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To account for, and excuse the tyranny of man, many ingenious arguments have been brought 

forward to prove, that the two sexes, in the acquirement of virtue, ought to aim at attaining a 

very different character; or, to speak explicitly, women are not allowed to have sufficient 

strength of mind to acquire what really deserves the name of virtue. Yet it should seem, 

allowing them to have souls, that there is but one way appointed by Providence to lead 

mankind to either virtue or happiness.  

If then women are not a swarm of ephemeron triflers, why should they be kept in ignorance 

under the specious name of innocence? Men complain, and with reason, of the follies and 

caprices of our sex, when they do not keenly satirise our headstrong passions and grovelling 

vices. Behold, I should answer, the natural effect of ignorance ! The mind will ever be 

unstable that has only prejudices to rest on, and the current will run with destructive fury 

when there are no barriers to break its force. Women are told from their infancy, and taught 

by the example of their mothers, that a little knowledge of human weakness, justly termed 

cunning, softness of temper, outward obedience, and a scrupulous attention to a puerile kind 

of propriety, will obtain for them the protection of man; and should they be beautiful, 

everything else is needless, for at least twenty years of their lives.  

… 

Women are therefore to be considered either as moral beings, or so weak that they must be 

entirely subjected to the superior faculties of men. 

Let us examine this question. Rousseau declares that a woman should never for a moment feel 

herself independent, that she should be governed by fear to exercise her natural cunning, and 

made a coquettish slave in order to render her a more alluring object of desire, a sweeter 

companion to man, whenever he chooses to relax himself. He carries the arguments, which he 

pretends to draw from the indications of nature, still further, and insinuates that truth and 

fortitude, the corner-stones of all human virtue, should be cultivated with certain restrictions, 

because, with respect to the female character, obedience is the grand lesson which ought to be 

impressed with unrelenting rigour. 

What nonsense ! When will a great man arise with sufficient strength of mind to puff away 

the fumes which pride and sensuality have thus spread over the subject? If women are by 

nature inferior to men, their virtues must be the same in quality, if not in degree, or virtue is a 

relative idea; consequently their conduct should be founded on the same principles, and have 

the same aim. 

 

… 



How women are to exist in that state where there is neither to be marrying nor giving in 

marriage, we are not told. For though moralists have agreed that the tenor of life seems to 

prove that man is prepared by various circumstances for a future state, they constantly concur 

in advising woman only to provide for the present. Gentleness, docility, and a spaniel like 

affection are, on this ground, consistently recommended as the cardinal virtues of the sex; 

and, disregarding the arbitrary economy of nature, one writer has declared that it is masculine 

for a woman to be melancholy. She was created to be the toy of man, his rattle, and it must 

jingle in his ears whenever, dismissing reason, he chooses to be amused.  

 

… 

It appears to me necessary to dwell on these obvious truths, because females have been 

insulated, as it were; and while they have been stripped of the virtues that should clothe 

humanity, they have been decked with artificial graces that enable them to exercise a short-

lived tyranny. Love, in their bosoms, taking place of every nobler passion, their sole ambition 

is to be fair, to raise emotion instead of inspiring respect; and this ignoble desire, like the 

servility in absolute monarchies, destroys all strength of character. Liberty is the mother of 

virtue, and if women be, by their very constitution, slaves, and not allowed to breathe the 

sharp invigorating air of freedom, they must ever languish like exotics, and be reckoned 

beautiful flaws in nature.  

 

… 

I lament that women are systematically degraded by receiving the trivial attentions which men 

think it manly to pay to the sex, when in fact, they are insultingly supporting their own 

superiority. It is not condescension to bow to an inferior. So ludicrous, in fact, do these 

ceremonies appear to me that I scarcely am able to govern my muscles when I see a man with 

eager and serious solicitude to lift a handkerchief or shut a door, when the lady could have 

done it herself, had she only moved a pace or two.  

… 

In the middle rank of life, to continue the comparison, men, in their youth, are prepared for 

professions, and marriage is not considered as the grand feature in their lives; whilst women, 

on the contrary, have no other scheme to sharpen their faculties. It is not business, extensive 

plans, or any of the excursive flights of ambition, that engross their attention; no, their 

thoughts are not employed in rearing such noble structures. To rise in the world, and have the 

liberty of running from pleasure to pleasure, they must marry advantageously, and to this 

object their time is sacrificed, and their persons often legally prostituted. A man when he 

enters any profession has his eye steadily fixed on some future advantage (and the mind gains 

great strength by having all its efforts directed to one point), and, full of his business, pleasure 

is considered as mere relaxation; whilst women seek for pleasure as the main purpose of 

existence. In fact, from the education, which they receive from society, the love of pleasure 

may be said to govern them all; but does this prove that there is a sex in souls? It would be 

just as rational to declare that the courtiers in France, when a destructive system of despotism 

had formed their character, were not men, because liberty, virtue, and humanity, were 



sacrificed to pleasure and vanity. Fatal passions, which have ever domineered over the whole 

race !  

 

… 

Fragile in every sense of the word, they are obliged to look up to man for every comfort. In 

the most trifling danger they cling to their support, with parasitical tenacity, piteously 

demanding succour; and their natural protector extends his arm, or lifts up his voice, to guard 

the lovely trembler--from what? Perhaps the frown of an old cow, or the jump of a mouse; a 

rat would be a serious danger. In the name of reason, and even common sense, what can save 

such beings from contempt; even though they be soft and fair.  

These fears, when not affected, may produce some pretty attitudes; but they show a degree of 

imbecility which degrades a rational creature in a way women are not aware of--for love and 

esteem are very distinct things.  

I am fully persuaded that we should hear of none of these infantine airs, if girls were allowed 

to take sufficient exercise, and not confined in close rooms till their muscles are relaxed, and 

their powers of digestion destroyed. To carry the remark still further, if fear in girls, instead of 

being cherished, perhaps, created, were treated in the same manner as cowardice in boys, we 

should quickly see women with more dignified aspects. It is true, they could not then with 

equal propriety be termed the sweet flowers that smile in the walk of man; but they would be 

more respectable members of society, and discharge the important duties of life by the light of 

their own reason. " Educate women like men," says Rousseau, "and the more they resemble 

our sex the less power will they have over us." This is the very point I aim at. I do not wish 

them to have power over men; but over themselves.  

… 

It has also been asserted, by some naturalists, that men do not attain their full growth and 

strength till thirty; but that women arrive at maturity by twenty. I apprehend that they reason 

on false ground, led astray by the male prejudice, which deems beauty the perfection of 

woman--mere beauty of features 'and complexion, the vulgar acceptation of the word, whilst 

male beauty is allowed to have some connection with the mind. Strength of body, and that 

character of countenance which the French term a physionomic, women do not acquire before 

thirty, any more than men. The little artless tricks of children, it is true, are particularly 

pleasing and attractive; yet, when the pretty freshness of youth is worn off, these artless 

graces become studied airs, and disgust every person of taste. In the countenance of girls we 

only look for vivacity and bashful modesty; but, the spring tide of life over, we look for 

soberer sense in the face, and for traces of passion, instead of the dimples of animal spirits; 

expecting to see individuality of character, the only fastener of the affections.[10] We then 

wish to converse, not to fondle; to give scope to our imaginations as well as to the sensations 

of our hearts.  

… 

There is a homely proverb, which speaks a shrewd truth, that whoever the devil finds idle he 

will employ. And what but habitual idleness can hereditary wealth and titles produce? For 



man is so constituted that he can only attain a proper use of his faculties by exercising them, 

and will not exercise them unless necessity of some kind first set the wheels in motion. Virtue 

likewise can only be acquired by the discharge of relative duties; but the importance of these 

sacred duties will scarcely be felt by the being who is cajoled out of his humanity by the 

flattery of sycophants. There must be more equality established in society, or morality will 

never gain ground, and this virtuous equality will not rest firmly even when founded on a 

rock, if one-half of mankind be chained to its bottom by fate, for they will be continually 

undermining it through ignorance or pride.  

It is vain to expect virtue from women till they are in some degree independent of men; nay, it 

is vain to expect that strength of natural affection which would make them good wives and 

mothers. Whilst they are absolutely dependent on their husbands they will be cunning, mean, 

and selfish; and the men who can be gratified by the fawning fondness of spaniel-like 

affection have not much delicacy, for love is not to be bought; in any sense of the words, its 

silken wings are instantly shrivelled up when anything beside a return in kind is sought. Yet 

whilst wealth enervates men, and women live, as it were, by their personal charms, how can 

we expect them to discharge those ennobling duties which equally require exertion and self-

denial? Hereditary property sophisticates the mind, and the unfortunate victims to it--if I may 

so express myself--swathed from their birth, seldom exert the locomotive faculty of body or 

mind, and thus viewing everything through one medium, and that a false one, they are unable 

to discern in what true merit and happiness consist. False, indeed, must be the light when the 

drapery of situation hides the man, and makes him stalk in masquerade, dragging from one 

scene of dissipation to another the nerveless limbs that hang with stupid listlessness, and 

rolling round the vacant eye, which plainly tells us that there is no mind at home.  

 

… 

Those writers are particularly useful, in my opinion, who make man feel for man, independent 

of the station he fills, or the drapery of factitious sentiments. I then would fain convince 

reasonable men of the importance of some of my remarks; and prevail on them to weigh 

dispassionately the whole tenor of my observations. I appeal to their understandings; and, as a 

fellow-creature, claim, in the name of my sex, some interest in their hearts. I entreat them to 

assist to emancipate their companion, to make her a helpmeet for them.  

Would men but generously snap our chains, and be content with rational fellowship instead of 

slavish obedience, they would find us more observant daughters, more affectionate sisters, 

more faithful wives, more reasonable mothers--in a word, better citizens. We should then love 

them with true affection, because we should learn to respect ourselves; and the peace of mind 

of a worthy man would not be interrupted by the idle vanity of his wife, nor the babes sent to 

nestle in a strange bosom, having never found a home in their mother's.  

 


