dislike your habit so much.  It suits you perfectly, and you look charming.”

The girl with whom I was speaking believed she had no choice but to dye her hair unusual colors, even though it was restricting her options socio-economically.  I, on the other hand, thought her hair was beautiful, and would have loved to emulate her appearance, but was limited by my work choices.

The reason I gravitated toward this social group at this particular time in my life, was the alienation I felt from mainstream society.  The artistic and creative ideas I was expressing were so outside the norm, I believed this was the only arena in which I would be accepted.  I never fully committed to the punk rock scene, in making any permanent changes to my physical appearance, but kept options in my closet so I could make changes at will.  I always understood the power that fashion held in making a statement about a person’s sense of self, one’s place in their chosen social scene or in society at large, and at times I purposely played with these parameters by wearing a business suit to a punk concert, for instance.  

While attending a secretarial college, I would look with disdain on the business men I would see on the street, immediately recognizable by their suits and ties, and feel anger that I would soon be working for them, and in their world.  I rebelled by dressing in punk clothing while at school, wanting to prolong the inevitable restriction of pantyhose, heels, and tailored clothing that I believed were necessary to survive in the business world.  Sister Suzanne echoes my sentiments in the novel on page 79, when she exclaims that “this nun’s habit has attached itself to my skin and bones and irks me all the more.”  The thought of wearing pantyhose to me felt like penance, perhaps like the wearing of a hair shirt. (81)


In The Nun, in many instances, the taking of the vows are referred to as the “taking of the habit.”  I found this interesting, as the habit referred to the garment, or uniform worn by the nuns in the convent, and the “taking of the habit” was an elaborate ceremony involving surrendering one’s worldly clothing and donning the nun’s habit as a symbol of giving one’s life (and property) to the church.  In this way, any person, inside or outside of the religious order, would know at least some of the vows the nun had given just by seeing the garments she was wearing.  In society at the time of the mid-1980’s, the punk rocker was also immediately recognizable, and quick judgments were made, about the person’s intelligence, character, and morality that were anything but positive.   
