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The depiction of Women in “Thousand and One Nights” and The Wife of Bath’s Tale
Historically, women have been the subject of many literary works. The depiction of women in the society has been an issue of concern in all the historical periods. As such, a lot has been written to show the status of women in the society. Various aspects of women are depicted in these works including their sexuality, roles in the family and social settings, relationship with their male counterparts as well as their morality. For instance, in “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” which is derived from the “Canterbury Tales”, the old woman who is the protagonist depicts women as wise and considerate humans, who only desire love and acceptance from their husbands, in return for their total submission and loyalty. Conversely, most of the main characters in “Thousand and One Nights” depict women as evil, shameless, and promiscuous humans. Accordingly, this paper will compare and contrast the two stories, with an aim of establishing how the protagonists depict women in both stories.
The old woman in “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” depicts women as wise, considerate and loving beings who equally desire to enjoy a good relationship with their husbands. To start with, the old woman’s wisdom is first depicted when she is able to answer the question which the knight had sought for a whole year in vain. She told the knight that what women want is “…the same sovereignty/ over her husband as over her lover/ and master him; he must not be above her” (214-216). Indeed, the old lady was kind enough to save the life of the knight by giving him the correct answer to the Queen's question.
However, at first, the reader would think that the old woman was mean and inconsiderate; and that all she wanted was to get married to the young knight because of his status. However, the virtues of the woman are depicted when she ignores her husband’s unkind and insulting words, “you are too old, and so abominably plain/ so poor to start with, so low-bred to follow;” (276-277). Instead of getting angry, she proceeds to enlighten her husband on matters that the reader would expect the knight to be well conversant with. She wittily differs with her husband who thinks that being a gentleman results from a “gentle birth…/ ancient wealth and worth” (285-286). Conversely, the old woman informs the knight that being a gentleman results from practicing gentleness, both in private and in public. She informed his husband in reference to the word of God, citing that a lineage cannot determine the virtues one acquires, but only the temporary things such as riches. Rather, gentleness and other virtues can only be emulated from God (305-308).
Indeed, the old woman depicts women as virtuous beings who are not greedy for money or earthly riches. She indicates that “He who accepts his poverty unhurt/ I’d say is rich although he lacked a shirt/ But truly poor are they who whine and fret/ and covert what they cannot hope to get” (361-363). This passage indeed portrays the wisdom and virtuousness of the woman. Accordingly, the knight was moved by his old wife’s wisdom. As a result, when his wife asked him to choose between having her as she was, and having her as a beautiful maiden, the knight gave the woman the liberty to make the choice, stating that “my lady and my love, my dearest wife,/ I leave the matter to your wise decision” (406-407). 
This is an indication that the old woman’s wisdom had moved the knight to accept her just as she was. Nonetheless, the woman’s kindness and love for her husband is further depicted when she magically turned herself into a young maiden and promised to be faithful to her husband. This is an indication that if women are given their due respect in the relationship, they would give their best to make the relationship work.  Indeed, just as the old woman had advised the knight, all that women desire is equality and consideration; without any insubordination. Notably, one would not have expected such wisdom from the poor, old woman. However, her intelligence depicts that women were indeed “before their time”. They understood things better than the esteemed knights. They were also able to tactfully win their husband’s love and trust, and hence spare themselves from any form of insubordination or inconsideration. The old woman is proof that women were able to overcome their predicaments and emerge victorious.
On the other hand, unlike in “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” where the old woman depicts women as loyal and virtues, the behavior of the queens in “Thousand and One Nights” depicts women as promiscuous, vile, and disloyal towards their husband. For instance, King Sháh-Zemán, caught his wife red-handed in bed with a black slave. Still, when he reached his elder brother’s kingdom, he observed a similar incident; 
“The King's wife then called out, O Mes'ood! and immediately a black slave came to her, and embraced her; she doing the like. So also did the other slaves and the women, and all of them continued revelling together until the close of the day” (5). 
This behavior depicts the women as contemptible, disloyal and promiscuous.
Likewise, unlike in “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” where women are depicted as kind and forgiving, the women in “Thousand and One Nights” are depicted as implacable. For instance, in the story of “The First Sheykh and the Gazelle”, the Sheykh narrates how his barren wife had turned his second wife and her son into a cow and a calf respectfully. This was out of revenge, because the first wife was bitter and jealous that her husband had taken a concubine slave, and sired a handsome male child with her. Similarly, in the story of “The Second Sheykh and the Two Black Hounds”, the second Sheykh’s wife had turned her husband’s brother into two dogs because they had attempted to kill her husband. Despite the fact that his husband had begged her not to punish his brothers, “She still, however, said, they must be killed” (49). Both incidents depict women as vengeful humans, whose revenge is fuelled by bitterness and jealousy. Also, the old woman in the “The Barber's Story of his Fifth Brother” was an evil woman, who with the help of the girl slave would entice men into her house, rob them and then kill them (369).
On the contrary, just like the old woman in “The Wife of Bath’s Tale”, the Weezer's daughter; Shahrazád is depicted as an intelligent and compassionate young girl.  Shahrazád told his father to let her marry the king. She was prepared to “die, and be a ransom for one of the daughters of the Muslims or”, to “live, and be the cause of their deliverance from him” (10). She was ready to risk her life in order to redeem the young maidens from the wrath of the king. Her wisdom and compassion parallels that of the old woman in “The Wife of Bath’s Tale”
In conclusion, it is evident that the authors of both stories perceived women from through different lenses. On the one hand, the old woman in “The Wife of Bath’s Tale” depicts women as kindhearted, wise and loyal beings, who only seek the love and recognition, in return for their loyalty. The old woman proves that, through loving and recognizing their wives as equal parties in any relationship, the men can actually win the love and loyalty of their wives. On the contrary, most of the characters in “Thousand and One Nights” depict women as despicable humans, who are immoral, vengeful, and who can even go to an extent of killing for worldly riches. However, the author depicts the Weezer's daughter as a kindhearted and wise girl, who is willing to use her wit to cool the wrath of the king. In this case, the author could actually be portraying that women are not inherently evil, but they can choose to act contemptibly. Probably, the depiction of women in both works is influenced by the historical context within which they were written.
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