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1 Introduction
Feminism in European history

Tjitske Akkerman and Siep Stuurman

What are women? What are they? Are they serpents, wolves, lions, dragons, vipers or
devouring beasts and enemies of the human race…. But by God! if they are your
mothers, your sisters, your daughters, your wives and your companions; they are
yourselves and you yourselves are them.

Christine de Pizan
 
In these flaming words Christine de Pizan decried the prevailing vilification
of the female sex. The passage is from an open letter she circulated at the
French court in 1401.1

Six centuries and the barrier of cultural otherness stand between us and
Christine de Pizan. Nevertheless we cannot fail to recognize a feminist voice
here. Pizan’s text might figure in an anthology, side by side with, let us say,
Marie de Gournay, François Poulain de la Barre, Gabrielle Suchon, Mary
Astell, Olympe de Gouges, Mary Wollstonecraft, Harriet Taylor, John Stuart
Mill, Simone de Beauvoir and Kate Millet. At the same time, however,
numerous passages in Christine de Pizan’s work are not immediately
accessible to us. They evoke a mental universe and an intellectual context so
different from ours that it cannot be readily located within the orbit of
feminist discourse as we at present understand it. Christine de Pizan, then,
appears to us as both a familiar and an enigmatic figure, a companion in
arms from an alien and distant world, voicing feminist concerns in the
forgotten allegorical language of courtly love.

We are facing a dilemma that is unavoidable in any attempt to reconstruct
the history of a discourse. In order to trace the intellectual, cultural and
political lineages of what we today call feminism, we have to know what we
are looking for. The assertion that we recognize a feminist voice in Christine
de Pizan necessarily implies that we have embarked on our historical inquiry
with some preliminary notion of ‘feminism’. On the other hand, we cannot
take it for granted that there is one, unambiguous ‘history of feminism’ that
develops along a continuous, evolutionary track from the Middle Ages until
the present day. A historical investigation must take into account ruptures as
well as continuities in the history of a discourse. In the history of feminist
ideas this is especially important since feminism has not been one of the major,
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canonized European intellectual traditions. In the case of feminism, the study
of silence and forgetting must be an integral part of any historical account that
aspires to be more than a collation of great examples and outstanding texts.

The term ‘feminism’ has been frequently restricted to the women’s
movements of the late nineteenth century and the contemporary period. When
we look at the history of the word, such a restricted use is indeed correct. The
word ‘feminism’ became common towards the end of the nineteenth century,
and this conceptual innovation was part of a larger transformation of the
European language of politics. From the early nineteenth century onwards, the
emergence of the various ‘Isms’, such as nationalism, liberalism and
socialism, coincided with the emergence of modern mass politics, the idea of
social change and the expectation of a future better world. The Isms were
essentially ‘concepts of movement’.2 In this context, feminism came to be
defined as the political articulation of the collective organization of women. In
this book, however, the term feminism is used in a much broader sense. That
is not to say that we are following the older historiographical tradition
stemming from the beginning of the twentieth century, in which feminism was
used rather indiscriminately for a variety of ideas, as likely to be found in
classical antiquity or ancient Gaul as in the Middle Ages or the nineteenth
century. We propose to steer a middle course, limiting feminism to modern
European history from late medieval times up to the present day, but not
confining it to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

In contemporary women’s history, terms like ‘Renaissance feminism’,
‘seventeenth-century feminism’ or ‘Enlightenment feminism’ have become
almost commonplace. The new historical research of the past decades has
convincingly demonstrated that the early-modern history of feminism is not
one of isolated examples or lone precursors of a history that ‘really’ begins
only in the nineteenth century. There are, of course, important differences
between the nineteenth century and earlier periods, but we feel that a neat
dichotomy between a ‘history’ and a ‘prehistory’ of feminism is no longer
warranted. Hence, our account of European feminism spans the entire
modern era, from late medieval times until the present day. Such a long-term
historical perspective will enable us to discuss the relation between feminist
thought and the making of modernity without a priori reducing feminism to
a belated effect of Enlightenment egalitarianism.

We propose a provisional periodization containing six major subperiods
or ‘waves’. The modern history of European feminism, from c. 1400 to the
year 2000, might be subdivided as follows:
 
1 Late-medieval and Renaissance feminism (1400–1600)
2 Rationalist feminism (1600–1700)
3 Enlightenment feminism (1700–1800)
4 Utopian feminism (1820–50)
5 Liberal feminism (1860–1920)
6 Contemporary feminism ( I960–?)  
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This periodization is tentative and hypothetical. It could hardly be otherwise.
There is, as yet, no firm empirical grounding for a more precise assessment
of the importance of feminist activities in the various periods. Virtually no
quantitative research on feminist publishing has been done, and our six
periods cannot be more than impressionistic historical constructs. Moreover,
there is the complex issue of geographical coverage. All of the chapters
discussing the early-modern period have a lot of material on France and
French texts. It is important to keep in mind that books published in French
were frequently reissued in other European countries, and, more generally,
that French culture in early-modern Europe was an international elite
phenomenon. By the seventeenth century Paris, that ‘magazine of people
and things’, as John Locke once termed it, had become in many ways the
cultural capital of Europe. Brita Rang’s contribution refers to Latin texts,
which also point to an international audience, but in addition she
demonstrates the importance of German-speaking feminist voices from the
sixteenth century onwards. The major omission in our treatment of the early-
modern period is obviously Italy on which we would have liked to include
a chapter. The chapters dealing with the eighteenth century chiefly focus on
Britain and France, following most general historical treatments of the
Enlightenment. Although the preeminent roles of France and Britain in the
Enlightenment cannot be denied, the broader geographical spread of
Enlightenment feminism largely remains to be explored. In this volume
Karen Offen provides us with a number of fascinating glimpses of
Scandinavian, German and Dutch sources.

In the course of the nineteenth century, feminism became a European-
wide phenomenon: utopian feminism was, so far as we can see, mainly
centred in Britain and France, but after 1850 no clear geographical centres
can be discerned except for the greater vigour of feminism in the Protestant
nations. Finally, contemporary feminism is an international movement that
has left virtually no country untouched.

The contributions in this volume cannot claim any encyclopedic or
‘complete’ coverage. Other students of feminism will wish to highlight other
geographical areas, other periods or episodes. With these caveats in mind we
feel that it is worth our while to identify and discuss the historical links that
are assumed in a growing body of recent and ongoing research. In such an
investigation, we need a working definition of feminism that does not
prejudice the issue either way. It must be sufficiently broad to be applicable
to different historical periods and at the same time sufficiently specific to
discriminate between feminist, non-feminist and anti-feminist utterances.
Drawing on, but also slightly amending, Nancy Cott’s working definition of
feminism, we distinguish three core components in feminist discourse:
 
1 Criticism of misogyny and male supremacy
2 The conviction that women’s condition is not an immutable fact of nature

and can be changed for the better
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3 A sense of gender group identity, the conscious will to speak ‘on behalf
of women’, or ‘to defend the female sex’, usually aiming to enlarge the
sphere of action open to women3

 
As borderline cases, we include texts and forms of behaviour that do not
explicitly take a stand against male supremacy but nevertheless transgress
the dominant codes of femininity.

We are, of course, aware of the fact that historical reality is always more
messy and less clear cut than any definition. Feminist identities are not
always to be found ready-made. There are many moments in history in
which a sense of gender group identity is fragile, barely visible or on the
verge of dissolving. Often a conscious collective identity only emerges when
groups have first been identified and labelled by opponents: the term
‘feminism’, for instance, migrated to England when newspapers began to
use it depreciatingly to refer to unwanted continental doctrines.4 We
understand gender group identity as a continuing process of making and
unmaking. That implies that our definition cannot be used as a neat, quasi-
geometrical standard. Recalling a famous observation in Pascal’s Pensées,
we need not primarily esprit de geometric, but rather an esprit de finesse in
order to appreciate the often subtle distinctions between feminists and non-
feminists. As blurred borders and hybrid identities are fairly common in
history, definitions will never dispel all or any doubts about identifying
feminists and feminisms.

Our definition covers an enormous variety of theoretical and narrative
genres, from allegorical poetry to philosophical treatises and political
speeches. Written texts are the main sources used in this book, and our
definition is more easily applicable to texts than to visual material. However,
as Inge Boer and Martha Vicinus make clear in their contributions, images
are often at the centre of cultural struggles about dominant codes of
femininity. Even if their meaning is more difficult to pin down, images ought
not to be regarded as second-rate sources. The twentieth century has often
been called the age of images: representations of womanhood have never
before changed so fast or exhibited such dazzling variety.5 As Martha
Vicinus shows in chapter 11, an actress like Sarah Bernhardt was a leading
example not only for the growing côterie of fin-de-siècle Paris lesbians, but
also for young suffragists. Photographs of suffragists from the period 1903–
13 show them dressed in tweed suits, sturdy boots and neat bow ties. A
cigarette or cigar, sword or walking stick, or at the very least a tie, were
appropriated as symbols for a shorthand masculinity. Likewise,
contemporary feminism has exploited the full range of the semiotic arsenal
of (post)modern society, from crossdressing and billboards to movies and
virtual images. For all that, the importance of iconographic material for the
study of earlier historical periods must not be underestimated. We only need
to think of the role of engravings and paintings in the representations of
femininity. Nicole Pellegrin and Joan DeJean have stressed the importance
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of the image as a source of the discourses of gender in ancien regime
Europe.6 In this volume, Inge Boer reminds us of the important role of
paintings and dress codes in the elite culture of eighteenth-century France.

By its very nature, feminist discourse is reflexive and ‘theoretical’ as well
as action-oriented and therefore ‘practical’. Women who wrote ‘in defence
of the female sex’ fashioned a public language and constructed a collective
identity that might be imagined as well as real and usually was both
imagined and real although the balance between an imagined female
community and a ‘real’ movement has undergone important changes in the
course of modern history. Especially in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries the line between feminist thought and a feminist movement has not
always been an easy one to draw. But even in the early-modern period many
authors assumed some sort of sympathetic audience, a feminine Republic of
Letters that was never taken for granted but always sought after and
sometimes passionately desired. The feminist texts discussed in this book
were in most cases not self-contained, isolated treatises but rather members
of ‘families of texts’ actively drawing on and presupposing each other. Such
series of interrelated texts, like those of the enduring Renaissance
controversy on the status of women (usually known as the Querelle des
femmes), clearly represent more than a number of isolated literary
utterances.

FEMINISM AND THE HISTORY OF POLITICAL THOUGHT

Another question that should be addressed is whether it is worth trying to
conceive an integral history of European feminism, now that the results of
several decades of women’s history have brought to the fore a sometimes
overwhelming complexity of detail and a welter of subtle differences
between groups of women, cultures and nations, and periods. The
impressive, multi-volume Histoire des Femmesl History of Women project
has brought together and synthesized the results of an enormous amount of
contemporary research, but it discusses feminist authors and ideas within
particular periods and geographical areas, without, however, presenting an
overall account of the development of European feminism. One reason for
presenting such an overall account is that specialized studies of individual
feminists and feminisms tend to draw on more or less implicit
presuppositions about what went before or what came after. Arguments
about feminism ‘now’ and feminism ‘then’ are often used rather routinely, as
if there actually is an agreed upon overall history of European, or even
‘Western’ feminism. It is one of the aims of this book to inquire into the
possible contours of such an overall history.

The reconstruction of a long-term history of feminist thought both enables
and compels us to consider its relationship to other fields of intellectual
history, notably the history of political thought. Feminism has obviously been
involved with key notions of modern political discourse, such as autonomy,
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liberty and equality. Moreover, feminist discussions of morality and the
tensions between private and civic virtue are closely linked to major currents
in political thought, such as republicanism, civic humanism and romanticism.
In the recent historiography of political thought, however, the history of
feminism is still, with minor exceptions, relegated to the footnotes, if it is
discussed at all. In the major twentieth-century handbooks of the history of
political theory, feminist thought is virtually absent, or even dismissed out of
hand. George H.Sabine’s A History of Political Theory, a major and frequently
reissued textbook, tells readers that John Stuart Mill valued some liberal ideas,
‘like the enfranchisement of women, out of all proportion to their importance’,
and that is all the information the book has to offer about Mill’s feminism.7 In
many later textbooks, John Stuart Mill’s feminism is simply ignored, and
feminist authors, such as Marie de Gournay, François Poulain de la Barre,
Mary Astell and Mary Wollstonecraft, to name only a few major figures, are
not mentioned at all. In the postwar venture of conceptual history, the situation
is no better. The great multi-volume history of social and political key
concepts, the German Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe (‘Basic Concepts in
History’), singles out the emergence of the modern Isms for special attention,
but there is no entry for ‘feminism’.

Now these examples are drawn from studies published before feminist
historiography was rediscovered and the new women’s history made its
appearance. Yet even in more recently published work the canon of major
political theorists has not changed much. The familiar cast of Dead White
European Males (DWEMs for short) still reigns supreme. Ian Hampsher-
Monk’s A History of Modern Political Thought, a major new textbook
published in 1992, is in many ways an admirable work, but with respect to
the exclusion of feminist thought nothing much has changed.8 In John
Dunn’s recent Democracy. The Unfinished Journey. 508 BC to AD 1993, a
short chapter on recent feminist philosophy is added almost as an
afterthought.9 What is perhaps even more astonishing is that these and other
authors fail to consider or respond to the critique of the patriarchal
assumptions in the ‘great thinkers’ of the traditional canon formulated by
feminist historians over the past twenty years or so, beginning with Susan
Okin’s Women in Western Political Thought (1979).10 A reconstruction of the
history of European feminism in the modern age will enable us to identify
the parallels as well as the differences between the trajectories of feminism
and male political theory. The historiography of political thought must come
to terms with the fact that feminism is not simply a variety of recent ‘radical
discourse’ but a specific mode of discussing the issues of virtue, power and
authority that are at the heart of political thought. The realization that
feminist thought has been a part of the self-reflection of European society
right from the beginning, may in due course lead to a reconsideration of the
key concepts underpinning the history of political philosophy itself.
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INVENTING A TRADITION OR RECOVERING SUPPRESSED
EVIDENCE?

At the end of the nineteenth century feminists began to reconstruct their past
systematically and sometimes professionally. For the first time in history
they sought to create a female and feminist historical memory in order to
prevent their history from being forgotten again.11 These feminists
established journals and libraries in order to support professional research
and to inform a wider public. We could even say that they ‘invented’ a
feminist tradition by searching for ancient documents which would reveal
moments of former female glory and power, by publicly celebrating the
memory of their predecessors, and by putting up statues or naming streets
and marking places with memorial plaques.12 Our project follows in the
professional footsteps of this late nineteenth-century feminist fascination
with history, but today we do not wish to found a tradition of charismatic
historical worthies such as Amazons, Matriarchs, Gauls or Britons. That
historical genre tended to flow over into myth, frequently set in a nationalist
framework. Charlotte Stopes, for instance, began her general history British
Freewomen: Their Historical Privilege (1894) with the exemplary
‘feminism’ of ancient Britain and Anglo-Saxon England.13 This fascination
with ‘ancient history’ and ultimate origins was not, of course, confined to
feminism. It was found in much nineteenth-century historical narrative,
especially in the historiography of nations and peoples. In recent critical
studies of nationalism, these evocations of a mythical past have been
deconstructed as ‘invention’. The ‘invention of tradition’ has by now
become a commonplace in cultural history and it has frequently been
associated with uncritical use of sources, with bold sweeps of the
imagination, or even with fraud or ideological manipulation. While
acknowledging the force of this criticism, we feel that it must not lead us to
a premature dismissal of the very idea of a long-term feminist tradition: after
all, Christine de Pizan, Marie de Gournay and Mary Astell were no mythical
Amazon queens (neither was the somewhat Amazon figure of the Princess de
Montpensier at all mythical, as Louis XIV was to find out to his cost). It is
not invention, but rather recovery and reconstruction that are called for in the
case of feminism.

A brief comparison of the cases of feminism and nationalism can serve to
clarify the point. Nationalism is, of course, one of the major traditions of
modern Europe. Nationalist ideologies have penetrated European societies
more successfully than any other type of discourse, for the elementary
reason that societies and states were organized as nations. Written history
was before all else national history, and even today historiography is
dominated by the canon of the nation-state. It is therefore understandable
that the myth of the ancient origin and smooth permanence of the
homogenous nation has been subjected to harsh criticism in an age that has
witnessed the murderous consequences of this particular ideology. The
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recent upsurge of the invention of tradition approach was actually
occasioned by the critique of traditional nationalist historiography.14 The
case of feminism is, however, far different. Prior to the first wave of
women’s history around the turn of the last century there existed precious
little knowledge of feminist attitudes and writings before the mid-nineteenth
century. In the most literal sense, there was no European feminist tradition,
there were only the scattered remains and traces of earlier feminisms, mostly
buried in the less frequented recesses of the great libraries and archives of
European cities and states. The French historian Henri Piéron, who, at the
turn of the last century, rediscovered the treatise on the equality of the sexes
by the seventeenth-century feminist Poulain de la Barre, had to cut open the
copy of the Egalité des deux sexes in the Bibliothèque Nationale where it
had lain unread for over a century.15 Many similar examples could be
adduced. The process of historical retrieval, the recovery of supressed
evidence, as Karen Offen calls it in her contribution to this book, is still
going on today. New research continually uncovers feminist writings which
were previously unknown, and sometimes unsuspected. Time and again, the
conclusion imposes itself that the amount of feminist activity over the past
six centuries has been consistently underestimated, even by historians
sympathetic to the feminist cause. The issue of a feminist tradition is, then,
almost the opposite of the case of nationalism. The point is not to demystify
a dominant ideology but rather to reconstruct the elements of a forgotten and
fragmented tradition of European discourse. The question is not, in our
opinion at least, whether we ought to reconstruct a history of European
feminism(s), but how we may do so.

Instead of the traditional emphasis on the difference between the
nineteenth century and the prior history of feminist discourse, we propose to
discuss each period in its own right, putting an equal emphasis on the
historical specificity of particular forms of feminism and on the issue of their
linkages with earlier and later parts of the trajectory of European feminism.
In this way, we want to avoid the twin pitfalls of a facile evolutionism and a
narrow historicism (in the Rankean sense of the latter term). Our approach is
inspired by the critique of anachronistic and teleological genres of
intellectual history that has been developed in fields such as political
thought, the historical study of literature and the arts, and the history of
natural science. The advocates of a contextual treatment of authors and texts,
such as, for example, the ‘Cambridge School’ in the history of political
thought, have convincingly argued that the historical meaning of a text can
only be recovered by situating it in its contemporary lexical, intellectual and
political contexts. Others have called for a ‘social history of ideas’ in which
forms of sociability and channels of communication are studied as part of
the process of the cultural and political ‘making’ of ideas. In the historical
study of ideas, texts and discourses there exists at present a great variety of
theoretical approaches which is also reflected in this book. Nonetheless, the
views presented here share a broadly conceived historical and contextual



Introduction 9

approach: on the one hand, they privilege political languages over the tradi-
tional, more philosophical focus on individual ‘great’ or ‘canonical’ texts;
on the other hand, they eschew a purely semiotical, immanent textual
analysis and opt instead for an historical study of texts and their multiple
contexts. The latter point perhaps deserves some emphasis: usually there is
not one unequivocal context, but a plurality of contexts. To cite a well-
known example, John Locke, who was traditionally seen as a classical,
natural-rights liberal, has been in turn portrayed as a late-medieval natural-
law philosopher, a Calvinist moralist, a Baconian theorist of agrarian
improvement, and a near-democratic revolutionary. Likewise, Christine de
Pizan can be situated in the context of allegorical poetry and aristocratic
courtly life, and in the intellectual tradition of the constitution of fame by
means of historical exempla.

The same words do not convey the same meanings to authors and readers
living in different ages. Notions like liberty, authority and equality are
gendered in all historical epochs, but they are gendered in different ways in
different periods. In our opinion, the different feminisms must be
contextualized and, so to speak, restored to their own historical milieu,
before we can attempt to reconstruct the long-term trajectory of European
feminism. Such a reconstruction implies an analysis of the various ways in
which feminists have drawn on earlier texts, as well as the cycles of
forgetting and recovery of both ancient and recent events and texts. The links
between earlier and subsequent feminist texts are seldom straightforward
and clear; authors frequently appropriate and deploy elements of earlier
texts, forging something new in the process by means of subtle shifts and
new combinations, deleting some parts of previous discourses and adding
new ones where they feel compelled to do so. Ideas and languages from a
remote past can be routinely used or consciously redeployed. Reconstructing
the trajectory of feminist ideas therefore means that we have to trace the
ways in which authors have read and understood earlier feminist as well as
non-feminist writings, albeit in their own highly idiosyncratic ways.

FROM THE LATE MIDDLE AGES TO THE ONSET OF THE
ENLIGHTENMENT

More than fifteen years ago, Joan Kelly put forward the bold thesis that there
was a European feminist tradition that antedated the era of the French
Revolution and could be traced all the way back to the beginning of the
fifteenth century. She saw the Renaissance Querelle des femmes as the
principal genre of early-modern feminism. According to Kelly, early
feminist theory was ‘rooted in the humanistic form of literacy some women
acquired while it was being denied to women as a sex’.16 Right at the
beginning of this line of thinking Kelly situated the imposing figure of
Christine de Pizan who was the first to draw attention to the sexist partiality
implicit in the whole extant body of misogynist literature, from classical
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antiquity to Latin Christendom. Pizan’s work marked a turning point
because she refocussed the old medieval debate on marriage and female
vices onto the issue of misogyny itself and because she did so as a woman
speaking on behalf of the entire female sex. A new debate was opened, and
it was opened to women as active participants.17

Our approach is obviously indebted to Kelly’s pioneering insights. It is
therefore useful to ask at this point which parts of her argument still stand
today and what revisions have to be made as a result of the new research of
the past decades. One major departure from Kelly’s argument concerns
periodization. Instead of lumping the whole 1400 to 1789 period together,
we should at least distinguish two major subperiods: a first one that spans
late-medieval and Renaissance times and ends somewhere in the seventeenth
century; and a second one that more or less coincides with the
Enlightenment. The feminism of the first period is fairly well represented by
the genre of the Querelle, which was above all a discourse on morality and
manners with philosophical concerns occasionally intruding. Enlightenment
feminism, however, was exemplified by an altogether different mode of
discourse, underpinned by a few key philosophical notions, such as reason,
progress and, above all, equality, which is of course not to say that the older
emphasis on manners and morals was absent from it. In this perspective, the
seventeenth century appears as a time of transition in which different
feminist genres existed side by side, even in the writings of individual
authors. Marie de Gournay is a case in point: it is impossible to assign her
work in an unequivocal way to either the Querelle literature or the genre of
egalitarian-rationalist feminism.

Let us start with the first period. In her contribution to the present volume,
Miri Rubin calls our attention to a variety of settings in medieval society,
ranging from craft guilds to courtly high society, in which women contested
the limitations put upon their activities by the prevailing masculinist practices
and ideologies. The female critique of the dominant notions of gender came in
many forms. What emerges from the sources, Rubin tells us, ‘is a set of
reflections and arguments, ranging in subject matter from homiletics,
vernacular literature, to theories of just price and notions of public action, in
which some writers valued women despite gender difference and others
because of it’. The literary defence-of-women genre, sometimes amounting to
scathing attacks on misogynist prejudices, was not absent from the late-
medieval intellectual scene, and as such predated Christine de Pizan. Rubin’s
argument makes clear that we must not engage in a vain quest for ultimate
origins. We should rather acknowledge the separate presence of elements of
the three modes of discourse that, according to our working definition, went
into the making of a distinct feminist voice. It may be impossible ever to
identify the first ‘really feminist’ utterance in European history, but it seems
highly plausible that it was well before Christine de Pizan. Pizan is one of
those emblematic figures who mark a provisional ending as well as the
beginning of something new. Rubin rightly points to the numerous elements in
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medieval culture that made Pizan’s work possible. It remains true, however,
that Pizan, by fusing these disparate elements into a synthesis, and by
deploying all the means of courtly high culture and refined literacy at her
disposal, produced a feminist discourse unprecedented in its aesthetic power
and theoretical consistency. The precise valuation of Christine de Pizan’s
work, at the juncture of medieval and renaissance culture, is likely to remain
a matter of dispute for some time to come.18

The literature of the Querelle proper expanded considerably during the
fifteenth century. The introduction of printing gave birth to a new kind of
literary world, wider in scope than anything that went before. In her seminal
study of Renaissance feminism, Constance Jordan confines her sources to
the printed texts in the vernacular languages, arguing that a fairly large,
partly female audience as well as the multiplication and repetition of similar
arguments were the defining characteristics of the Querelle and that this
made it into more than a series of isolated intellectual events.19 The sheer
number of feminist printed texts over the entire period 1450–1650 is
impressive. It seems to grow in volume over time, although no reliable
quantitative data are at present available. Likewise, it would probably be
premature to delineate the precise contours of the geographical spread of
Renaissance feminism. Jordan demonstrates the major importance of Italian
authors and texts in the fifteenth century. Thereafter, the centre of gravity
appears to shift to the north-west and especially to France and the French-
speaking Republic of Letters. In chapter 3, Brita Rang shows, however, that
the contribution of the German-speaking lands was not negligible either. A
comprehensive study of the European geographical pattern and its evolution
over time would be extremely welcome.

The sense of standing in a tradition is clearly present in many of the
Querelle authors, who frequently voiced the conviction that they were not
alone, but many. One way of doing this was the compilation of enormous lists
of famous, valiant or learned women from the remote past up to the times of
the authors themselves. Brita Rang’s chapter discusses the important genre of
catalogues and lexica of ‘learned women’, a literary genre that went on well
into the eighteenth century. According to Rang, these authors were addressing
a central issue of the Querelle: the claim that women were intellectually
capable and therefore entitled to enter the Republic of Letters. At the same
time, their discourse was in line with some major features of Renaissance
culture, such as the high cognitive status of the historical example and the
validity of fame, the Pantheon des Weltruhmes (‘Pantheon of World Fame’) as
Brita Rang calls it, following Jacob Burckhardt.

Of course, the femme savante (‘learned woman’) was not the only
feminist role-model available to Renaissance authors. The Amazon heroine
was also very much present as an historical example, an iconographic
symbol and a protagonist of the female novel, as Joan DeJean has recently
shown in the case of seventeenth-century France.20 We may well ask,
however, if the Amazon ideal was of more than symbolic significance,
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except for a tiny minority of aristocratic ladies like the Grande
Mademoiselle and her friends during the turbulent Fronde years in mid-
seventeenth-century France. For the overwhelming majority of feminist
authors, the ideal of the learned woman was by far the most attractive, as it
directly concerned themselves in their quality as female writers who wanted
to be heard and recognized in the male community of letters. Christine de
Pizan is, once more, exemplary: in her Livre de la cité des dames (‘Book of
the City of Ladies’) she dwells at length on famous queens and Amazon
warriors, but when it comes to actually building the City of Ladies, its
bastions and ramparts are raised on ‘the field of letters’.

Moreover, the feminist struggle for recognition in the sphere of culture
and letters was to some extent successful. By the middle of the seventeenth
century, the female author had become a part of the European intellectual
landscape, even though the status of women as writers and intellectuals
remained a highly contested one. In the thriving salon culture, especially but
not exclusively in France, the value of female conversation and, more
generally, the contribution of women to politeness and literary refinement
were greatly appreciated. Old-style rude misogyny did not completely
disappear but it was more and more confined to the retarded culture of a
backwoods aristocracy.21 The power of this new female intellectual culture
is, so to speak, proved in reverse by Molière’s famous diatribes against the
précieuses and the savantes; ridiculing female intellectual aspirations on the
stage guaranteed a packed house in late seventeenth-century Paris, the then
cultural capital of Europe. This fact alone goes far to prove that feminism
had become much more than a marginal phenomenon. Furthermore, Molière
illustrates the significance of manners and style for feminists and their
enemies. His plays do not engage in any serious discussion of the ideas of
the women he puts on the stage, the focus is rather on their behaviour, their
language and gestures. For the première of the Femmes savantes Molière
hired a male actor for the part of Philaminte, the chief savante, whereas the
other female characters were played by actresses, and Chrysale, the timorous
and harassed husband of Philaminte, by Molière himself.22 The woman who
ventures into the masculine realm of science was impersonated by a man
who postured as a woman.

The association of feminism with crossdressing, trespassing and the
violation of accepted codes of behaviour was, of course, no special
prerogative of the critics of feminism. Nor was it a peculiarity of the
seventeenth century: feminists, and more generally, women who felt
estranged from the prevailing conventions of gendered correctness, have
time and again experimented with subtle, challenging or ironic variations in
manners, speech and dress (see especially the chapters by Inge Boer and
Martha Vicinus in this volume).

Having succeeded in gaining access to the world of letters, many women
ardently wished to win membership in the new institutions of scientific
learning that were emerging all over Europe in the course of the seventeenth
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century. By and large, they failed. Nor did the spread of the modern theory
of natural law benefit the feminist cause in an immediate way: just as women
were refused access to the new scientific academies, they were conveniently
forgotten in the greater part of the most influential statements of the ‘natural
equality of mankind’. Admittedly, the new discourse of ‘natural equality’
was potentially critical of masculine authority and it demolished old-style
biblical patriarchism, but very few male theorists were ready to face the full
implications of an egalitarian critique of gender hierarchy. In most cases,
they were more concerned to establish in some, usually rather illogical way
the ‘naturalness’ of the authority of the family father, so that the political
contract could then be ratified by the male heads of families instead of the
isolated, as yet ungendered individuals found in the famous ‘natural
condition of mankind’. It is well known that Locke in the final analysis opted
for a ‘foundation in nature’ of male superiority, therewith violating one of
his own basic axioms, while Hobbes first admits that male supremacy is not
natural, then gets himself into a logical tangle and finally walks out as if
nothing ever happened. Poulain de la Barre was one of the very few, perhaps
the only, seventeenth-century author to point out in explicit terms the
contradiction involved in the use of the term ‘natural’ by the theorists of
natural jurisprudence.

A fundamental egalitarian critique of mainstream natural-rights thought
was thus at least thinkable in the seventeenth century. And Poulain, as Siep
Stuurman shows in chapter 4, did not stand alone—he was in many ways
drawing on the large and multifarious corpus of extant feminist writing.
Many seventeenth-century feminist authors, from Marie de Gournay and
Anna Maria van Schurman, by way of Elisabeth Clement and Marguerite
Buffet, to Poulain and Gabrielle Suchon fashioned and reworked the
egalitarian critique of traditional arguments for male supremacy, usually
pitting ‘reason’ against ‘custom’ and ‘prejudice’. More generally still,
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century feminism surely must be counted among
the European cultural and intellectual currents that have contributed to the
making of the modern idea of equality. On the other hand, the rise of ‘natural
equality’ as a generally agreed standard during the ‘crisis of the European
mind’23 at the close of the seventeenth century enabled eighteenth-century
feminists to enlist this prestigious element of Enlightenment discourse in
their cause. It is thus apparent that we must look at the relation between
feminism and Enlightenment philosophy from two angles: apart from the
standardly asked question, ‘what was the significance of the Enlightenment
for feminism’, we should also inquire into the significance of feminism for
the emergence of Enlightenment egalitarianism.

ENLIGHTENMENT FEMINISM

The Enlightenment is still passionately debated today. Its legacy has come to
represent some of the most cherished but also most challenged elements of
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modern Western culture. The liberation of men and women from the bonds
of traditional authority has been traced back to the core values of the
Enlightenment, but at the same time the modern cult of abstract and
instrumental rationality is frequently blamed for the darker sides of
twentieth-century politics. In the historiography of feminism as well as in
contemporary feminist philosophy the heritage of the Enlightenment is
highly contested. Against the traditional view of science and reason as
liberating forces, the postmodern critique of the Enlightenment maintains
that abstract rationality led to an eradication of difference and finally to a
marginalization of female experiences and values.

The question then arises whether feminist authors like Olympe de Gouges
and Mary Wollstonecraft were mistaken to stress natural equality and
women’s rationality, and more generally, to ground their feminist argument in
an appeal to reason? We do not think so: the postmodern critique of ‘abstract
scientific rationality’ fails to consider the intellectual and political contexts in
which Enlightenment feminists voiced their appeals to reason. Feminists were
used to counterpoise reason against various arguments of their opponents.
Ever since the seventeenth century they had called upon reason in order to
dismiss custom and tradition, and this particular opposition of reason versus
prejudice was still important to Mary Wollstonecraft when she countered
Edmund Burke’s reverence for ‘the rust of antiquity’ in his Reflections on the
Revolution in France. Burke had predicted in 1790 that the French Revolution
would lead to tyranny, because of the revolutionaries’ lack of respect for
tradition. Like many of her intellectual friends, Wollstonecraft was no
unqualified defender of the French Revolution, but she nevertheless felt that
Burke’s argument was indiscriminately used by conservatives to fend off all
attempts to reform society, and to disqualify all those who supported the cause
of liberty and equality.24

In this volume, Karen Offen and Virginia Sapiro both address the question
of how the belief in reason shaped Enlightenment views of gender. They
contend that we must attempt to extricate and understand the eighteenth-
century connotations and shades of meaning of ‘reason’ instead of looking
through the lenses of late twentieth-century philosophical quarrels. In
chapter 7, Virginia Sapiro shows that for Wollstonecraft, reason was not an
abstract, mathematical concept, but that it referred to the process of reaching
understanding from experience. Her belief in the development of a rational
disposition in the minds of women and men induced her to stress the
importance of education, which meant to her a rich development of the
individual personality through all her experiences, including not only formal
education, but also learning by experience in other institutions, ceremonies
and rituals, from dress codes to table manners. According to Sapiro,
Wollstonecraft was well aware that one should not expect too much of
reason until society was differently constituted. The judgment that she
overrated the power of reason and underestimated the importance of social
and political institutions, a standard Tocquevillean argument against
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Enlightenment philosophers ever since the nineteenth century, is based on a
superficial and unsympathetic reading of Wollstonecraft’s writings.

In chapter 5, Karen Offen points out that the characterization of the
Enlightenment in terms of abstract reason and equality easily leads to a
caricature of eighteenth-century feminism. Even though feminist authors
emphatically claimed reason for themselves, they also emphatically invoked
female values, seeking to find a balance between the sentiments of the heart
and the demands of rationality. To highlight only the element of rationality
is to miss the complexity as well as the emotional temper of Enlightenment
feminism. Offen’s argument raises the issue of the complex intellectual
texture of the Enlightenment which cannot be reduced to a single
philosophical formula. Reason was certainly central to it but its meaning was
not always the same, and Enlightenment intellectual culture was by no
means confined to rationalism in a restricted sense. A similar observation
can be made about the concept of equality. ‘Natural equality’ was dear to
many Enlightenment authors, and not least to feminist writers, but that is not
to say that they did not consider or theorize difference. Moreover, and this is
perhaps the decisive objection to any reduction of the Enlightenment to a
‘rationalist project’, social and political matters were discussed in a variety
of settings and in disparate intellectual idioms, some of which had only a
tenuous relation to the discourse of reason and equality. Besides rationalism,
the modern historiography of the Enlightenment has identified at least three
other major modes of discourse: the Protestant language of spiritual equality
before God; the republican or ‘civic humanist’ language of virtue and
citizenship; and finally the discourse of commercial society and self-interest.
All three have implications for the theorizing of gender, and all three were
on various occasions taken up by feminist authors.

In Northern Europe, particularly in the English-speaking world, feminist
discourse was frequently couched in the Protestant language of spiritual
equality. For English feminists like Mary Astell and Mary Wollstonecraft,
the moral idiom of Protestant dissent, with its vehement rejection of idolatry
and hypocrisy, was a major source of inspiration. Wollstonecraft’s call for ‘a
revolution of manners’ was strikingly akin to Mary Astell’s late seventeenth-
century criticism of women’s idle conversation and their passive way of life
‘as Tulips in a Garden’.25 The Protestant criticism of the reigning cult of
upper-class femininity in terms of idolatry inspired Astell’s and
Wollstonecraft’s call for a reform of manners as much as their enlightened
notion that reason should prevail over the ‘tyranny of custom’ and blind
prejudice. For all that, the importance of the Protestant tradition for
European feminism as a whole should not be overrated. The thesis, defended
by Richard Evans, Olive Banks, Jane Rendall and others, that the Protestant
ethos has been a necessary condition for the emergence of strong feminist
movements may be plausible when applied to the second part of the
nineteenth century when the movement for the emancipation of women was
indeed most impressive in England, the Netherlands and the Scandinavian
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countries (and the United States), but it does not work so well for feminism
in the early-modern period. Renaissance feminism was particularly strong in
Catholic countries like Italy and France, and seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century feminism was probably stronger in France than anywhere else in
Europe. Surveying the long run of the history of European feminisms, there
seems to be no convincing case for a selective affinity between feminism and
one particular religious culture.

The importance of the republican language of the civic virtues in late
eighteenth-century feminism has by now been widely acknowledged.26

While Protestantism focussed on the private character of morality,
republicanism stressed the public nature of virtue. In some feminist writings,
religious themes were mixed with ideas about civic morality. It has been
observed, for instance, that the rise of a new ideal of motherhood in the late
eighteenth century frequently exhibited such a mixture of republican and
Protestant values. In the American and French revolutions, feminist authors
extolled the virtues of the mothers of the republic, whose duty it was to bear
sons and raise them to become virtuous citizens who loved their fatherland
above all.27 Karen Offen indicates that the ideal of militant citizenship
informed republican proposals in France to turn the education of women into
an affair of state. She quotes Mably who warned that in a republic women
should not be forgotten: ‘You must choose, either to make men of them as at
Sparta or condemn them to seclusion.’ The Enlightenment brought about an
ever-widening debate about the education of women, and numerous authors,
both female and male, both feminist and non-feminist, discussed female
education in terms of the cultivation of patriotic attitudes and values.28 The
dominant ‘Spartan’ strand in republicanism tended to identify civic virtue
with militant and ‘manly’ qualities such as heroic self-sacrifice. It was the
Spartan mother, who cared more about the fate of the state than that of her
sons, on which Rousseau, Baudeau, Mably and others modelled their ideal
of motherhood. But the traditional republican discourse of the patriotic,
armed citizenry might also be enlisted in a more direct way by militant
feminists, such as one encounters in the demands of the citoyennes
republicaines revolutionnaires (‘republican revolutionary female citizens’)
who in 1793 claimed the right to participate in the armed defence of the
republic.29

Finally, a more positive view of the ‘feminine’ virtues emerged with the
rise of a commercial ethos and the notions of enlightened self-interest and
polite manners. The eighteenth-century preoccupation with manners was
linked to the theory of ‘commercial society’ as a new and higher stage of
human civilization that called for a reappraisal of traditional standards of
civility and politeness. With the emergence of the new political and
economic language of manners, feminine values traditionally condemned as
‘luxurious’ and ‘effeminate’ came to be praised for their utility.30 The love of
luxury, fashion and a refined taste were applauded and upgraded by writers
who promoted a commercial mentality and who despised the uncouth
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warrior ethos of the traditional sword nobility. The ‘destruction of the hero’
and the new ideal of politeness went together, and the origin and early
development of this transformation of elite culture can be traced back to the
seventeenth-century French salons. In the light of these developments, it is
not surprising that critics of a commercial morality, of which Rousseau was
the paramount representative, frequently turned against certain feminine
values as well, and particularly detested the French elite culture 31

On the other hand, most female authors and feminists, two categories that
overlap but do not coincide, found a natural habitat in salon culture. The
same can be said of female patronesses of the arts. In the world of the salon,
women ‘naturally’ played a leading role as teachers of the subtleties of rank,
etiquette, taste, dress, manners and conversation. Very often, the power and
visibility of these women made them into objects of admiration by some and
of hatred and abuse by others. The world of the salons was extremely fluid
and the boundaries between ‘respectable’ and ‘unlicensed’ behaviour were
not always easy to perceive, especially for women. Madame de Pompadour
was such a salonnière who transgressed existing boundaries of rank and
gender, even though her stance was not explicitly feminist in any commonly
accepted sense of the word. In her contribution to this book, Inge Boer
carefully analyses her position as a court salonnière, comparing it to that of
women in the typical Enlightenment salon.

Madame de Pompadour is a borderline case when it comes to identifying
who was a feminist and who was not. Inge Boer’s chapter 6 helps us to
appreciate the importance of the social milieu and the different modes of
sociability for Enlightenment feminism. What women, feminist or not, were
able to say or write, depended as much on the immediate social setting and
on political culture as on the intellectual context. Feminism changed its
colours and its language as it moved from the relatively secluded world of
the early salons to the more open and dangerous world of ‘public opinion’
that emerged all over Europe in the course of the eighteenth century. The
Enlightenment salon developed out of the older salon culture in the middle
decades of the century, when court control over elite culture was relaxed
after the death of Louis XIV. It was invented and presided over by women of
letters like Marie-Therèse Geoffrin, Jeanne-Julie de Lespinasse and Suzanne
Necker.32 Until the 1780s, these salons provided the channel for a successful
entry of elite women in the Republic of Letters. But, just as in the
seventeenth century, women were not admitted to the great national
institutions of learning like the academies. We would need more comparative
research to explain why women were not successful in this respect, in
contrast to the situation in Italy where many female intellectuals gained
admission to academies from the early seventeenth century onwards. Emilie
du Châtelet, for instance, was elected to the Bologna Institute, but she did
not manage to get a seat in the Académie Française or in any other French
academy.33 Women like Emilie du Châtelet and Madame de Lambert played
an important part as mediators in getting some of the philosophes elected in
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the academies, but they themselves remained excluded. Thus, the most
prestigious institutions of learning remained closed to women.

The feminism of the typical Enlightenment salon must be sharply marked
off from that of the feminist journals, especially the Journal des dames.34

These journals were everything other than established; more or less tolerated
but not formally licensed by the authorities they had a very uncertain
existence. Compared to the situation in countries such as England and
Germany, in France feminist journals were far more harassed; fifteen libraries,
ten royal censors, and five police and book-trade directors were involved in
working against the Journal des dames.35 According to Gelbart, the radical
oppositional mentality of the feminist journalists linked them to the
revolutionary feminism of Olympe de Gouges and other women militants in
the Grande Révolution. However, other students of eighteenth-century
political culture have argued that the Enlightenment salon was no less
important as a precursor of revolutionary feminism, even though by the 1780s
the salons were losing their exclusive position in the making of public opinion
because new institutions of intellectual sociability, such as museums and
political clubs, had emerged.36 At present, there is no scholarly consensus
about the relation between Enlightenment and revolutionary feminism.

The French Revolution itself is sometimes regarded as predominantly
masculinist and anti-feminist. Various scholars have stressed the repressive
features of the Revolution, notably the masculine ‘Spartan’ political culture
of the Jacobin dictatorship culminating in the outlawing of the clubs of
female citizens in October 1793. Nobody will deny that Jacobin rule with its
gendered public roles for male citizens and exclusively domestic roles for
women, inspired by a Rousseauist ideal of motherhood, represented a
ferocious backlash against feminist aspirations to a public voice for women.
Yet, the eventual defeat of feminism should not be read back into the 1789–
93 period, in which feminist political presence was actually quite
impressive. The work of Darline Levy, Harriet Applewhite and others has
demonstrated that women’s political participation in the early phase of the
French Revolution was not the preserve of a small elite group.37 Moreover,
the French Revolution created a new public space and a novel political
culture that called forth new and multiple repertoires of political action on
the part of women. In contrast to the salons, the new women’s clubs
excluded men and were thus able to formulate the idea of a collective
political interest of women. They frequently followed the organizational
model of the Masonic movement with its gendered separation of lodges.

In the open political atmosphere of the first years of the French Revolution,
when political women’s clubs flourished and censorship had broken down,
feminists voiced an impressive array of political claims, including demands
for political participation, equal treatment in civil law, the legalization of
divorce, and a wholesale reform of family law. In the early years of the
Revolution the winning of civil and political rights for women sometimes
appeared to be nearly within reach. Lynn Hunt has underlined the importance
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and the novelty of the appearance of a feminist political discourse which, in
her view, ‘distinguished the French Revolution from all previous such
upheavals, including the American Revolution of the 1770s and 1780s and the
Dutch Revolution of 1787’.38 The debates of the National Assembly in 1789
and 1790 were dominated by a democratic discourse that employed a
radicalized, frankly egalitarian language of natural rights. A feminist like
Olympe de Gouges sought to legitimate her demands for women’s rights in
terms of the political language of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the
Citizen, a document invested with the august authority of the National
Assembly. In particular Article Six of the 1789 Declaration, proclaiming the
right of all citizens to partake in the formation of the general will, opened up
a unique historical opportunity to place the demand for female suffrage on the
political agenda. Olympe de Gouges’ Declaration of the Rights of Woman and
the Citizen boldly declared that all the rights mentioned in the Declaration,
including Article Six, ought to apply to all men and women.39 In July 1790
Condorcet had submitted a proposal for equal political rights for both sexes to
the National Assembly, but his views were shared by only three other
deputies.40 For the overwhelming majority of the male revolutionaries female
suffrage was altogether unacceptable, but it is striking that the principle of
equality as such was acknowledged by several of them. In his Observations on
the new Organization of France, submitted to the National Assembly in
October 1789, the Abbé Sieyès ironically observed:41

 
In the present state of customs, opinions and human institutions, one sees
women called upon to wear the crown, and, by a bizarre contradiction,
they are nowhere included among the active citizens, as if it were not an
axiom of sound politics to enlarge more and more the proportional
number of real citizens, and as if it were impossible for a woman ever to
be useful to the commonwealth. Following a prejudice that does not even
allow for doubt in these matters, we are thus compelled to exclude at least
half of the entire population. At a single stroke, twenty-six million souls
are reduced to twelve and a half million.

 
In this early phase of the Revolution, the idea of sexual equality was not yet
entirely supplanted by the Rousseauist republican discourse of motherhood and
domestic virtues. Admittedly, the upsurge of feminist aspirations was a
shortlived phenomenon that lasted only for a few years. It is undeniable that
much of the new feminist politics did not survive the Jacobin dictatorship.
Finally, the principles of female subordination and an exclusively domestic role
for women were enshrined in the Code Napoléon which heavily influenced early
nineteenth-century legislation in the greater part of continental Europe. On the
other hand, the memories of eighteenth-century and revolutionary feminism, and
the revolutionary language of female citizenship were not completely erased by
the early decades of the nineteenth century. The egalitarian and democratic
legacy of the French Revolution remained a powerful source of inspiration for
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the succeeding generations. An active public political role for women had been
claimed at a climacteric moment in European history and this and other powerful
vindications of the rights of women could be recovered and reasserted by
nineteenth-century feminists, even though, at the present time, we cannot
identify precisely the channels through which the message was transmitted to
the generation of the 1820s and 1830s.

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY: UTOPIAN FEMINISM

The political history of the nineteenth century is made up of two great
periods of a markedly different nature. Before the revolutions of 1848,
certain parts of Europe were already passing through the first phase of the
industrial revolution, but politically the continent was still living in the
aftermath of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars. After 1848,
another era began, characterized by intermittent struggles for the
democratization of state and society, successful in some parts of Europe,
doomed to failure in others. By and large, nineteenth-century feminism fits
into the same pattern: the Utopian-socialist feminism of the earlier part of
the century and the liberal-feminist movements that emerged in various
countries after the mid-century decades show striking differences of
theoretical discourse and political culture and style.

Utopian-socialist feminism flourished in the 1820–48 period, especially
in France. From France it spread to other European countries, for example
Italy and Spain. In Britain it developed in a more autonomous fashion, even
though the influence of French ideas and figures is undeniable. The French
Utopian-feminist movement was preeminently inspired, but also haunted, by
the past. As late as 1848, in response to the February Revolution of that year,
feminists who had participated in Saint-Simonian and Fourierist circles
looked back to the Revolution of 1789. In the Voix des femmes (The
Women’s Voice’), a feminist journal founded in the crucible of the 1848
upheaval, one of them exclaimed:
 

Arise! Look to the past and march to the future…. In the first Revolution
women acted politically by using posters, pamphlets, clubs, stormy
debates, heated discussions—they took part in all and often were the
impetus for them. Their spirit was not deterred by obstacles.42

 
The biographies of ‘femmes célèbres’ (‘famous women’) and the memoirs
of earlier generations of feminists did, however, not only evoke positive
images and examples. The spectre of ‘1789’ could also be used to conjure up
a disquieting association of women’s collective action with unruliness and
mob violence. The Utopian feminists were frequently compelled to defend
themselves against the accusation of being the spiritual granddaughters of
the ’furies’of 1789.

Not only feminist movements, but French politics as a whole was haunted
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by the legacy of 1789. As Ernest Renan once stated, comparing the history
of France to the old Hebrew legend of Rebecca: revolutionary France
remained ‘an unborn child, struggling in the womb of the country’.43

According to de Tocqueville, the Revolution had been a political movement
that took the form of a religious upheaval, and this aspect of the Revolution
explained the dramatic and passionate antagonism between a ‘black’
Catholic France and a ‘red’ revolutionary France. In this context it is not
surprising that French feminism had to relate in some way or other to the
question of the place of religion in the society of the future, and to the
Catholic view of women as well.

While late nineteenth-century French feminism was preeminently secular
and anti-clerical, the feminism of the pre-1848 period was not. The
SaintSimonian feminists were deeply committed to a religious view of the
human predicament, as Claire Moses points out in chapter 8. They called
themselves ‘apostles’, their ‘Church’ was to be headed by a couple-Pope,
they awaited a female Messiah, and their writings resonated with New
Testament rhetoric. Their religion must indeed be called ‘red’: the Saint-
Simonian feminists were mostly working-class women, trying to extend the
class analysis of the Saint-Simonian doctrine to the relations between
women and men. They set up cooperative associations, but extended them
beyond the workplace. They practised what they preached, establishing co-
directorships of women and men in their health-clinics, cooperative
workshops for tailors and seamstresses, and communal dining halls.

Owenite feminism in Britain was in some ways related to the French
Utopian tradition, but it developed an altogether different political style. The
British feminists’ radical critique of bourgeois marriage, analysed by Ruth
Levitas in chapter 9 in this volume, was framed in terms of women’s slavery.
Especially in England, such language reflected the influence of the
antislavery movement on Utopian feminism, for instance through Anne
Knight and Frances Wright. The links between abolitionist and feminist
movements have a long tradition that originates in the Enlightenment and
continues into the late nineteenth century. Even before Mary Wollstonecraft,
who expressed her abolitionist sympathies in several of her books, feminists
had compared the lot of women to that of slaves.44 In Britain in particular, the
anti-slavery campaigns were an important vehicle for the entry of women
into public life. The anti-slavery petitions in the early 1830s occasioned the
first large-scale intervention of women in British parliamentary politics.45

Since the second half of the eighteenth century the mobilization of British
public opinion and its use in influencing parliamentary politics had become
increasingly important. This male prerogative of putting pressure on the
national government was now claimed by women’s organizations as well.

It was only with the benefit of hindsight that the pre-1848 movements in
Britain and France came to be labelled ‘utopian’. The denigrating term
‘utopian’ was applied by Marx and Engels to discredit the cooperative
organization of the workplace as an immature form of socialism. However,
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these early feminists and socialists were only ‘proved wrong’ by a history
they could not possibly have foreseen. The political theories of the
SaintSimonians, Fourierists and Owenites were conceived in a society
confronted with the beginnings of the industrial revolution. Perhaps it was
not ‘unscientific’ but quite realistic to believe that the cooperative artisan
workshop and the medium-sized farm formed the model for a socialist
society (John Stuart Mill was still thinking along such lines when he drafted
his ‘Chapters on Socialism’ in the early 1870s!). Confronted with a still
chiefly artisan capitalism, Utopian feminists naturally arrived at the
conclusion that small-scale, locally organized socialism would offer the
opportunity to change the sexual division of labour, and perhaps even to
reorganize domestic work.

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY: LIBERAL FEMINISM

In the second half of the nineteenth century a new wave of feminist activity
began. In the 1860s, following the lead of the United States, organizations for
the emancipation of women were founded in France, Germany and Britain,
soon to be followed by most other European countries. The type of feminism
they articulated was markedly different from that of their predecessors. While
the Utopian feminists had appealed to working-class women, the new
feminism was a predominantly middle-class movement. And whereas the pre-
1848 feminists had adapted the language of Utopian socialism to their own
purposes, their post-1848 sisters voiced their demands in the language of
liberal reform. When applied to these feminist movements, the term ‘liberal’ is
used rather vaguely to refer to various middle-class groups who shared beliefs
in reform and progress. As such, the demands of these women’s organizations
were not altogether new. The reform of matrimonial legislation, equal access
to the labour market, the opening of secondary and higher education to
women, and finally the right to vote—all these had, at one time or another,
been discussed by Enlightenment feminists. What was new, however, was that
such demands now became part of a political platform supported by formal,
eventually nation-wide organizations. Moreover, these women’s organizations
soon acquired a fairly large following. At the end of the century, when women
began to organize on an ever larger scale in moral reform societies, trade
unions, political parties, suffrage organizations and so on, feminism had
developed into an authentic mass movement. At the same time it was
spreading across the social spectrum, once again including working-class
women.

In the historiography, the feminists of the period from 1860 to 1920 are
frequently depicted as middle-class, liberal and Protestant. It is probably
correct to call the movement middle-class in the ecumenical and rather
vague sense in which the term was used by many nineteenth-century
observers, but not in any precise sociological sense. However, we have to
take note of the fact, already indicated above, that the social composition of
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feminism broadened around the turn of the century. Turning to the political
character of the movement, it has most often been designated as ‘liberal’. It
is certainly true that liberal ideas set the initial agenda for late nineteenth-
century feminism, but towards the end of the century the movement became
ideologically more diversified. Nonetheless, there are good arguments for
the thesis that in most European countries liberal ideology remained central
to the politics of feminism. In Britain this was certainly the case, as Tjitske
Akkerman shows in chapter 10.

Especially in Britain, progressive liberal ideas easily mixed with other
political languages. One of the foremost liberal feminists in Britain, John
Stuart Mill, was well acquainted with Saint-Simonian leaders. This should
remind us of the fact that the feminist movement of the second half of the
century was not a complete world apart from the earlier Utopian movements.
Although the Utopian-socialist experiments with cooperatively organized
households and workplaces were rather marginal to the later feminist
movement, a radical and ‘socialist’ inspiration remained part of liberal
feminism in Britain. This should also be taken into account when we try to
explain the development of British feminism at the turn of the century. When
feminism grew into a mass movement the potential for internal class tensions
increased, but in Britain these tensions were more successfully bridged than
on the continent. In ‘lib-lab feminism’, like lib-lab politics in general, we
encounter the ideals of democracy and radical equality, which were part of
a tradition that ran from Chartism by way of Gladstonian Liberalism to the
New Liberalism after the turn of the century. The political nature of British
feminism is to be contrasted with the sometimes acrimonious relations
between socialist and liberal feminists in other European countries,
especially Germany where the division between liberal and socialist women
became manifest in 1894 with the foundation of the Bund Deutscher
Frauenvereine (‘League of German Women’s Associations’).

Apart from middle-class culture and liberalism, evangelical Protestantism
has been identified as a major influence in nineteenth-century feminism. In
the case of Britain and the United States, the moral language of
Protestantism and the evangelical networks provided the linkages between
early nineteenth-century abolitionism and the emergence of liberal
feminism. According to Jane Rendall the lack of such a Protestant culture in
France explains the slow growth of French liberal feminism, compared with
Britain and America. In the latter two countries, anti-slavery was a broad
social movement, using mass propaganda, while in France it was small and
elitist.46 However, the importance of abolitionism should not be overrated.
Even in the absence of a large-scale anti-slavery movement, Protestant
culture goes a long way towards explaining the success of feminism in the
Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries. Generally speaking, late
nineteenth-century feminism encountered greater resistance in Catholic
countries than in Protestant ones.47

The major idiom of late nineteenth-century feminism is made up of
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various mixtures of Protestant and liberal discourse. Feminists freely drew
on the liberal discourse of ‘equal rights’, but they were by no means
committed to a radical claim of gender equality in all fields of life, and they
also took up the theme of a special civilizing mission of the female sex.
Within feminism, there developed a discourse of a particular elevated and
morally worthy ‘feminine nature’, of separate spheres, of the designation of
women as key agents in the moral order, and the need for a female effort
towards the domestication or civilization of ‘masculine politics’. This way of
thinking frequently inspired ‘the call to women to…identify with their
fellow [sic] sisters as women’.48 Until quite recently, historians were inclined
to identify such ideas as conservative tendencies within nineteenth-century
feminism, on the assumption that an appeal to sexual difference was almost
by definition contrary to the feminist ideals of Reason and Equality. Thanks
to the theoretical and historical debate about ‘difference’ and ‘equality’,
which is still on the agenda of feminist historians today, we have come to
understand that there were various ways in which commitments to equality
and difference coexisted without necessarily leading to a conservative
stance. Taking the suffrage struggle, for instance, it is now well known that
feminists often combined a commitment to equal rights with the belief that
women as mothers had a special mission to civilize the sphere of ‘male
politics’ and to purge it from its destructive and warlike qualities. Such
beliefs in a moral duty to civilize the world were found in several types of
reform movements in the nineteenth century, notably in evangelical
Protestantism, but in many varieties of liberalism and socialism as well.

That an appeal to sexual difference in itself cannot be taken as a sign of
conservatism becomes particularly clear when we look at feminist ideas
about social reform. At the turn of the century, women’s movements in
several European countries, often sustained by personal contacts across
national borders, formulated demands for the amelioration of the condition
of mothers, especially working-class mothers. While stressing the elevated
dignity of maternity and its important function for society, they not only
asserted the duties but also the rights of mothers. Though this meant that
feminists relinquished earlier ideals of individual rights and now formulated
claims on behalf of their contribution to the community as wives and
mothers, this does not imply that such an appeal to motherhood can be
termed conservative. Feminist historians have by now well established that
such distinctions are far too crude to draw a line between feminist ideas on
one side and non- or anti-feminist ideas on the other.

In our discussion of nineteenth-century feminism we have dealt with
three main intellectual traditions: Utopian socialism, evangelical
Protestantism and liberalism.49 Some caution is needed, however. Our view
is predominantly derived from the history of feminism in Britain, the United
States, France and a few other countries, such as the Netherlands and
Belgium. In other European countries feminism followed different
trajectories. In the German lands and in Eastern Europe, many women were
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inspired by nationalist ideals, especially in the 1840s. In the 1848 German
revolutions, women dressed in the national colours black-red-gold, while the
most courageous among them summoned women to form a regiment ‘um
für’s Vaterland zu kämpfen und zu streiten’ (‘to fight and struggle for the
Fatherland’).50 Women such as Narcya Zmichowska in Poland, Clara Maffei,
Cristina Trivulzio Belgiojoso and Ester Martini Currica in Italy, and
Karolina Svetlà in Bohemia all voiced nationalist aspirations.51 These
regional differences within European feminism do not only concern
nationalism, but also religion. In some Southern European countries,
Catholic movements played an important role in the development of
feminism.52 The history of nineteenth-century feminism cannot be separated
from these diverse contexts, and historians of Southern and Eastern or
Central European feminism have warned against compressing the history of
European feminism into one single model.

Nevertheless, it is hard to deny that feminism was more successful in
Northwestern Europe than in the rest of the continent. When we trace the
most favourable conditions for the emergence of feminist mass movements
at the end of the nineteenth century, it is very plausible that Protestantism on
the one hand and a liberal-democratic culture on the other were the crucial
factors. Generally, feminist organizers and authors in Northwestern Europe
forged their own ideas in a continuous critical dialogue with liberalism,
Protestant thought and, later on, with socialism. In these parts of Europe, late
nineteenth-century feminism was part of a broad movement of ideas that
accompanied the democratization of society and the state.

CONTEMPORARY FEMINISM(S)

As Jet Bussemaker observes in chapter 13, contemporary feminism is multi-
farious and hard to define. The movement we have provisionally christened
‘the sixth wave’ is still continuing today, and there is, as yet, no consensus
about its historical significance and eventual results. Contemporary
feminism encompasses an extremely broad range of substantial issues,
organizational forms and political styles. Its kaleidoscope of programmes
seems to condemn all definitional exercises and neat taxonomies as so much
vanity. Its manifold languages have appropriated and transcended almost all
previous feminist discourses. It sometimes appears in an outright abstract-
philosophical and even anti-historical guise, but at the same time it has
probably produced a greater awareness of women’s past and the history of
feminism than has ever existed before. The cultural and intellectual variety
of contemporary feminism is matched by its organizational diversity,
ranging from informal consciousness-raising groups to single-issue
campaigns and huge, nation-wide formal organizations. Moreover,
contemporary feminism has from its very beginning been an international
movement, far more so than any of its predecessors in European history.

For all its kaleidoscopic variety, the major historical coordinates of
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contemporary feminism can be determined with some precision. It
originated in advanced industrial society, mainly but not exclusively in the
North-Atlantic world. It emerged as part of broader cultural and political
transformation in the 1960s and 1970s which one might characterize as a
deepening of the democratic sentiment in all spheres of social life.
Tocqueville famously observed that equality by its very nature engenders a
passionate desire for more and more equality. Living in the aftermath of the
French Revolution, Tocqueville was thinking of the nineteenth century, but
his observations about the propensity of the egalitarian ethos to feed upon
itself are even more true of the contemporary age. After the defeat of Nazi
Germany, Western society was reconstructed on the foundations of a
democratic consensus that left no legitimate place for traditional, non-
functional forms of authority. Bussemaker’s observation about the
Netherlands can be generalized: the ideal of the responsible autonomous
citizen gained ground everywhere, albeit in different ways, sometimes
enthusiastically welcomed and in other places and at other times only
reluctantly accepted. A less authoritarian model of the nuclear family gained
ground as well, as the imposing figure of Doctor Spock hovered over the
mid-Atlantic. Finally, a new culture of consumption, full employment and
the welfare state encouraged women and men in all walks of life, but
especially in the middle strata of society, to look for enjoyments and
opportunities that had in previous historical periods been reserved for the
upper classes. Ancient ideals like self-development, autonomy and
authenticity now entered the imagination of ever broader layers of society.
They were fuelled, and partly channelled by the new welfare-state agencies
attuned to psycho-cultural and social regulation. New psychological needs
were articulated, or manufactured as some critics contended, but new forms
of political opposition emerged as well. In the final analysis, the
psychotherapist and the rebellious youngster were two sides of the same
coin. The grave, reassuring rhetoric of the Cold War and the mixed economy
went together with the frenzied rhythm of the new styles in music, clothing
and behaviour. In the long run, the mixture proved quite unstable.

The traditional division of labour, social roles and psychological traits
between the sexes sat ill with the prevailing ethos and style of the postwar
democratic, advanced industrial society. Women were full political citizens,
at least in theory, but they were clearly not full participants in social,
political and economic life. They were told by Doctor Spock and other well-
meaning experts to raise their children in a non-authoritarian, modernized
way, but they themselves were apparently not to take part in the welter of
new opportunities laid before their sons and, to a lesser extent, their
daughters. In postwar Europe and America, girls enrolled in secondary and
higher education en masse, but it was less clear what they were going to do
with the certificates and grades they obtained in such impressive numbers.
Huge changes were transforming society; women were part of that process,
and yet they were not. The same ambivalence was, of course, to be found in
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the lives of many men, but for women the contradictions and tensions were
perhaps more difficult to deal with and harder to diagnose. The myriad
manifestations of these tensions and contradictions constituted, in the
famous words of Betty Friedan in The Feminine Mystique (1963), ‘the
problem that has no name’. It was the new feminist movement that gave the
problem a name, or rather, as it turned out, a bewildering variety of names.

In the 1970s, terms such as sexism, the patriarchal system, sexual politics,
coercive heterosexuality, the sex-gender system, and so on and so forth
became commonplaces of feminist discourse, and some of them gained the
status of household words in the mass media. By the 1980s, sexism was, in
the liberal and progressive parts of Western society, generally felt to be a
grave moral and political offence, whereas twenty years before most people
would not even have understood the meaning of the term. The prohibition of
gender discrimination began to be written into constitutional law and judicial
decisions. Feminism became a more or less accepted part of the political
vocabulary of Western society, and it was also taken up by many Third World
movements and, finally, by the United Nations and other international
organizations. Gender equality remained, however, a highly contested issue,
and in most spheres of society discrimination against women continued,
although frequently in muted and self-ashamed ways.

As noted above, any attempt to identify a single feminist language as the
representative discourse of contemporary feminism is doomed to failure. In
their respective contributions to this volume, Jet Bussemaker and Karen
Vintges underline the multiplicity of discourses that together make up recent
feminist thought. They handle that multiplicity, however, in different ways.
Bussemaker stresses the polarity of egalitarian individualism and differential
communitarianism, arguing that a generic egalitarian critique of all kinds of
male dominance provides a consensual background to the otherwise widely
divergent feminisms of the last decades. Communitarian, socialist and
postmodern feminists may despise hard-core liberal individualism, but they
usually subscribe to at least some basic egalitarian notions. Likewise, those
feminists who claim a particular feminine identity in terms of ‘difference’
and the affirmation of ‘otherness’ usually take for granted the notion of an
equal value or dignity of different life projects, be they female, male or
androgynous. Vintges, on the other hand, puts more emphasis on the other
side of the equality/difference polarity. In her view, contemporary feminism
is above all an ‘identity politics’, an ongoing series of life-experiments in
which women probe the limits of the possible in a male-dominated world.
She singles out the trend towards a postmodern fluidity as the most
conspicuous feature of contemporary feminist thought, arguing that the
enduring fascination of feminists with Simone de Beauvoir can best be
explained by the necessity and the freedom for women to choose their own
identity, and the romantic longings for personal authenticity that are at the
core of The Second Sex, as well as of the personality of Beauvoir herself. We
feel that the approaches of Bussemaker and Vintges do not necessarily
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exclude each other, and that both furnish useful starting-points for a fuller
historical analysis of contemporary, ‘sixth-wave’ feminism.

FEMINISM, MODERNITY AND EUROPEAN HISTORY

It is generally agreed that the roots of European modernity reach back into
medieval times, and that the ‘origins of modern freedom’ must be sought in
the protracted transition from late antiquity to the Renaissance.53 The plural
is important; there was not one single origin of liberty, neither in social and
political practice nor in the field of culture and ideas. Multiple tensions and
influences gave rise to the drive towards equality and liberty that eventually
became the hallmark of the liberal view of European history.

Modern liberty thus has a long history. It is the contention of this book
that feminism has been a part of that history right from its beginning. At the
present time, it is impossible to give reliable quantitative indications of the
‘historical weight’ of feminism over the centuries, but it seems warranted to
predict that future research will uncover a greater rather than a lesser
feminist presence in modern European history. Lest we be misunderstood,
we do not for a moment want to deny that the feminist voice has been a
‘marginal’ one during the greater part of the past six centuries. However, it
must be realized that, in the eyes of an overwhelming majority of Europeans,
‘democracy’ was a term of abuse until the late nineteenth century, and that
liberal and egalitarian ideas were also ‘marginal’ during the greater part of
modern history. Yet nobody will deny that the rise of liberal thought and
democratic rule are central to our understanding of the long run of European
history. We propose to treat feminism in the same way as democracy: for the
greater part of modern history, it has been a highly contested, marginal
discourse, articulated and disseminated by a small minority of dedicated
women and men who often despaired of their own endeavour. Just like the
German peasant leaders who drafted their anti-feudal programme in 1524 or
the Leveller pamphleteers who dreamed of a more egalitarian England in
1647, for several centuries the feminists were not on the winning side of
history. And just like other democratic and iconoclastic movements, they
sometimes appealed to ancient rights and liberties, or to famous examples
from the annals of antiquity or the sacred history of Christendom. In the
course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, such traditional
languages were more and more accompanied by the universalist discourse of
reason, equality and liberty. Once more, the comparison with the Levellers,
and beyond them with the entire tradition of radical politics in ancien regime
Europe, comes to mind. In many feminist texts we encounter a mixture of
political languages: they routinely juxtapose Amazon queens or female
senators in ancient Gaul with the equalizing force of reason, in the same way
as the Levellers would combine the language of abstract natural right with an
appeal to ancient Saxon liberties trampled down under the ‘Norman Yoke’.

The languages of feminism have at all times been part of, and interacted
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with other political and cultural discourses. As an intellectual and social
phenomenon, feminism has never been isolated from its cultural
surroundings. During the protracted transition from Renaissance humanism
to the Enlightenment and beyond, the epicentre of European intellectual
culture has slowly shifted from the south to the northwest. The changing
geographical contours of feminist discourse are clearly linked to the larger
movement of the centre of gravity of European culture. Throughout modern
history, feminist movements and informal groups have interacted with other
cultural and political formations, sometimes borrowing ideas and
organizational practices or even forging alliances, but also engaging in
acrimonious polemics and bitter contestation. In the process, feminists
influenced others as well as being influenced by them. The history of
European feminism is also the history of these mutual influences. The
dialectic of feminism and ‘non-feminism’ is perhaps not sufficiently
acknowledged, especially when it comes to the question of the influence of
feminism on other cultural and political formations. As is observed
elsewhere in this book, we should not only look at the impact of the
Enlightenment on feminism but also at the role of feminist thought in the
making of the Enlightenment. Likewise, the inquiry into the causes of the
nineteenth-century emancipation movements, be it in terms of
industrialization, liberalism or evangelical Protestantism, should be
complemented by a study of the significance of nineteenthcentury feminism
for the formation of a democratic culture in Western societies. In the
contemporary age, the importance of the two-way relationship between
feminism and advanced industrial society can be demonstrated in many
fields, from the welfare state to the world of the visual arts. When we come
to understand why and how feminisms arose in the succeeding periods of
European history, we shall arrive at better comprehension of both the history
of feminism and European modernity.

We would like to argue, then, for a historical interpretation of feminism as
an integral element of the making of modern Europe. Insofar as there is a
‘European exception’, feminism has always been part of it. For all their
‘marginality’, feminist ideas and movements have made a difference in
European history. At the present time, it is of course difficult to say to what
extent European feminism has been ‘essentially’ different from the
contestation of gendered culture and power in other parts of the world. The
process of historical retrieval of which this book is a part has hardly begun
in the historiography of Asia, Africa and pre-Columbian America. We think
it probable that there are important differences, but without comparative
studies of European and extra-European feminisms it would be unwise to go
beyond such a provisional judgment.

The presence of feminism in the long history of European modernity is of
more than antiquarian interest. Today we look back from an enormous
historical distance on medieval and Renaissance misogyny: the utter
vilification of women found in many texts of those periods strikes us as
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weird and ridiculous, to the extent that we tend to forget how commonplace
such arguments once were. In the view of many, if not the majority of male
authors before the seventeenth century, women had a nearly subhuman
status. Feminist authors, from late medieval times onwards, challenged those
views, and to a large extent they succeeded in discrediting old-style
misogyny. That is not to say, of course, that women were now considered as
the equals of men, but inequality could no longer be simply assumed or
founded upon a supposedly divine injunction. Modern sexism had to voice
its claims for male superiority in the language of reason and science:
‘ancient difference’, grounded in religion and the authority of tradition, gave
way to ‘modern difference’, purportedly based on the findings of empirical
sciences such as biology, anthropology, medicine and psychology. But such
‘scientific’ claims necessarily remained contested ones. The vast and
heterogeneous movement of ideas we call the Enlightenment, produced the
claims of egalitarian feminism as well as those of a new, ‘scientific’ sexism,
and it bequeathed the legacy of the essential contestability of all claims to
truth and power.

Between the Enlightenment and the present age, feminists have argued
both in terms of equality and in terms of difference, but they have always
challenged the advocates of masculine superiority and male privilege. Once
again, they have been remarkably successful: women have gained access to
secondary and higher education, and they have acquired at least formal
equality in the civil law as well as the status of full citizens. In some states
the equality of the sexes has been written into constitutional law. That is not
to say, of course, that we are living in an egalitarian Utopia. But the terrain
of contestation has been displaced in favour of issues of political economy
and administrative power on the one hand, and the realm of culture, personal
identity and symbolic communication on the other. The displacement is
undoubtedly linked to the profound and unsettling transition Western
societies are passing through. At the present time, as in previous historical
periods, feminist thought is both an active force in that transition and a
continuing critical reflection upon it.

NOTES

1 Quoted in Pierre-Yves Badel, Le Roman de la Rose au XlVe siècle, Genève, Droz,
1980, p. 446.

2 Reinhardt Koselleck, ‘The temporal structure of conceptual change’, in Willem
Melching and Wycher Velema (eds), Main Trends in Cultural History, Amsterdam,
Rodopi, 1994, p. 11.

3 Cf. Nancy Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, New Haven and London, Yale
University Press, 1987, pp. 4–5.

4 Cott, Grounding, p. 14.
5 F.Thébaud, ‘Introduction’, in G.Duby and M.Perrot (eds), A History of Women in the

West, 5 vols, Cambridge MA, Belknap Press, 1992–1995, vol. 5.
6 Nicole Pellegrin, ‘L’androgyne au XVIe siècle: pour une relecture des savoirs’, in

Danielle Haas-Dubosc and Eliane Viennot (eds), Femmes et pouvoirs sous l’ancien



Introduction 31

regime, Paris, Rivages, 1991, pp. 24–5; Joan DeJean, Tender Geographies: Women
and the Origins of the Novel in France, New York, Columbia University Press, 1991,
pp. 24–42.

7 G.H.Sabine, A History of Political Theory (1937), London, Harrap and Co., 1968, p.
711; the quoted sentence was retained in Thomas L.Thorson’s ‘updated’ edition of
Sabine’s book, A History of Political Theory, Hinsdale Illinois, Dryden Press, 1973,
p. 643.

8 lain Hampsher-Monk, A History of Modern Political Thought. Major Political
Thinkers from Hobbes to Marx, Oxford, Blackwell, 1992.

9 John Dunn (ed.), Democracy. The Unfinished Journey: 508 BC to AD 1993, Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 1993.

10 Susan M.Okin, Women in Western Political Thought, Princeton, Princeton University
Press, 1979; see also e.g. Ellen Kennedy and Susan Mendus (eds), Women in Western
Political Philosophy, Brighton, Wheatsheaf, 1987; Carole Pateman, The Sexual
Contract, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1988.

11 See Billie Melman, ‘Gender, history and memory: the invention of women’s past in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’, History and Memory, 1993, 5, pp. 5–41.

12 L.Klejman and F.Rochefort, L’égalité en marche. Le féZminisme sous la Troisiéme
République, Paris, Presses de la Fondation Nationale des Sciences Politiques, 1989,
pp. 319–26.

13 Charlotte Carmichael Stopes, British Freewomen: their Historical Privilege, London,
Swan Sonnenschein and Co., 1894, quoted in Joyce Senders Pedersen, The
historiography of the women’s movement in Victorian and Edwardian England:
varieties of contemporary liberal feminist interpretation’, paper presented at the
ISSEI Conference, Graz, August 1994.

14 Cf. the classic work by Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (eds), The Invention of
Tradition, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1983, 1985, which is almost
exclusively about national and state-sponsored traditions.

15 Henri PiéZron, ‘De 1’influence sociale des principes caréesiens: un précurseur
inconnu du féminisme et de la révolution’. Revue de Synthèse Historique, 1902, 5, p.
155n.

16 Joan Kelly, ‘Early feminist theory and the Querelle des femmes, 1400–1789’, Signs,
1982, 8, pp. 4–28, p. 7; reprinted in Women, History and Theory: The Essays of Joan
Kelly, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1984.

17 Ibid., p. 15.
18 Cf. the contributions in Margaret Brabant (ed.). Politics, Gender, and Genre. The

Political Thought of Christine de Pizan, Boulder CO, Westview Press, 1992.
19 Constance Jordan, Renaissance Feminism. Literary Texts and Political Models,

Ithaca and London, Cornell University Press, 1990, pp. 2, 9–10; see also Beatrice
Gottlieb, The problem of feminism in the fifteenth century’, in Julius Kirshner and
Suzanne Wemple (eds). Women of the Medieval World, Oxford, Basil Blackwell,
1985, pp. 337–64, esp. pp. 357–61.

20 DeJean, Tender Geographies.
21 Cf.Ian MacLean, Woman Triumphant. Feminism in French Literature, 1610–1652,

Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1977, pp. 151–2.
22 Gustave Reynier, Les Femmes savantes de Molière, Paris, Mellottée, 1948, pp. 243–

4.
23 Cf. Paul Hazard, La Crise de la Conscience Europèenne, Paris, Fayard, 1961.
24 See M.Wollstonecraft, ‘A vindication of the rights of men, in a letter to the Right

Honourable Edmund Burke’ (1790), in J.Todd and M.Butler (eds), The Works of
Mary Wollstonecraft, New York, New York University Press, 1989, vol. 5, pp. 1–266.

25 M.Astell, A Serious Proposal to the Ladies for the Advancement of Their True and
Greatest Interest, 1694, cited in J.K.Kinnaird, ‘Mary Astell: inspired by ideas’, in
D.Spender (ed.) Feminist Theorists, London, The Women’s Press, 1982, p.33.



32 Tjitske Akkerman and Siep Stuurman

26 J.B.Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the French Revolution,
Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1988; V.Sapiro, A Vindication of Political Virtue.
The Political Theory of Mary Wollstonecraft, Chicago, Chicago University Press,
1992; L.K.Kerber, Women of the Republic. Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary
America, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina Press, 1980.

27 R.Bloch, The gendered meanings of virtue in revolutionary America’, Signs, 1987, 1,
pp. 37–59; R.Bloch, ‘American feminine ideals in transition. The rise of the moral
mother, 1785–1815’, in Feminist Studies, 1978, 2, pp. 101–27.

28 J.H.Bloch, ‘Women and the reform of the nation’, in E.Jacobs (ed.), Woman and
Society in Eighteenth-Century France, London, Athlone Press, 1979, pp. 3–27.

29 D.Godineau, ‘Masculine and feminine political practice during the French
Revolution, 1793–Year III’, in H.B.Applewhite and D.G.Levy (eds), Women and
Politics in the Age of the Democratic Revolution, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan
Press, 1990, pp. 61–81.

30 J.G.A.Pocock, ‘Virtues, rights and manners. A model for historians of political
thought’, in Pocock, Virtue, Commerce and History, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1985, pp. 37–51.

31 T.Akkerman, Women’s Vices, Public Benefits. Women and Commerce in the French
Enlightenment, Amsterdam, Spinhuis, 1992.

32 D.Goodman, The Republic of Letters. A Cultural History of the French
Enlightenment, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1994.

33 Erica Harth, Cartesian Women. Versions and Subversions of Rational Discourse in
the Old Regime, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1992, p. 205.

34 N.Rattner Gelbart, Feminine and Opposition Journalism in Old Regime France. Le
Journal des Dames, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1987.

35 Gelbart, Feminine and Opposition Journalism, pp. 1–2; Suzanne Van Dijk, Traces de
femmes. Presence feminine dans le journalisme francais du XVIIIe siécle,
Amsterdam, APA-Holland University Press, 1988; S.Schumann, ‘Das “lesende
Frauenzimmer”: Frauenzeitschriften in 18. Jahrhundert’, in B.BeckerCantarino, Die
Frau von der Reformation zur Romantik, Bonn, Bouvier Verlag Herbert Grundmann,
1980, pp. 138–70; A.Adburgham, Women in Print, London, George Allin, 1972.

36 Harth, Cartesian Women; Goodman, The Republic of Letters.
37 See Applewhite and Levy (eds), Women and Politics in the Age of the Democratic

Revolution.
38 Lynn Hunt, ‘Forgetting and remembering: the French Revolution then and now’,

American Historical Review, 1995, 100, pp. 1119–35, esp. p. 1131.
39 Olympe de Gouges, The declaration of the rights of woman and the citizen’, in

D.G.Levy, H.B.Applewhite and M.D.Johnson (eds), Women in Revolutionary Paris
1789–1795. Selected Documents, Urbana, University of Illinois Press, 1979, pp. 87–
97.

40 See Olivier le Cour Grandmaison, Les Citoyennetés en Revolution (1789–1794),
Paris, Presses Universitaires de France, 1992, p. 273.

41 Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès, Ecrits politiques, ed. Roberto Zapperi, Editions des
Archives Contemporaires, Paris and Montreux, 1985, p. 255.

42 Voix des femmes, June 10–13 1848, p. 276, cited in L.S.Strumingher, ‘Looking back:
women of 1848 and the revolutionary heritage of 1789’, in H.B. Applewhite and
D.G.Levy, Women and Politics, pp. 259–87.

43 R.H.Soltau, French Political Thought in the Nineteenth Century, New York, s.1.,
1931, p. 486.

44 See K.M.Rogers, Feminism in Eighteenth-century England, Brighton, Harvester
Press, 1982; M.Ferguson (ed.), First Feminists: British Women Writers, 1578–1799,
Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1985.

45 C.Midgley, Women against Slavery: the British Campaigns, 1780–1870, London,
Routledge, 1992, p. 69.



Introduction 33

46 Jane Rendall, The origins of Modern Feminism: Women in Britain, France and the
United States, 1780–1860, London, Macmillan, 1985, p. 247.

47 R.Evans, The Feminists, London, Croom Helm, 1977.
48 L.Davidoff, Worlds Between: Historical Perspectives on Gender and Class,

Cambridge, Polity Press, 1995, p. 262.
49 See also Olive Banks, Faces of Feminism: A Study of Feminism as a Social

Movement, Oxford, Robertson, 1981.
50 Stuttgarter Neues Tageblatt, 27 April 1849, cited in C.Lipp et al, ‘Frauen und

Revolution. Zu weiblichen Formen politischen Verhaltens in der Revolution von 1848
und den Schwierigkeiten im Umgang mit einem complexen Thema’, in Die
ungeschriebene Geschichte. Dok. 5, Historikerinnentreffen Wien, Himberg bei Wien,
1984, p. 387; U.Gerhard, Unerhört. Die Geschichte der Deutschen Frauenbewegung,
Reinbek bei Hamburg, 1992, p. 56.

51 A.Käppeli, ‘Episoden uit het feminisme’, in G.Duby, M.Perrot, Geschiedenis van de
vrouw. De Negentiende Eeuw, Amsterdam, Agon, 1993; U.Gerhard, ‘Uber die
Anfänge der Deutschen Frauenbewegung um 1848. Frauenpresse, Frauenpolitik,
Frauenvereine’ in K.Hausen, Frauen suchen ihre Geschichte: historischen Studien
zum 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, München, Beck, 1983, pp. 196–220.

52 On Spanish feminism: Mary Nash, Defying Male Civilization: Women in the Spanish
Civil War, Denver, Arden Press, 1995.

53 See e.g. R.W.Davis (ed.), The Origins of Modern Freedom in the West, Stanford,
Stanford University Press, 1995.



34

2 The languages of late-medieval
feminism

Miri Rubin

The quest for origins is a quest for a place in the world, it is an exercise in
self-definition, self-understanding and self-fashioning. It is both generous
and exploitative, as privileges and rights are claimed in the name of others
long dead. Yet origins must be posited as an initial stage of participation in
discourse: they are the counters which we bring to the terribly serious game
of politics and exchange. Moreover, origins are almost always linked to a
metaphor of procreation, of generation, of birth with all the implicit pain and
severing that these life-giving processes imply.

Feminists, in their struggle for recognition, for a space in the political
and cultural debates of their days, have always been preoccupied by the
question of origins, as their putative mothers could not only lend a sense of
viability and credibility to their struggles, but also provide examples of
lives lived under the demands and pressures which radical intellectual or
political commitments necessarily bring to bear. Within intellectual
traditions philosophy, literature, history—that privilege powerful canons,
the thoughts and writings of ‘mothers’ could offer a counter-canon, women
who had been as important, thoughtful and articulate as those men which
the canon hallowed. There is a particular frisson when encountering a
mother-figure who also earned the recognition and respect of her
contemporary male counterparts: a Christine de Pizan, a Harriet
Martineau, a Mary Wollstonecraft—women who gained the paternal
approval of what are seen as the more acceptable sections of
unreconstructed male establishments. Many of the great and inspiring
writings of feminism have opened with the tracing of such a tradition
emanating from originary figures: not so long ago Joan Kelly traced a
grand historical trajectory of feminism starting with the Querelle des
femmes, from Christine de Pizan to Rachel Speght, and finally to Mary
Astell and the Enlightenment; Judith Bennett began a reflection on
feminist historiography with de Pizan’s City of Ladies as the originator of
the genre of defence of women.1 In our lecture halls, conferences and
casual debates we are empowered by the knowledge that women far away
in time and place, women whose lives in many ways remain a mystery to
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us, could still speak words that we would be happy to pronounce ourselves.
It is heart-warming and empowering to hear those complaints which we
have voiced sounded in Middle English, written in Old High German or
penned in the secretary hand of cultivated Elizabethans. And it is not only
heart-warming, but effective, since so many of our interlocutors respect the
notion of a canon and the charisma and power of historical worthies,
particularly when their writing is witty and solidly located within an
intellectual world of high culture.

Yet the moment of vindication and reclamation, though never over,
recedes in its primacy as confidence grows, institutional implantation is
achieved and as the arguments, once fragile and unfamiliar, increasingly
resonate within our political culture. The moment has produced the space
and the resources for reflection not only on aims but also upon strategies, not
only on bold pronouncements and inspiring gestures but also on the intricate
work of change within institutions, families, communities. History can be a
source and a resource for reflection and realization of change just as it offers
the material from which our origins were moulded. History moreover, at this
stage of the century, is a discourse about relations of power embedded within
social practices, practices which must be contextualized to be interpreted,
and which are amenable to change—historical change. Important rewards
will follow from the unlocking of structures and their possibilities, of
discursive frames. Tracing the cracks and fissures seems as important an
intellectual task as the bolstering of the walls around the City of Women.

The capacity to imagine the different arrangements of gender relations
which this chapter will trace concerns a period as ‘different’ as can be: the
Middle Ages. These ‘arrangements’ will be identified not in so many
pronouncements emanating from lofty institutions of learning and
reflection, but rather as ideas embedded in possibilities, in life-choices
within social structures. Here one would part company not only with a
totalizing feminist view of patriarchy but also with the very Worthy
Feminist Mothers of the past.

DOMINANT DISCOURSES ON WOMEN AND FEMININITY

Before tracing some of the feminist moments and the dialects within which
they were set, let us quickly trace some of the pervasive understandings
about women and femininity. Here a series of discourses overlap, if not
totally then in interesting and reinforcing ways. By the thirteenth century a
forceful Aristotelian paradigm offered a robust frame for the understanding
of society, personhood and nature. The human person resided and emerged
from and within a body, a body conceived in Galenic terms as a cocktail of
humours and complexions, a never-fixed combination of tendencies within a
psychosomatic whole.2 Women’s bodies were seen as cooler and wetter, thus
lacking in the dry warmth which was vital for action and health. Women
were understood to be more physically morbid, even if some writers, such as
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Albert the Great in the mid-thirteenth century, demurred against such
accepted truths.

Conception was a process of impregnation, where a single male seed was
received into a passive female uterus, although a counter-view about a two-
seed theory was powerfully present in Galenic writings. Woman’s body and
constitution were ruled by a mobile and active uterus which could induce
disease from head to toe.3 Woman’s sexuality was seen as a warm, gentle fire
compared to the male blaze, and her rational capacities were similarly
limited, producing an imperfect, if necessary, human complement to man,
one which was in need of guidance and open to influence. As we shall see,
this greater tractability, her openness to influence, could also be turned into
a benefit, as women were deemed more open to religious and moral
teaching. Their suggestibility called for vigilance, guidance and discipline
from better informed and more morally robust persons: fathers, brothers,
husbands, sons or priests. Such understandings also explain the limited role
which women were allowed to play in politics, administration, legislation
and leadership. This was the theory.

These views constituted mainstream knowledge which was developed
and discussed in texts ranging from university-level natural philosophy to
theology, medicine and the more popularized and widespread pastoral
guides and manuals on manners and moral formation. Other genres of
explicit misogyny also existed, particularly those produced by clerical pens,
and well traced in the work of Howard Bloch.4 In these writings, which were
based on the two colossal pillars of the early Christian writers and the
classical Ovidian tradition, a more pointed misogyny was rationalized: here
women appear as sources of riotous behaviour, confusion, hypocrisy and
disorder, as a danger to man, to his physical, economic and moral wellbeing.
In the clerical anti-matrimonial satire and the vernacular of some fabliaux a
male strategy is formulated, a strategy for survival: in order to outwit the
dangerous temptress and shrew, man must be wily and cautious, lest he be
ensnared, destroyed, cuckolded, emasculated.

Within this variety of attitudes, all based on the possibilities of an inherent
female malleability, in a perceived absence of a moral and rational core to
her behaviour, were embedded two possible evaluations of femininity, which
coexist in intersecting and opposing contemporary discourses. Female
malleability, openness to persuasion, disqualified women from holding
positions of leadership, guidance and responsibility. But that was not all:
women’s openness to persuasion also made them better recipients of codes
of morality and honour which patriarchs and priests purveyed and
supervised. Femininity was thus a state of innocence as well as a state of
disorder, both produced by the absence of a rational core, a strong
motivating will to power and domination, and the related libidinal energies.
Within this world of possibilities, literature on women, legislation, and
moral and social attitudes of a very wide variety were constructed, and thus
conditioned and moulded the possibilities of women’s lives.
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WOMEN, WORK AND AUTHORITY

Throughout the medieval economy, in the towns and in the countryside,
women were visible at work. Insofar as much production was organized
within the framework of the household-workshop or the household-rural
tenancy, family and work were tightly interwoven. The lines of public and
private were drawn quite differently from their spheres in other periods.5 The
urban workshop where production took place under the aegis of a male craft-
master, member of guild, enfranchised and empowered through this
institution, was also the centre of training, exchange and the employment of
many labourers. As wife to the master, the woman of the household
participated in production and training; she also often sold the wares
produced at a retail outlet facing the street.

In exploring the experiences of work we should bear in mind some salient
pairs of categories which interact vigorously in constructing women’s
experiences: that of gender and class, that of the public and the private, and
that of the normative and the real. Women’s work experiences differed
dramatically according to their social and economic position (which I shall
call by the shorthand of class) and yet even that ‘socio-economic’ position
was gendered. Their work was spoken of as primarily private, to do with the
hearth and domestic chores and yet women worked hard and long in other
positions outside the house. Their work was always counted on and yet
barely acknowledged and badly remunerated. Even though there were some
clear prescriptive schemes about how work ought to be organized in the
household, women’s lived experience was produced at the intersection of
such ideas and the raw demands of resources and circumstance. Work within
the medieval household was on the whole divided by sex, as well as by age
and status, and women’s work was generally less specialized, less skilled
and lower paid.6 The husband’s work was the defining work of the family
economy, to which the work of women and children was supplementary.
That this was so is clear from the returns of late fourteenth-century English
poll-taxes, where the husband’s occupation is mentioned, except for the
households headed by women, which is to say widows or spinsters. The
nature of women’s work was supplementary and accommodated that of the
husband: for example, the making of candles from the tallow produced by
the husband’s butchering. Accordingly, women usually shifted occupation
with marriage and remarriage. This is recognized in some late-medieval
labour legislation such as that in England in 1363 which restricted artisans to
one trade but allowed women to pursue many. On the other hand, the
defining characteristics of work organization and political participation
which followed from craft membership in guilds were mediated through the
husband’s craft and thus through his craft-guild.7

It is exactly the measure of women’s integration into dense routines of
work and management which explains the elaborate and widespread
arrangements for childcare and nurturing which developed in medieval
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society. For a variety of legal and conceptual reasons already outlined above
it is difficult to come to know women at work in a very comprehensive way,
so many of their activities being masked by the persona of their husbands or
guardians, but occasionally a glimpse is permitted. We possess a fascinating
picture of work in Paris in the collection of Parisian guild statutes compiled
c. 1270 by Etienne Boileau, the provost of the merchants of the city, in the
Livre des métiers (‘Book of Trades’).8 The variety of crafts and trades of
working men and working women was unparalleled by any other city. With
around 200,000 inhabitants at the turn of the thirteenth century, Paris was the
richest, most varied, most magnificent city in France, and perhaps in Europe.
Of the one hundred crafts mentioned by Etienne Boileau, six were crafts in
which women only were engaged in Paris, while in another eighty they
worked side by side with men. The exclusive female crafts were spinning
silk on a broad loom (which was done at home with materials supplied by a
merchant), the making of elegant head-coverings decorated with gold thread
(chapeaux d’orfroi) and expert working of embroidered purses (aumonières
sarazinoises). The purse-makers and the headdress-makers worked in
ateliers and their labour was organized into women’s guilds headed by a
male provost called the praepositus.9 The statutes of women who worked in
the eighty mixed professions (and in some of these, such as ribbon-making,
scarf-making, wig-making and work in feathers, they made up the majority)
made them members of the guild of the said craft, and allowed them to train
apprentices in the same way as male craft-members, but they could not
become guild officers.

Production was centred in household-workshops, a world explored so
effectively by Merry Wiesner and Lyndal Roper for a slightly later period.10

Guild privileges of price and quality control, and training monopolized and
set the number of workshops operating in the area. Production was carefully
monitored in order to maintain the level of prices and profits. It is this
primary guild preoccupation which produced a vast area for female activity:
at the death of a master-craftsman, his wife would continue to maintain the
workshop, train apprentices, sell wholesale and retail, in fact fulfil all the
functions of the craft-master, that core figure of the productive and
enfranchised citizenry. There was one exception: she did not have the right
to gain access to guild offices and be elected through them to urban political
and administrative office.11 We thus find that the formal, explicit rule
excluding single women workers from running a workshop, with all that
entailed in terms of authority, judgment and financial independence, was
frequently bypassed for practical reasons. In the name of corporate health
and guild viability, in the name of streamlined production and stability of
profit, women were in fact allowed to function as effective workshop heads,
as long as they remained widows and complied, like all guild members, with
the guild’s rules. Once such a woman remarried, however, she disappeared
into a new household-workshop in the trade of her new husband.

The prerogatives of patriarchy could produce further contradictory forms
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of organization and privilege. For example, in the city of Cologne, the
foremost imperial trading city on the Rhine with strong links with Venice
and other Italian towns, women were allowed into the citizenship of the city,
to enjoy both rights and duties, primarily that of taxation. But we find few
women in the citizenship registers, as entry required a hefty payment, and
for married women such an expenditure would have been seen as an
unnecessary and unsuitable luxury. In Cologne, famed for its production of
the silver and gold thread which supplied the brocade workshops in Venice,
we find a number of guilds which accepted female members and even
allowed them to be elected to office. The gold-spinning guild had two men
and two women as guild-masters every year.12 Here family structure was
very important, and the craft family assumed the blood family, with the
apprenticeship of daughters, and the dual membership of husbands and
wives. The guild incorporated women in this very lucrative trade, in which
a partnership between the spinning wife and the husband who sold the yarn
was evidently at work. But Cologne was precocious and exceptional.

WOMEN AS MORAL GUIDES AND PREACHERS

The guidebooks to married life would recommend that all major decisions be
reached in consultation, and under the aegis of the husband. But preachers
and priests, from their daily contact in pastoral care and in confession, were
only too aware that whatever the formal image, women were in fact sensible
and hard-working, and could be far wiser than their husbands. It is striking
that among moral theologians of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and
later among preachers, there developed a new emphasis in the approach to
moral influence within marriage.13 These favourites of so many female
patronesses, these hearers of thousands of confessors, were only too aware
of the beneficial and subtle influence which women could have on the moral
tone of the household. This produced some interesting ideas among pastors
and teachers who attempted to penetrate the household and inculcate
Christian values.

An important example is Thomas Chobham’s Manual for Confessors of c.
1215–16, an encyclopedic guidebook to priests on the intricacies of the
confessional encounter. In the section on the types of penances, Thomas
recommended that wives be approached as preachers (‘praedicatrices’) to
their husbands:
 

In imposing penance, it should always be enjoined upon women to be
preachers to their husbands, because no priest is able to soften the heart
of a man the way his wife can…. Even in the bedroom, in the midst of
their embraces, a wife should speak alluringly to her husband, and if he is
hard and unmerciful, and an oppressor of the poor, she should invite him
to be merciful; if he is a plunderer, she should denounce plundering. . . .
For it is permissible for a woman to expend much of her husband’s
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property, without his knowing, in ways beneficial to him and for pious
causes.14

 
Numerous exempla, illustrative religious tales, recounted cases of male souls
delivered from purgatory by a wife who had given clandestine alms for her
spouse. This is, of course, an area of some ambiguity: the age-old issue of
female moral force, of women’s overt or covert access to informal power and
influence. In the sexual order were rooted the most fundamental notions of
hierarchy and authority; its subversion was always disturbing and a source of
collective and communal action.

And yet, subvert the norms of obedience they did, and never more so than
in the arena of marital guidance, and powerfully in discussions of the
marriage or conjugal debt. Here, from the twelfth century onwards, a strong
pastoral position on the mutual obligation of husband and wife to participate
in sexual intercourse, for the furtherance of the aims of procreation and for
the satisfaction of human needs, was elaborated. Although much of the
pastoral literature emphasizes particularly the woman’s duty to fulfil this
debt, even sometimes in situations which are life-endangering, the later
Middle Ages see the development of a contrary formulation, which
encourages women in their desire to withdraw from sex, and joins in a
vitriolic attack on unbridled male sexuality while praising feminine decorum
and greater sensibility. It is hard to gauge the degree to which such views
empowered women in their marital strategies, but their presence in the
writings of some very influential preachers, such as Bernardino of Siena and
Antoninus of Florence (who were hounded for their views by leading
patricians), is a striking one.15 Rather than female concupiscence we have
here a critique of an unbridled male sexuality which does not pay attention
to the moods and needs of women.

WOMEN AS RELIGIOUS INSPIRATION

Many experiments in religious life took place in the burgeoning towns of the
high and later Middle Ages, as the laity sought forms of religious perfection
and initiative which were not totally dominated by parochial practice, nor as
rigorous and limiting as monastic routines. The participants in these new
forms could range from members of the urban patriciate to the poor female
weavers and spinners. When the mendicant orders developed in the towns of
early thirteenth century, they soon recognized their counterpart in the order
of Poor Clares, who were not itinerant like the male Franciscans, but
enclosed and disciplined, and who attracted in their urban houses the
daughters of merchants and craftsmen. Furthermore, less disciplinary forms
of religious communal living developed in very loose organizations such as
the Beguinage, the houses of Beguines. Beguines is a generic term for
religious women who lived in urban communities which were neither
enclosed nor based on a rule, but rather informally regulated and in
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coexistence with other social frameworks, much like the women who
inhabited the Beguinages which can still be seen today in Dutch and Belgian
towns. Such houses would welcome maidens, widows or married women
who had taken a vow of chastity and were ready to engage in communal
living based on simple manual labour and works of charity.

These organizations posed serious dilemmas to church authorities. When
they were more formally organized and maintained routines of prayer under
the watchful eye of a confessor, they were tolerated; in some areas they
gained the admiration and support of local bishops, for example in
thirteenth-century Liège, an important Beguine centre.16 But in cases where
they were not officially protected, and especially in periods of moral panic
about unorthodox forms of religion, such as the early fourteenth century,
strong legislation against them might result in persecution and, in some
cases, even in the execution of Beguines who were seen to be simply out of
control—women on spiritual quests who evaded normal parochial and
institutional tutelage. By the fourteenth century some of them came to be
known as ‘Free Spirits’: persons who claimed a certain freedom in their
mystical quests, and who vaunted the ability to reach union with God
through means of their own perfection and contemplation, and without the
aid of sacramental religion and parochial governance.17

However, it was the very susceptibility of women to sensation and
sensibility, their very lack of mediating reason in an age when intellectual
speculation was seen by many as most threatening to the edifice of faith, that
suggested women as vehicles of religious sentiment and even revelation. In
its great attempt to christianize and evangelize, the great internal mission of
the Church of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries as it turned its attention
from the elites in monasteries or castles to ordinary folk in urban and rural
parishes, the Church was investigating and reconsidering the standing of
such women and such enthusiasms. Some observers were sceptical, but
others were open and impressed, identifying some useful material and
didactic inspiration in these enthusiasms. One such important observer of
female religiosity was James of Vitry, theologian, preacher, historian and
ecclesiastical grandee. In the early thirteenth century he gave a description
of the Beguines of the diocese of Liège and their piety, which centred
particularly around the Eucharist:
 

Many had the taste of honey sensibly in their mouth because of the gift of
spiritual sweetness in their hearts…. Another’s flow of tears had made
visible furrows down her face…. Some in receiving the bread of him who
came down from heaven obtained not only refreshment in their hearts but
palpable consolation in their mouths sweeter than honey and the honey-
comb…. They languished with such desire for the sacrament that they
could not be sustained…unless their souls were frequently refreshed by
the sweetness of this food. Let the infidel heretic blush, who do not
partake of this food whether by faith or by love.18  
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In an atmosphere of religious diversity there was sufficient receptivity to
such female religiosity, which centred on the bodily reception of Christ
through the sacrament, that the visions of one such woman, Juliana of
Cornillon, could be mediated through the enthusiasm of a local bishop and
the interest of recently arrived Dominicans into a celebration which was to
become a universal calendar feast of the Christian church. But in other
circumstances such enthusiasms were disciplined, controlled and quashed.

Particular interests could find their place in those special frameworks for
religious and social activity, the fraternities. But even here the conventional
and hierarchical structure of adherence was strongly circumscribed.
Women’s religion is probably much more powerfully understood in the
practices which can sometimes be considered as magical: in amulets,
incantations, practices which have to do with household devotional and
private prayers. At the higher end of the social scale, from the thirteenth
century onwards, we encounter the development of a religious literature of
guidance which was meant for those who could read the vernacular: English,
Italian, French and German Books of Hours for the recitation of prayers and
for private and home-bound devotion. Such books were frequently made for
women, with a profusion of female saints and the use of feminine pronouns.
But here too a household chaplain or a parish priest would have punctuated
and contributed to the definition of boundaries and the control of permissible
initiatives. The female impulses were frequently channelled towards
charitable donations and the support and patronage of religious orders.

A FEMINIST LANGUAGE

Thus some churchmen subverted the ideal of female obedience in suggesting
collusion between priest or confessor and wife. This image flew in the face
of a powerful and far more traditional topos of the woman as the unmaking
of man. Finally, let us look at a number of literary traditions which contained
differing constructions of gender relations. In one of Geoffrey Chaucer’s
Canterbury Tales, that told by the Nun’s Priest, the hero, the cock
Chaunticleer speaks to his favourite wife-hen Pertelote:
 

For al so siker as In principio,
Mulier est hominis confusio—
Madame, the sentence of this Latyn is,
‘Womman is mannes joye and al his blis’.19

 
Here the clever cock moves neatly between the misogynistic Latin discourse
(‘In the beginning, woman is the confusion of man’) to a popular and more
friendly companionable discourse which cherishes the wife.

The power of literary representations to spread and sustain misogyny was
at the heart of the discussion which came to be known as the Querelle des
femmes (‘the dispute about women’), an early part of which was the Querelle
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de la rose (‘controversy about the Romance of the Rose’). This debate, which
involved leading courtly and ecclesiastical figures in the years following
1400 in France and in French, passionately considered the relation between
literature and truth, and between literature and experience, through the case
of the representation of love and women in the great French allegorical
poem, the Roman de la Rose, written by Guillaume de Lorris around 1237,
continued by Jean de Meun around 1275–80, and translated into other
European languages in the fourteenth century.20 Women were maligned in
this immensely popular epic poem, and this was a real offence, one which

Christine de Pizan (1363–1429x34), the animator of the debate, aimed to
highlight and decry. She claimed that these were not ‘only words’ but vicious
acts, which attacked women and which also reflected a pathology in the writer
himself, a sinner who inverted his own sexual excesses into so many universal
claims about feminine wile and duplicity. Christine de Pizan, a woman of
letters who followed her father into the service of Charles V of France from
1368, married to a courtier, and widowed at the age of twenty-five, lived the
rest of her life as a single mother, working at her writing for her family’s
support. On the Feast of Lovers, 1 May 1399, she produced a poem which
contains the ideas which would unfold in the future polemic. This is the Epître
au dieu d’amours (‘Letter to the God of Amorous Sentiments’), a letter by
Cupid to all true lovers about the many complaints which he had received from
women of all estates about the abuse which they suffered from their male love-
objects.21 These were to be sharpened further in the debate which was to follow
the publication of a treatise about the Roman de la Rose in May 1401, and to
which Christine de Pizan responded in July. Epistolary exchanges followed
over the next two years. The Roman de la Rose was encyclopedic in its
recycling of the tales of poets of antiquity such as Ovid, Virgil and Catullus, as
well as patristic writers, and more recent sages like Alan of Lille and John of
Salisbury. The Roman contained countless stories of love and seduction, lost
honour and suicides; in particular, the second part of the poem abounds with
malicious and poisonous misogynist vitriol.22 Women are made into either
ugly and cunning or beautiful and wounding creatures, and the only way to
treat them is with deceit, so as never to fall into their hands, be seduced and
discarded. This venomous position in the Rose section of Jean de Meun made
him the target for Christine de Pizan’s attacks.

Christine took up her eloquent pen to write against Jean de Meun, she
quarrelled with the Rose and with those who enjoyed the literature, and
failed to see the pain and insult which it inflicted on women. She marshalled
great examples of constancy and virtue: the Virgin Mary, female martyrs,
heroines of antiquity which she developed into the Le livre de la cité des
dames (‘Book of the City of Ladies’), which was completed in 1405.23 The
debate continued in an exchange of letters with leading humanists and
courtiers, but on her side were moralists as well as cultivated men of court,
such as Jean de Boucicaut, the Marshal of France. In response to her literal
complaint came some sophisticated rebuttals, focussing on the autonomous
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role of aesthetics and the dramatic voice. Christine’s critics contended that
no sensible person reads a poem either as autobiography or as an
endorsement of the actions discussed in it; that a dramatic voice, even a
wildly misogynistic one, could be ironic, subversive and playful. Her
opponents defended artistic freedom and appealed to the discerning reader,
while Christine and her moralizing supporters marshalled the language of
morality in defence of victimized and vilified women.

Male writers entered the debate, or at least had to take a position within
its parameters, as they recycled the French romance tradition as the basis for
the formation of other vernacular traditions, such as the English one, forged
in these very years by Geoffrey Chaucer. In Chaucer, who died in 1400, a
year after the beginning of the Querelle, Christine de Pizan may have had an
ally, of whom she would have never known. In the next century, Chaucer
came to carry the epithet ‘ever women’s friend’. He had probably harboured
such sympathetic sentiments when he embarked upon the translation of the
great French poem, to produce the earliest of the three fragments now known
as the The Romaunt of the Rose, written in the 1360s.24 Chaucer was at once
a fine judge of literary taste and fashionable opinion, and he was a most
original subverter of pieties as well as prejudice through his irony, keener
than any knife. In his Legend of Good Women he attempted to extol the
virtues of female martyrs of love rather than to revel in the seduction and
betrayal of their trust. Neither he nor the translators of other parts of the
Roman into English (still held by some to have been Chaucer himself!)
approached this most famous of European poems, written in the language of
polite secular society, as a subordinate provincial author. They had recourse
to the creative work of trans-cultural exchange and free interpretation, as we
have already seen other users of European symbols and texts had.25 The
Romaunt includes the first half of Guillaume de Lorris’ poem and two
extracts of Jean de Meun’s work. It steers away from the most misogynistic
passages of Jean de Meun’s continuation. We know that Chaucer considered
the French style of denigration of women and extolling of duplicitous
amorous conquest to be something in the way of a ‘French disease’.26

Neither his own temperamental inclination nor his sense of his audience
allowed him to include those hateful lines, which would be so painful to
Christine, in the English version of the Rose. So the English knew a Rose by
the same name, but which was indeed not the same Rose. Within the
European-Christian culture of misogyny there were some strikingly familiar
themes, and yet the experience of it must have been different in England and
in France.

Thomas Hoccleve (c. 1370–1450), that long-standing clerk of the
PrivySeal and poet extraordinaire, contributed to the debate in his own way.
He chose to translate Christine de Pizan’s Epître in his 476-line long poem
Letter of Cupid (1402).27 Hoccleve was very loyal to Christine’s poem,
although he shortened it here and there, and dropped references to famous
Gallic seducers whom the English audience simply would not have known.
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The wit of Christine’s defence of women comes through loud and clear in
Cupid’s opening:
 

In general we wole þat yee knowe
Þat ladyes of honur and reverence,
And othir gentil wommen, han I-sowe,
Swich seed of conpleynte in our audience,
Of men þat doon hem outrage & offense,
þat it oure eres greeueth for to heere,
So pitous is theffect of hir mateere.28

(In general we wish you to know
That ladies of honour and reverence,
And other gentle-women have sown
Such seeds of complaint in our hearing,
About men who have outraged and offended them,
That it hurts our ears to hear it,
So piteous is the effect of their complaint)

 
Hoccleve’s translation is realistic and bawdy, and yet serious and balanced.
He even puts forth the theory of the Fortunate Fall, not only exculpating Eve
for responsibility for Adam’s temptation, but even explaining that it was a
happy choice, a felix culpa. So misogyny, one of the most powerful ideas of
medieval European culture also had divergent forms and formulations: it was
a discourse familiar to all and yet specific in its disparate articulations and
contextual constructions, as well as in the lived experiences which it drew on
and helped to shape.

CLASHING AND INTERSECTING DISCOURSES

Thus an awareness and an anger, as well as a sort of resistance, did exist in
some areas of medieval culture. Admittedly, many of the sources of that
resistance are as yet uncovered, and they will always be embedded in
materials which offer great difficulties of interpretation. The examples of
Alison, the wife of Bath, and of Christine de Pizan, fiction and fact,
demonstrate a more general point: the great differences between women’s
lives according to their respective social positions. Here is another
cautionary signpost: we will not be able to distil a standardized image of the
medieval woman’s life. There were multiple lives and varieties of position.
Women differed from each other according to region, age, occupation,
status, health and talent, just as men did. Moreover they were caught up in
a variety of contexts of living, sometimes consecutively in the course of an
individual’s life cycle, sometimes parallel as they participated in disparate
social contexts: as mothers, daughters, wives, lovers, employers and
employees. Furthermore, their lives were shaped by a whole series of roles
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and expectations which raised of necessity the need to make choices and to
compromise, sometimes in confusion, sometimes in harmony. I shall call
these different bodies of knowledge about life ‘discourses’: we may discern
the clerical and the theological discourse, the discourse of medical science,
the popular and the professional discourses, as well as the discourses of
work and play. In all these discourses we encounter images, visions and
expectations of women which corresponded and intersected but always
differed slightly from each other. Most of them advocated a general view of
women as subordinate, needy of tutelage and protection, demarcating and
limiting in different ways the proper and accepted areas of female activity.
The task of historical interpretation is a sort of archaeology of all these forms
of knowledge about sexual difference.

Gendered discourses could clash, sometimes dramatically. Obligation to
kin was keenly felt and enshrined in customs of inheritance and marriage.
Sometimes familial duties would conflict with the entire string of axioms
that stressed female inferiority, the unsuitability of woman to exercise power
or public office, and above all functions of rulership and military command.
The nobility was particularly aware of the overriding importance of dynastic
continuity, and from around the eleventh century it steered towards the
custom of primogeniture, the protection of the familial patrimony through
the rule of impartible inheritance by the eldest male. In most cases this
worked, but as is well known, it failed when a male heir could not be found.
To whom should the patrimony go in such an eventuality? Among the
nobility of Western Europe a strong customary practice developed of
preferring a daughter over more distant male kinsfolk. This can be seen as a
powerful triumph of the discourse of kinship over that of misogyny, and one
which created blatant exceptions to the general rule that was restated at the
beginning of every tract about feudal law from the thirteenth century
onwards: that a woman should not hold office or command men since she
lacked auctoritas (‘authority’).29 Numerous women actually exercised
political authority, among them some very powerful countesses of Flanders,
Western Lorraine and several Northern French counties. Female rule was,
however, never formalized, except in the inheritance customs of the
Kingdom of Jerusalem. Thus some women could exercise considerable
power. They would, of course, almost always marry, and their husbands
would fulfil the military side of their commitments but the women
nonetheless acted as the formal holders of power and authority: they issued
charters, they pronounced sentences in their feudal courts, they received
oaths of fealty negotiated with foe and friend, with kings, towns and vassals,
they even had their own seals. The call of the blood thus frequently resulted
in a modification of the powerful axiom which insisted on women’s
unsuitability to govern.30 Such examples illustrate the important truth that no
ideological system can be totally closed, and that human lives are lived at the
intersection of multiple discourses, producing a reality that is far more
complex than the textbook image would suggest.
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Particular languages of feminism, containing critiques of the patriarchal
order which favoured man in so many spheres, were thus available in certain
niches of medieval experience and action. To acknowledge and trace them is
to uncover and distinguish the meaning of gender relations in the past. It is
to identify locations from which more effective onslaughts on prejudice and
limitation could be launched. What is also to be appreciated is the force of
certain intellectual procedures within our own historical research in further
identifying such possible areas of contentious ambiguity: a recent example
would be Roberta Krueger’s study of French courtly literature, which is not
an attempt at deconstructing it, but rather an attempt to identify it as a place
from which gender relations could be problematized, questioned,
lampooned and reconsidered.31 Her interpretation moves away from the
endorsement of courtly literature as female-friendly, but she is also reluctant
to reject it as wholly misogynist and disabling. She focusses instead on the
ambiguity and agency that can be found in the unfolding and collective
making of a literary genre, highlighting the historicity of the writing and
reading of texts.

Other possibilities arise from the intellectual onslaught on the inherited
binary formulation which still informs so much of our thinking about the
past. Recent work on medieval perceptions of the body has uncovered a far
greater variety in the combinations of gender and bodily attributes than
could be accounted for by the traditional sexual dichotomies. The new
research displays a mingling of imageries of femininity and bodily
vulnerability with some of the most powerful ideas of spiritual progress.32

These trends in medieval history are moving in interesting harmony with
other new developments in historical research and interpretation. The
languages of feminism and the past experiences which they reflected
continue to provide the subject matter as well as the motivating force for
much new and exciting work. This book’s comparative thrust will help to
bring all of these into sharper focus.
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3 A ‘learned wave’
Women of letters and science from the

Renaissance to the Enlightenment

Brita Rang

The Renaissance Querelle des femmes evolved from a ‘moral point of view’. The
participants in the debate were especially concerned with the notion of women’s
intrinsic inferiority to men. Moral equality or even excellence was claimed by
those who spoke in favour of women, but their discourse moved within the
particularistic and hierarchical assumptions of premodern thought. Generally, they
took for granted the existence of a natural and historical gender difference. What
they objected to was the denigration and negative evaluation of female difference
by men and in the written record. Women’s moral rights as women were the crucial
issue in the early Querelle literature: Christine de Pizan envisaged a ‘city of virtuous
ladies’, not an egalitarian meeting-place for both sexes.

The discourse of gender began to change during the seventeenth century
when a new philosophical universalism emerged, offering an image of women’s
equality and potential interchangeability with men. The theoretical conjecture
of a natural equality of mankind allowed, at least theoretically, the critique of
hierarchical conceptions of birth, rank and gender. At the same time, the forum
of public debate broadened, and sometimes even university faculties became
participants in the Querelles. The wide-ranging discussion about the savantes
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries offers an intriguing perspective on
what might be called ‘an intellectual or learned feminist wave’ in early-modern
Europe. In presenting this ‘learned wave’, I shall refer to seldom-used sources,
chiefly encyclopedia, lexica or catalogues containing short biographies (vitae)
of learned women, mostly published in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Scholar’s catalogues are not unknown as a genre, but research in this field has
been largely confined to the male vitae.1

THE RENAISSANCE DISCOURSE ON ‘FAMOUS WOMEN’

The encyclopedias of learned women constitute a subspecies of an older and
broader genre that predates the coming of the printed book. As early as the
fourteenth century, we find catalogues of ‘famous women’, in which women
renowned for their scientia (‘knowledge’) and sapientia (‘wisdom’) were
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included.2 It was not before the seventeenth century that encyclopedias
dealing mainly with learned women became a separate genre. The oldest and
most influential of the early catalogues is Giovanni Boccaccio’s De claris
mulieribus (‘On Famous Women’, c. 1360).3 Boccaccio stands at the
beginning of a literary genre that took issue with the traditional Christian
emphasis on female weakness, and promoted a more assertive image of
women. Boccaccio’s famous heathen women were strong, courageous,
intelligent, creative, sometimes dangerous, defying fate and the gods. They
hardly fitted into the theological view of women playing a ‘negative’ and
very ‘sporadic’ role in creation, canonized by Thomas Aquinas in the late
thirteenth century.4 Although Boccaccio’s descriptions were by no means
unambiguous, his book bears witness to an early discussion of female status
in society and culture. His influence is, for instance, apparent in Christine de
Pizan’s writings, roughly one generation later.5

Christine de Pizan was, however, by no means the only one to be
influenced by Boccaccio. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, several
voluminous catalogues appeared, containing the biographies of powerful
women. Just like Pizan’s, these collections were frequently more
comprehensive, encompassing vitae of the strong Renaissance queens, as
well as women from biblical and the later Christian sacred history.
Frequently, these books were dedicated to learned aristocratic women, such
as Beatrice of Aragon or Bianca Maria Sforza. In most cases, even the title
is a panegyric to exceptional women: De laudibus mulierum (‘In Praise of
Women’); De mulieribus admirandis (‘On Women Worthy of Admiration’);
De memorabilibus et claris mulieribus (‘On Memorable and Famous
Women’); etc. Authors such as Giovanni Sabadino degli Arienti (1483),
Jacobus Philippus Bergomensis (1497), Johannes Ravisius Textor (1521),
Baptista Fulgosus (1521), Giuseppe Betussi (1545), Juan Perez de Moya
(1583) and others extolled these ‘mulieribus admirandis’ to their Italian,
French or Spanish audiences.6 One also finds references to fifteenth-century
manuscript catalogues, one of them by the famous biographer Vespasiano da
Bisticci.7 These older encyclopedias were extremely important sources for
the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century authors of collections of learned
women’s biographies.8 They were adduced to buttress the claims that
Renaissance humanism had already valued female learning. In the collection
of ancient catalogues edited by Textor in 1521 there is even one exclusively
dedicated to learned women, written by the above-mentioned Baptista
Fulgosus, doge of Genoa in the early fifteenth century.

In my opinion, these early authors intended the inclusion of eminent
women in what Jacob Burckhardt has called an allgemeines Pantheon des
Weltruhmes (‘General Pantheon of World Fame’).9 Presented to an
aristocratic or patrician public, these divine, mythological, queenly,
aristocratic-learned and biblical women were portrayed as exalted figures
inhabiting a late-medieval hierarchical cosmos. They were not really
intended as models to be imitated, but rather as ‘objects of demonstration’,
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exemplifying potential rather than actual capabilities. This is precisely why
it is almost irrelevant whether they were portrayed as mythical or divine
figures, or as women who had historically existed. They showed what might
be possible for a few, but theirs was not an attainable ideal, not even for the
great majority of upper-class women. It is precisely this aspect of the
catalogues that was to change considerably in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.

FROM FAMOUS TO LEARNED WOMEN

I would like to interpret the rise of the catalogues of learned women in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as a ‘realistic turn’. The older genre,
presenting a miscellaneous assortment of women, famous in one way or
another, slowly faded into the background.10 In the new catalogues learned
women were no longer imputed a divine lineage, nor were they primarily
appreciated for their noble birth or high rank. The women to whom the
authors now wanted to pay tribute derived their elevated status from their
own intellectual efforts. Although they were frequently of noble or even
royal blood, more than that was required to be included in the select
company of learned women. The underlying conception of human abilities
was clearly influenced by modern ideas of individual desert and natural
rights.11 To many authors this meant that in the final analysis, men and
women had the same rational faculties.

This shift of perspective coincided with the transition from famous
women to learned women. At the same time, the nature of the catalogues
changed: from the ‘pantheon’ we move to the lexicon and the dictionary.
Furthermore, the savantes (‘learned women’) became a model to be
followed. Breathless exaltation gave way to a more prosaic desire for
emulation. The authors presented ‘their’ female scholars as ‘precedents’,
literally to be equalled; Imitatio et emulatio was their motto. In this context
they drew attention to the importance of education in general, and to the
crucial role of parents in particular. Most of the authors of the catalogues
considered it no more than ‘fair to accept women into the republic of
scholars’.12 Eventually, this became one of the central issues of seventeenth-
century feminism (see also Siep Stuurman’s chapter 4 in this book).13

Finally, there is a shift in the geography of the genre. During the
fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries catalogues had been published
in France, Spain and, above all, in Italy, the ancient centre of humanism. But
these books, frequently written in Latin, also attracted a humanist reading
public in northern countries, as can be seen when we consider the places
where, for example, Boccaccio was published. This is confirmed by the
European-wide interest in the texts edited by Textor in Paris. The early
catalogues were mainly published in Renaissance Italy, while most of the
newer catalogues appeared in the northern countries. I even found one
Swedish and three Danish catalogues.14 The shift in the place of publication
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coincided with the onset of the scientific revolution, in which the main
centres of scientific activity moved to the north and the west.

It may sound surprising that in an age in which learned women were
generally seen as an anomaly, voluminous books were published portraying
hundreds of savantes. It is no less astonishing that nowadays these
encyclopedias are largely forgotten and hard to come by.15 This may be due to
the fact that they were published for particular purposes. The overriding aim of
the authors was to demonstrate that women were capable of engaging in
scholarly work. The biographies are usually embedded in detailed
argumentation in favour of the scientific pursuits of women, while the
individual exempla ‘proved’ that women could actually do scientific work.
There had therefore to be as many of these as possible. Johan van Beverwijck,
for example, stated that he had mentioned ‘all the learned ladies, of whom we
could gain any knowledge’.16 In the eighteenth century, the Cartesian Riballier,
who listed more than a thousand learned women, asserted that he had
presented every woman he could identify in the ‘Histoires generates & grands
dictionnaires’, adding that there were probably still more to be found.17 For
Riballier, the sheer number of learned women was the strongest of proofs for
the thesis that women and science were not mutually exclusive.

It is hard to say how popular these catalogues were. They were published
in great numbers, frequently reissued, and internationally renowned. There
must have existed a rather large public interest in these publications.18 But
who were the readers? Judging from the list of subscriptions to George
Ballard’s catalogue Memoirs of Several Ladies (1752), many of the readers
were women.19 This squares well with the fact that these works were usually
dedicated to outstanding learned ladies of noble rank, for many subscribers
came from the same Estate. It is also interesting to note who the authors
were. They were mostly men, although there were female authors as well,
such as Marguerite Buffet, Leonara von Ulfeld and Charlotte Cosson.20 The
writers usually were Third Estate professionals: they were lecturers, such as
Menage and Thomasius, doctors, such as Van Beverwijck and Paullini,
theologians, such as Eberti and De la Porte, lawyers, such as Della Chiesa
and Corvinus, and, let us not forget, librarians such as Lehms.

There are several questions I would like to examine. In the first place, how
did these women acquire their knowledge, given their exclusion from the
institutions of formal education? Second, who were the learned women, who
trespassed onto the ‘male’ territory of science? Can we say anything about
their social origin and their way of life? Finally, we would like to know in
which fields of knowledge they were chiefly engaged, and whether there
were changes or shifts in their interests in the course of time? To sum up, can
anything like a specific feminine culture of learning be distilled from our
sources?

The authors of the catalogues were, of course, inspired by a contemporary
perspective. The questions thus remain how they regarded the women they
portrayed, which concepts of female erudition they presented to their
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public? Their objective was the demonstration of female abilities, in an age
when concepts of universal rights and equality were discussed, and the
social importance of science was rising sharply. But even the most brilliant
learned women were hardly admitted to the male republic of letters where
the new science was surging ahead.21 It is therefore important to inquire
whether the catalogues themselves suggest an explanation for this persistent
exclusion.

THE SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY CATALOGUES

Dictionnaire or Catalogus did not refer solely to a collection of short
biographies, sometimes it was just a list of names. One of the first extensive
lists with biographical notes was the Catalogus doctarum virginum et
foeminarum (‘Catalogue of learned Virgins and Women’), published in 1606
in Prague.22 The author, Martinus a Balthoven, lists around seventy names of
learned women from antiquity, the Middle Ages and the Renaissance.
Indirectly, he pleads for female education. The catalogue is dedicated to a
learned noble-woman, Elisabeth Johanna Westonius, whose poems are
printed in an introductory chapter. In the following decades the vitae were
increasingly embedded in treatises on women’s intellectual abilities.23

Two early examples of the genre can be found in the writings of Johann
Frawenlob and Johan van Beverwijck.24 Both placed the biographies
(Frawenlob c. 120, Van Beverwijck c. 185) within a coherent string of
arguments. Frawenlob demanded that parents give their daughters a better
education, while van Beverwijck stated among other things that ‘the true
happiness of mankind consists in learnedness and virtue’.25 This conception of
learnedness as a common aim of mankind, implies that striving for it should
not be the monopoly of privileged men. Van Beverwijck rejoices at someone
like Vossius, who educated his young daughters in the humanities. He himself
taught his own daughters, aged four and seven, classical and modern
languages. In his view, female learning was to be acquired within the context
of family life. The women ‘of all peoples and centuries’ he cited are thus not
necessarily the lonely, unmarried inhabitants of a ‘book-lined cell’.26 Science
and virtue in women do not imply social isolation; the women he lists are
usually married and play their part in the intellectual education of their
children. Moreover he regards them as members of the intellectual community.
Van Beverwijck especially admires intellectual families such as that of
Thomas More, citing Erasmus who admonished others to follow their
exemplum.27 In this context, biblical women are no longer relevant to van
Beverwijck and Frawenlob. As in Boccaccio, science and virtue in their work
are by no means necessarily linked to Christian virtues.

The same is true of Aegidius Menagius, author of the best-known
catalogue of the late seventeenth century, dedicated to one of the foremost
French savantes, Anne Dacier.28 It is one of the first catalogues concerned
with just one discipline—classical philosophy.29 It is striking that
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Menagius concentrated solely on classical philosophy. He does not deal
with women interested in the philosophy of his own day, for example that
of Descartes, even though he refers to contemporary learned women like
van Schurman, de Gournay, Christine of Sweden and Madame de Sevigné.
As for Van Beverwijck, the women he presents did not lead an isolated
existence. This applies especially to the philosophers of antiquity.
Speaking of women belonging to the schools of Pythagoras, Peripathes
and Epicurus, he reports that they were mostly married and that they
moved in the circles of learned men.30

THE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY CATALOGUES

The catalogues published in the first half of the eighteenth century form a
diverse group.31 What they have in common, compared to those of the
seventeenth century, is greater bibliographical precision. Sometimes Eberti,
for example, mentions more than forty references for one biography.32 In his
Istoria Alberti seeks to provide precise chronological data.33 Ballard (1752)
was one of the first to present his entries in chronological order, from the
fifteenth century to his own time. Latin, still the predominant language of the
seventeenth-century catalogues, loses ground to the vernacular. Another
novelty was the sometimes exceptional number of short biographies, more
than a thousand in one case.34 Some catalogues now had a regional focus,
probably enhancing reliability as well as guaranteeing denser coverage.35

The content of the biographies also changed over time. In the seventeenth
century they dealt mostly with the relatively abstract question of whether or
not women had the same intellectual abilities as men. The authors in the first
half of the eighteenth century tended more and more to attack contemporary
prejudice against female learnedness. In this context the parents were
criticized as well. According to Lehms, they were often so foolish as to tear
books from their daughters’ hands.36 The new catalogues were thus
deliberately designed as instruments of enlightenment. Finally, it is
noteworthy that around 1700, a number of dissertations were published in
Germany, mainly in the fields of theology, philosophy and medicine, in
which short vitae of learned women were included, demonstrating that the
issue of female learning had become an academic subject.

In the second half of the eighteenth century interest in the catalogues and
savantes waned.37 By this time, two distinct views had emerged. Cartesian
authors such as Riballier championed an egalitarian scientific education for
women and girls, encompassing all sciences and all arts.38 We may conclude
that Riballier did not attribute special aptitudes for literary and aesthetic
disciplines to women. On the other hand there were authors, such as de la
Porte or Triller, for whom the learned woman as poetess was the central
figure. In a certain sense we may consider this to be a narrower and more
conservative view, tied to the older, humanistic literary culture of the
Renaissance.
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‘SHE WAS THE DAUGHTER AND PUPIL OF THEON OF
ALEXANDRIA’39—HOW WOMEN ACQUIRED THEIR SCIENTIFIC
KNOWLEDGE

In most of the catalogues, little attention is devoted to the question of how
women acquired their scientific knowledge.40 At first sight this seems
surprising: weren’t these catalogues inspired by the struggle for higher
education for girls and women? It is striking that one of the simplest and
oldest forms of tuition, namely by private tutors, is hardly mentioned in the
catalogues, with the exception of Ballard’s. An unusual form of academic
training is exemplified in the biographies of the Greek female philosophers.
These women often attended public lectures by well-known philosophers,
together with men. By far the most common solution cited in the catalogues
was, however, tuition by fathers. They were, at least according to the
catalogues, the key figures in the informal academic education of women.
Thus Theon of Alexandria, Melanchthon, Thomas More, the Florentine
humanist and aristocrat Bartholomeo Scala, the painter Tiepolo and the less
well-known lecturer Reichenbach of Helmstedt passed their knowledge on
to their daughters. According to the catalogues, this applied to a fifth of all
women: a high percentage, when one keeps in mind that in 60 per cent of all
cases no explanation whatsoever is offered. There are several stories of
father-daughter relationships of mutual intellectual support, and of
daughters who delivered their father’s lectures when he was ill: ‘Francisca
Nebrissensis, daughter of the highly learned Antonius Nebrissensis, royal
historiographer and professor, was so learned that she often held public
lectures instead of her father.’41 The authors attached great importance to this
fatherly upbringing. The parental or marital home not only formed a closed
and sheltered institution, but domestic education also guaranteed a relative
monopolization of knowledge. In this way, knowledge, though in principle
attainable for many women, could hold on to its exclusiveness. The
improvement of higher education for women was considered desirable, but
preferably within a ‘private’ setting, the family of the intellectual elite. Only
a few authors wanted to admit women to the learned societies, the
universities and the academies. One such was Riballier who asserted in
1779: ‘If we admit women to the schools for rhetoric, politics, philosophy
and mathematics, like the Athenians, we shall find eloquent women, able
politicians, inspired philosophers and astute mathematicians among them.’42

‘SHE CLAIMED THAT SHE COULD PULL THE MOON DOWN
FROM HEAVEN’43—THE TYPE OF KNOWLEDGE POSSESSED BY
LEARNED WOMEN

On the whole, the catalogues do not privilege one particular form of knowledge
and skill. The arts and the subjects taught in universities (theology, law,
medicine, the artes liberates and languages) are often mentioned, but on the
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other hand we encounter references to practical abilities such as needlework,
or to astrology and prophecy. Paullini mentions a woman who ‘could discover
hidden things and foretell the future—in the year 1620’.44 The talents of
Aganice, who ‘was very experienced in stargazing’ and who could make others
believe ‘that she…could pull down the moon from heaven’ are not doubted by
Van Beverwijck.45 The knowledge of learned women is therefore by no means
restricted to the kind of rational knowledge we associate with the
Enlightenment. So how much ground did their knowledge actually cover?
Roughly 15 per cent of the learned women were presented as universal scholars,
learned in a broad, humanistic sense. More than 20 per cent were accomplished
in languages and literature, or music and aesthetics. The learning of a large
group, nearly 20 per cent, took a religious and theological direction. The
majority of these women wrote religious tracts, prayers or hymns, but some
were trained in theology.46 Less than 10 per cent occupied themselves with
medicine, including obstetrics. The percentage of women in mathematics,
astronomy and history was still lower.

Judging from their description of female learning, the authors do not
seem to have been aware of living in the age of the scientific revolution.
Illustrative are the biographies of women who took part in the development
of modern science, for example Maria Cunitz, who attempted to ameliorate
Kepler’s tables of planetary motion.47 Eberti says: ‘Maria Cunitz could speak
seven languages and could draw well. Moreover she took great pleasure in
astronomic speculations….’48 Note that the author mentions her linguistic
and aesthetic abilities first, while her astronomical abilities are mentioned
last. But we must bear in mind that by doing this, he is merely following a
general trend. The women themselves and nearly all the authors put great
value on the acquisition of literary and humanistic culture. This is true even
of Riballier: even though he explicitly rejects the traditional canon in his
introduction, it nevertheless crops up again and again in his biographies.
This standard of a broad humanistic learning should, however, not be
confounded with the humanism of the early modern universities, for the
traditional university was an institution characterized by a strong degree of
specialization. The true ‘universitas litterarum’, on the other hand, flourished
outside the universities in the informal circles of the humanists and the
salons. It had no fixed institutional form. The emphasis the catalogues placed
on the humanistic-literary and religious-theological genre leads one to
suppose that the authors preferred to associate women with open, informal
modes of acquiring and transferring knowledge, rather than with more
institutionalized forms of education such as universities. The father who
tutored his daughter in the sciences and the husband who encouraged his
wife to ‘help’ him with his studies were important alternative models.49

Both gave access to the ‘universitas litterarum’, but not to universities.
Vitae presented in the catalogues from the second half of the eighteenth

century confirm this view. In Ballard’s catalogue a close link between
female learnedness and the literary-humanistic tradition is evident. The
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fifteenth-century women he names seem to lag behind the intellectual
accomplishments of their time, in the sixteenth century they move to the
forefront of intellectual life, but as soon as the importance of the humanistic
concept of education diminishes we find women falling behind again: most
of the seventeenth and eighteenth-century women listed by Ballard took no
part in the new empirical scientific developments in England, for the large
majority received a predominately literary-humanistic education.50 These
tendencies are not only to be found in the work of the chroniclers, they are
also manifest in the published work of many of the learned women
themselves.51 More than 80 per cent were ‘authors’ in one way or another, or
there were letters or other writings mentioned or published by other authors.
The lists not only comprised many titles of religious works, but also titles of
books on other subjects concerning women: education, obstetrics, ‘harmony
of women’, women who had been queens, theological investigations about
women and their position. For example: ‘Marie de Romieu, a young lady
from Vivarets in the Languedoc, has published in a poem, printed in Paris in
1581, that women are superior to men, and in prose an instruction for the
young ladies, printed in Diepe in 1573’.52

‘SHE WAS LEARNED, RICH, BEAUTIFUL AND OF A NOBLE
FAMILY’53—THE SOCIAL BACKGROUND AND THE LIFE OF
LEARNED WOMEN

The relationship between beauty and knowledge, the harmony of body and
mind, is an ancient leitmotif. It crops up frequently in writings about women
in the Renaissance, apparently under the influence of Neoplatonism. ‘She
was a very beautiful Lady of great spirit…’, Ballard writes about a woman
from the fifteenth century.54 Even the Cartesian Riballier informs us of
learned women, whose beauty surpassed that of the most beautiful women of
their time.55 Still more important than the combination of beauty and
wisdom, is the combination of learnedness and noble origin. A large portion
of the women mentioned in the catalogues (about 40 per cent) were nobles.
Considering that in a third of the women’s vitae no information is disclosed
about their origin, it is quite probable that the percentage of noble women
was actually higher. In Ballard’s catalogue, for example, the percentage of
noble women is over 80, although his data for the seventeenth century
display a slightly higher share of bourgeois women. In the catalogues I
studied systematically, 23 per cent of the women came from the intellectual
bourgeoisie. Only a very small group is reported to have come from humble
circumstances. This was obviously so rare that the authors thought it
necessary to give heart-rending accounts of how these poor girls had
acquired their knowledge with the help of rich benefactors.56

Female learnedness went hand in hand with a certain degree of prosperity,
which allowed women some leisure. The privileged life of female scholars
was not criticized by the authors of the catalogues. Only the less wealthy
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citizens of the second half of the eighteenth century referred to female
learnedness—because it was so closely connected to some degree of
affluence—as a silly waste of time for wealthy women.

In Beyond Their Sex Margaret King describes the life of learned women
in the Renaissance as a lonely, secluded existence.57 According to her
account, these women lived in a state of monastic recluse, the famous
‘booklined cell’. Moreover, they were regarded as asexual beings. King
maintains that the male authors who presented the learned women to the
public were also prejudiced in this way: ‘When learned men praised learned
women they undermined them as women. They regarded them as sexless
beings or women with a disturbed sexuality.’58 Apart from the question of
whether this gives us a complete picture of the complex situation of learned
women in the Italian Renaissance,59 we should also examine the validity of
such a statement for women from later periods and other countries.
Furthermore, the question of how the women themselves saw their own lives
remains to be answered. According to King, they internalized the opinions of
their contemporaries and voluntarily led a kind of celibate, monastic life:
The learned women, conquered from within, capitulated and withdrew from
battle. They withdrew from study altogether, into marriage, or into grief.
They withdrew to convents, and to good work and to silence.’60 The
catalogues of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, do not
confirm this dreary picture. Learned women now seem, on the contrary, to
have lived in fairly good harmony with their surroundings. According to the
vitae, they were mostly married and often active in science even after their
marriage. For example: ‘Elisabeth Margaretha von Keil, wife of the famous
physician Andreas von Keil…was very well-versed in pharmacy and
chemistry and wrote a good book about obstetrics, which her husband
wished to publish.’61 Unfortunately, the biographies give very little
information about a learned woman’s way of life. When they contain
detailed information, such as in Ballard’s case, we get the impression that
the percentage of married women was high: about 90 per cent in Ballard’s
catalogue, compared to some 60 per cent among the overall population. This
is due to the comparatively secure economic situation of these learned
Englishwomen. Therefore it is doubtful whether the image of the lonely
woman defying marriage, or the married woman giving up science, is a
correct one. At any rate it is not confirmed by the catalogues.

The authors of the catalogues did not formulate learnedness, marriage and
motherhood as alternative paths of life. Their examples do not convey the
impression that they regarded the life of a learned woman as socially and
emotionally repressed or limited. The question remains whether the
‘normality’ of these women’s lives, which they so strongly emphasize, was
always in agreement with the concrete existence of early-modern learned
women. An imaginary dialogue, taken from an English book about
astronomy for young ladies from 1768, leads one to suspect otherwise. A
student just home from Oxford tells his sister:  
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Philosophy is the darling science of every man of sense and is a peculiar
grace in the fair sex; and depend on it, sister, it is now growing into
fashion for the ladies to study philosophy; and I am very glad to see a
sister of mine so well inclined to promote a thing so laudable and
honourable to her sex.

 
His sister’s answer shows something of the problems so generously ignored
by her brother:
 

I often wish that it did not look quite so masculine for a woman to talk of
philosophy in company…how happy will be the age when the ladies may
modestly pretend to knowledge, and appear learned without singularity
and affection.62

 
Nevertheless, the many women who, according to the catalogues, combined
their female existence with learnedness without becoming socially isolated,
give us something to think about. A surprisingly great number of women
obviously did not choose the combination ‘children, husband and kitchen’
but ‘children, husband and science’ instead. It is remarkable that this has
been forgotten in our century. All things considered, I do not think it justified
to speak of learned women, especially in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, in terms of ‘absence’ and ‘isolation’.

EPILOGUE

In this chapter, only a small selection out of the hundreds of brief biographies
could be dealt with. Nevertheless, my hypothesis seems to be confirmed: there
were probably many more of such learned women than is sometimes assumed.
The large number of vitae in itself, especially from the fifteenth to the eighteenth
centuries, endorses this hypothesis. Furthermore I, like Riballier, suspect that
there were far more learned women than the catalogues list. For example, only
a few of the sixty-four poets of the Pléiade, a French literary group from the
sixteenth century, still known by name today, are mentioned in the catalogues.63

And of the seventeenth century Dutch female painters the biographers seem
ignorant.64 Thus we may speak of a ‘learned wave’, at least as far as the
quantitative side of the problem is concerned. I also disagree with Sylvia
Bovenschen’s thesis that the idea of women of intellect (schönen Verstand:
‘beautiful intellect’) can be regarded as a ‘modern’ achievement of the
eighteenth century.65 On the contrary, it seems to me to be the continuation of
an older tradition in a different form. A learned wave moved through European
history in times when learnedness was not yet bound to universities and when
new concepts of equality stimulated the questioning of traditional views.

Questions about the specific female modes of practising science are not
so easy to answer. I have tried to formulate some tentative conclusions. One
important aspect was the informal way in which science was almost always
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passed on to girls and women, in an intellectual culture that developed
outside the universities. It should perhaps be recalled that the early-modern
scientific revolution also largely bypassed the traditional universities. The
specific position of women in the history of modern science can therefore
not be ascribed just to their exclusion from formal or institutionalized
education. By arguing in this way, we would be blotting out aspects of
education which were extremely important for the women concerned (and
for many men) throughout several centuries.

Another facet concerns the scientific subjects studied by women. A
number of the women described as learned gave their own emphases, and
managed, for example, to express productively their poetic and literary
abilities in religion. The range of female learnedness we find in the
catalogues is very broad, and not as well-defined as that of male learnedness.
A third aspect of the problem is whether women were isolated by their
academic interests. Was the life of learned women in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries a ‘no man’s land’ or a book-lined cell? I have treated
this question in detail, and I think it goes to the heart of the matter. The
catalogues of learned women do not support such a thesis for the early-
modern period. Rather they contain instructions for enlarging the scope of
action, possibilities for expression and study for (predominantly married)
women. But perhaps I have allowed myself to be influenced too much by the
authors’ wish to show that a learned woman, who is indeed ‘extraordinary’,
can also be quite ‘ordinary’. Whatever the case may be, the sheer number of
women described in the catalogues lead us to conclude that being learned
was by no means unusual, but rather an almost ‘everyday’ phenomenon.

It is sometimes asserted that the concept of the ‘female scholar’ in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was in accordance with, or even
disciplined by, the Enlightenment ‘gospel of reason’.66 For this to be the
case, surely the catalogues pleading most ardently for female education in
those times must bear witness to it? But I find no evidence supporting such
claims. Neither is there any mention of a distinct, rationalistic idea of science
on which female learnedness is modelled. On the contrary, from the
eighteenth century onwards, the growing importance of the modern
empirical and rationalistic model of the sciences led to a marginalization of
the learned ‘beautiful souls’.

Moreover, interest in women’s learnedness was undermined by the rise of
the middle classes. For this new social group it was unacceptable to grant
women the freedom and leisure to practise science. For the average burgher
of modest means, it was economically impossible to exempt women from
housework, allowing them time for developing the kind of intellectual
lifestyle that the wealthy humanist patrician classes had pursued for their
women. But instead of admitting this, they rationalized the problem, stating,
like the premodern misogynists, that learning conflicted with women’s
‘nature’.67 Towards the end of the eighteenth century the resplendent image
of the savante was slowly supplanted by the image of the neurotic, frustrated
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learned woman.68 It is therefore hardly surprising, in the light of the growing
social and cultural importance of the middle classes, that the interest in
catalogues with examples of learned women decreased and finally almost
disappeared in the course of the nineteenth century.
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4 L’égalité des sexes qui ne se conteste
plus en France
Feminism in the seventeenth century

Siep Stuurman

In 1720 Mehmed Efendi, ambassador of the Ottoman Empire, visited France on
a fact-finding mission for the Sublime Porte. One of the many things that baffled
him was the position of women in French society. The women in France, he
observed, ‘can do what they want and go where they desire…so much that France
is the paradise of women’.1 Some twenty-five years before, the Abbé DuBos
even saw reason for alarm: ‘it seems to me that women have forgotten that they
belong to another sex than men, so eagerly are they seeking to adopt masculine
manners’.2 The visitor from the Islamic world and the habitué of the Parisian
salons were in many ways worlds apart, but both men apparently felt that the
evolution of French manners in the seventeenth century had called into question
old patriarchical certainties. According to many seventeenth-century feminist
authors, that was indeed what was happening, and in their eyes this was, of
course, an eminently desirable change in the ways of the world.

Seventeenth-century French feminism was a broad and vigorous, though
not organized, intellectual movement. Thanks to the new women’s history of
the last decades we can now see that it was more than a handful of daring and
exceptional individuals.3 Jeannette Rosso has compiled a list of publications
on the ‘woman question’, from 1600 to 1789. For the whole seventeenth
century she lists 142 publications (her list is, as she herself admits, far from
complete). The distribution over the decades shows a steady increase in the
number of publications, peaking in the 1640s, and subsequently continuing
at a somewhat lower but fairly regular rate.4 The pro-woman texts are in clear
majority, especially in the latter half of the century. The picture tallies quite
well with Ian McLean’s conclusion that the 1640s mark an important
transition. An autonomous feminist discourse emerged which was more
vigorous and self-assured than the old Querelle literature.5 Feminists, as well
as their enemies, were found chiefly in the upper classes: only 10 per cent of
the authors in Rosso’s list are bourgeois, against 30 per cent clericals, 20 per
cent male nobles, and 20 per cent, mostly aristocratic, women.6 Carolyn
Lougee has shown that the rise of salon culture was linked with a progressive
intermingling of the older sword nobility with the newer noblesse de robe
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(ennobled state servants and magistrates) and the upper strata of the Third
Estate, with the various types of nobility remaining in a clear majority.7

Seventeenth-century feminism, like its counterparts in other ages, was
highly contested. Reactions to it varied from enthousiastic endorsement to
ferocious hostility. The spectacular role played by some aristocratic women
in the military actions of the Fronde, the violent social and political upheaval
that shook the French state from 1648 to 1653, had elicited both celebrations
of ‘heroic women’ and mysogynist vituperation against ‘sexual disorder’,
linking the misfortunes of the French nation to female transgression. Of the
two feminine ideals—the heroic, strong woman and the savante (‘learned
woman’)—the former waned together with the political culture of the old
sword nobility to which it was related.8 The ideal of the cultivated and
learned lady, on the other hand, flourished as never before: the 1650s and
1660s were the heyday of the précieuses9 who extolled literary refinement
and female independence. The same period, however, saw a vicious anti-
feminist reaction, epitomized in the popular playwright Molière’s famous
diatribes against the précieuses and the femmes savantes.

It has been suggested by Ian McLean and Joan DeJean that the beginning
of the personal reign of Louis XIV (1661) was accompanied by a decline in
feminist activity and writing.10 We shall see, however, that feminist writing,
as well as the intellectual aspirations of numerous elite women, flourished in
the 1660s and 1670s, and that the radical, egalitarian work of the Cartesian
philosopher Poulain de la Barre, published in the early 1670s, was not so
exceptional and isolated as is sometimes assumed. For all that, we must be
careful not to overstate our case: in these decades, feminism took part in the
general upsurge of French culture but at the same time reached its limits as
the world of male science and letters was institutionalized in the new
academies that, by and large, closed their ranks to women.

EQUALITY AND KNOWLEDGE: FROM MARIE DE GOURNAY TO
MARGUERITE BUFFET

As the century progressed, egalitarian arguments drawing on reason, ‘nature’
and divine justice became more and more common. As early as 1621, Louys
LeBermen asserted that sexual difference was an ‘accidental quality’ only
pertaining to certain bodily features.11 In 1622, the same argument was used
by Marie de Gournay in her Egalité des hommes et des femmes (‘Equality of
Men and Women’), probably the first resolutely egalitarian feminist treatise in
European history. According to Gournay, the soul formed the real essence of
the human being whereas the sexes were made solely for the function of bodily
propagation and therefore ‘secundum quid [for a particular purpose], as the
Scholastics have it’.12 In Gournay’s time, such an unflinching assertion of
gender equality was still rather exceptional, and the majority of her
contemporaries rejected these claims out of hand. For all her intellectual
assurance, Marie de Gournay did not write in a victorious mood. In the Grief
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des dames (‘The Ladies’ Complaint’, 1626), an embittered tone predominates,
and she lashes out at ‘the moustached Doctors’ who so arrogantly dismissed
the woman of letters.13 Throughout her life, Gournay had to defend herself
against misogynist slander.14

Furthermore, it is important to point out that Gournay did not rely entirely
on the egalitarian argument. She also invoked the authority of the great
philosophers of antiquity, even of Aristotle (sic!), as well as the Fathers of
the Church, and finally the example of the Amazons and other outstanding
women. There was no clear hierarchy among these arguments, and this
remained so in most seventeenth-century feminist writing: next to general
arguments for equality and female participation in intellectual life, the
vindication of a special, feminine contribution to gentle manners and
civilized culture, as well as the display of long lists of ‘famous and learned
women’ remained highly popular genres. Almost all feminist tracts drew on
the historical and mythical record. The seventeenth-century galleries of
famous women, however, contained far more contemporary examples than
the older Querelle literature (see also chapter 3 of this book).15

In the following decades, the egalitarian argument was taken up by some
other authors, among them the anonymous author of La femme généreuse (‘The
Generous Woman’, 1643) who declared that the soul was neither male nor
female.16 The case for gender equality was usually linked to the older demand
for participation in intellectual life. This is especially clear in the famous
exchange between the Dutch savante Anna Maria van Schurman and the
Huguenot minister André Rivet, published in Latin in the Dutch Republic in
1641, in a French translation in Paris in 1646, and in English in London in
1659.17 The point of contention was whether it was fitting for women to devote
themselves to the pursuit of learning. Schurman asserted that it was, and, more
generally, that one ought to follow ‘the voice of reason and not that of a bad
custom’. To buttress her claim, she referred to Marie de Gournay’s Egalité.18

In her reply to Rivet’s objections she invoked the Italian feminist Lucrezia
Marinelli and, again, Gournay.19 Although Schurman herself did not dwell at
great length on the egalitarian argument, it is obvious that she knew that it had
been used by others and assumed her opponent to be familiar with it. Moreover,
the way she put reason in opposition to ‘bad custom’ would recur in many
later feminist tracts. References to both Gournay and Schurman are rather
common in subsequent feminist writing (Schurman was one of the two
seventeenth-century savantes to be mentioned in the article ‘femme’ (‘woman’)
in Diderot’s Encyclopedia).

After the Fronde there emerged a new feminine intellectual culture that
was highly critical of traditional marriage and, more generally, of the
prevalent masculine style. The salons and the novel were its main vehicles.
Madeleine de Scudéry and her circle forged a new ideal of womanhood,
independent of marriage. It must be recalled that marriage was tantamount to
legal slavery: several of the great heroines of the Fronde were, on the orders
of their husbands, literally imprisoned in provincial castles for long periods,
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in some cases for the rest of their lives.20 As so often in later centuries, the
vindication of the single woman and of female friendship were crucial
matters for these feminists. They also advocated women’s psychological
independence within marriage, and some of them envisaged reforms ranging
from ‘trial marriage’ and ‘free liaisons’ to modes of terminating unworkable
unions.21 One of the précieuses is quoted by the Abbé de Pure as saying:
‘The greatest delight of our France is the liberty of women’.22 These
extremely visible feminists attracted a lot of attention, often hostile. The first
documented use of the anti-feminist catchword prétieuse was in 1654,23 the
Abbé Michel de Pure’s La Prétieuse appeared in the years 1656–58, and
Molière’s infamous satirical play, Les Prétieuses ridicules, was first staged
in the autumn of 1659.

Meanwhile, feminist discourse became bolder and more egalitarian than
before. The high output of feminist publishing in the 1640s and 1650s is well
documented in the historiography, but in the 1660s this trend continued
apace. Major publications include: an anonymous Apologie pour la science
des dames (‘Defense of the Learning of Ladies’, 1662);24 a fourth, enlarged
edition of Jacques Dubosq’s L’honneste femme (The Honest Woman’,
1662);25 Le cercle des femmes savantes (The society of learned women’,
1663, re-issued 1667),26 by Jean de la Forge, probably a brother of the well-
known Cartesian Louis de la Forge; a Dialogue de la princesse sçavante et
de la dame de famille (‘Dialogue of a Learned Princess and a Housewife’,
1664), by Elisabeth Marie Clement;27 Les dames illustres ou par bonnes et
fortes raisons il se prouve que le sexe féminin surpasse en toutes sortes de
genre le sexe masculin (The illustrious ladies wherein it is demonstrated by
good and solid proofs that the female sex is in all respects superior to the
male sex’, 1665), by Jacquette Guillaume;28 a fifth edition of Dubosq’s
Honneste femme (1665);29; Louis Leslache’s Les avantages que les femmes
peuvent recevoir de la philosophie (The utility of philosophy for women’,
1667);30 and finally the Nouvelles observations sur la langue française avec
les éloges des illustres sçavantes tant anciennes que modernes (‘New
observations on the French language followed by the praise of illustrious
learned women in ancient and modern times’, 1668), by Marguerite Buffet.31

Some of these books, especially Lesclache, were fairly moderate, but others,
notably Clement, Buffet, and the anonymous author of the 1662 Apologie,
were frankly egalitarian.32

The 1662 Apologie and Clement’s book are particularly interesting because
they are written in the form of a polemical exchange of views between different
personages. In both publications, the feminist side eventually emerges
victorious. The first part of the Apologie is written in the form of a polemic of
‘Cléante’ against ‘Aristide’ who stands for vulgar sexist opinion, but in the
second, more radical part, the debate is joined by a collective female voice,
identified as ‘the ladies who are indebted to Cléante for the key to the sciences’.
The ladies’ main point is that Cléante, for all his magnanimity, stops short of
full equality.33 He had advocated the cause of the learned women on the
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condition that they would not display their knowledge openly, nor forget their
femininity. Generally, women would be permitted to acquire all sorts of
knowledge but they were not to exercise any kind of public authority.34 The
ladies in the second part of the book will have nothing of this:
 

But by grace, why do you affirm that Themis does not entrust us with her
balance, whereas you yourself have asserted that among our ancient
Gauls we commanded the government of the towns…. Why is it that you
swim between two waters, as the saying goes, & that you deprive us of the
sovereign authority you admit us to have exercised in an earlier age?35

 
The ladies go on to dispute the inequalities Cléante has left untouched. The
balance of Justice is now turned into a metaphor for gender tout court: ‘Ha!
Cléante; had the Ladies governed the balance, they would definitely have
maintained a better equilibrium.’36 With Aristide, the champion of male
supremacy, they will have no trade at all. He lays claim to sovereign rights
over the realm of the sciences but such a claim manifestly goes against the
liberality of God who has bestowed the gift of reason on all human beings
alike. The light of knowledge must shine equally on both sexes:
 

With men we partake in life’s journey, and thus we need the same
lumières as men to illuminate our path…If you will have knowledge, so
will we, & to withhold it from us, is to thrust us back into the darkness.

All of nature lies open before our & your mind alike…. On her
treasures we have the same rights as you, & since nature does nothing in
vain, we cannot see why she has inspired us with such an avid curiosity,
were it not as a faculty to acquire knowledge about her.37

 
Knowledge is not like material wealth: women can become rich in
knowledge without impoverishing the men. There is thus no cause for alarm:
‘Finally, what harm would be done if women would become as learned as
men? Would the heavens cease their revolutions?’38 The war between the
sexes has endured long enough, peace is now at hand. If the men will agree
to put an end to their usurpation, the two sexes shall live in peace, in the state
of equality God’s grace has bestowed upon them.39

In Elisabeth Clement’s Dialogue of a Learned Princess and a Housewife
we encounter the learned Pauline and the solid, down-to-earth Penelope. Pauline
is dressed in green, silver and gold; in her right hand she holds a globe and
some mathematical instruments, and in her left hand a great book, entitled
general science. Penelope’s attire is modest, and her physiognomy more robust:
she too holds a book, entitled economy of the household,40 and in her other
hand a full purse adorned with the device I am the bulwark of the housed In
the presence of a male Judge the two ladies engage in a lively debate about the
utility of learning in women. After a heated exchange of views the Judge is
called upon to pronounce his verdict. Pauline, who expects a sentence in favour
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of the savantes, is crudely rebuffed: women, according to the Judge, need
prudence and ‘economy’. What use is to them the knowledge of the Arctic
pole or Stoic philosophy? If they continue along that road, their next demand
will be to become members of the senate (senatrices).41

Pauline resolutely refuses to accept the verdict. Angrily she turns against
the Judge. She charges him with vanity, and goes on to say that he would not
treat her in such an unjust way if he were really so wise as he thinks he is.
The discussion now takes a new turn: the robust Penelope quietly fades into
the background, and the rest of the Dialogue is really a series of exchanges
between Pauline and the Judge. Time and again the Judge concedes some
ground to Pauline, but every time she presses him still further. In the course
of the discussion, Pauline marshals all the main feminist arguments we have
encountered so far: women are ‘capable to found and govern cities’, woman
was created from Adam’s flesh, ‘in order to be neither the master nor the
slave of the male, but his companion, his equal & his helpmate’, Molière
merits the criticism of the female sex, and his Ecole des femmes (The School
of Women’) is a ‘very ignorant sort of school’.42 Her chief accusation is that
many men are malignant: ‘The only language they hold about us, is aimed at
banishing us from the learned academies, the scientific cabinets, & finally
from all those places where one gets instruction in the sciences.’43

The Judge reluctantly gives way, and in the end he comes around to
Pauline’s position, calling her ‘a princess of learning’. The full,
contemporary meaning of the Dialogue is only disclosed in the final section
when the reader is told that the Judge is none other than Monsieur de Conrat,
one of the founders and the long-time secretary of the Académie Française.
The historical background seems evident: in the 1650s Gilles Ménage and
Gervais Charpentier had nominated a number of savantes, notably
Madeleine de Scudéry, Antoinette DesHoulières and Anne Dacier, for
membership of the French Academy, pointing to the example of the
Academia dei Ricovrati in Padua. Their proposal was, however, rejected.44

Elisabeth Clement’s book can thus be read as an imaginary alternative
scenario in which the feminist cause wins out.

The patriarchal interpretation of the Bible, and especially the book of
Genesis, was a major obstacle in the way of any feminist author. The
authority of scripture had, of course, to be respected, but interpretation was
free, at least within certain limits. Jacquette Guillaume cleverly turned the
argument about Eve and the snake upside down: Eve, she contended, was the
stronger of the two since it took a devil to lure her into sin whereas Adam
was easily seduced by a mere mortal woman.45 Many variations can be
found: Eve was created last and was thus the ‘summit of Creation’, Eve was
created from Adam’s rib, while Adam was made out of mud and slime,
definitely less noble material, and so on and so forth. On the other hand,
there was the equality of souls before God, a venerable Christian topos that
could easily be given a feminist turn. Thus Marguerite Buffet, having
maintained that women stand in the same relation to God as men, drew the
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following conclusion: The souls having no sex whatsoever, it follows that the
quality of the mind [beauté de l’esprit] does not share in the difference
between man and woman.’46

According to Buffet, the two sexes were ‘equal in everything’: there were
no greater differences between men and women than those found between
individuals of the same sex. Just like Gournay, she maintains that the
biological differences between the sexes are confined to procreation, and
have no importance for human agency dependent on the will.47 Buffet
explains the misogynist biology of Aristotle as a product of hurt masculine
pride: Aristotle was somewhat dwarfish, with short arms and crooked legs;
women found him repellent and it was therefore understandable that he
wrote against them.48 Regrettably there were still some men around who,
moved by an unjust envy, were conducting a continuous war against women:
they sought to keep them ‘imprisoned in ignorance’, even though they were
perfectly aware of the real capabilities of women.49

Clement, Buffet and the author of the Apologie are crossing an important
line when they openly proclaim that the prevailing standard of polite
manners is only a hypocritical cloak for the male monopoly of knowledge,
and that women are kept ignorant in order to keep them in perpetual
subjection. Instead of subtly adapting to so-called good manners, they
uncover it as ‘merely’ custom, based only on masculine prejudice.

THE QUEST FOR KNOWLEDGE AND EQUALITY: PUBLIC
DEBATES AND LECTURES

The question of the femmes savantes was not only treated in books. On
occasion, it entered public debate as well. As early as 1636, the weekly
conference at Théophaste Renaudot’s Bureau d’Adresse addressed the issue
‘whether it is expedient for women to be learned’. One of the participants in
the debate answered in the affirmative: the ‘veritable servitude’ of women
was bad enough, and it would be utterly unjust also to deprive women of the
precious commodity of knowledge. His opponent retorted that women
already exercised enough power over men, even without the help of
science.50

It is possible that women participated in Renaudot’s conferences but this
cannot be proved.51 On this score, we are better informed about the public
conferences set up in 1654 by Jean de Soudier de Richesource, a one-time
visitor of Renaudot’s Bureau d’Adresse. By 1660, Richesource’s Académie
des Orateurs (Academy of Rhetoric’) had become quite a successful
undertaking, attracting numerous young men embarking on a career in the
Parisian magistracy (the ‘robe’).52 Active participation was restricted to men
but women were admitted to the gallery.53 The politics of gender were
frequently discussed in Richesource’s conferences. Apart from the question
of learning, discussed below, topics included: whether the passions of
women were more violent than those of men; whether an orator would
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encounter more obstacles in persuading a man or a woman; and whether it
was preferable to grant women liberty, as in France, or to keep them in
confinement (enfermées) as in some other countries. The conclusions of the
Academy, drawn up by Richesource himself, usually took the pro-woman
side of the question at issue.54 During one session, probably in the early
spring of 1661, the Academy took up one of the central demands of
earlymodern feminism: whether the study of the sciences was fitting for
ladies. The anti-feminist party took the lead in the debate. According to
Monsieur de Godonville, the heart of the matter was simply a question of
power: if women seek to uncover (éplucher) the secrets ‘that we keep hidden
from them’, he contended, ‘they will become more arrogant and
presumptuous, and we, the men, shall be reduced to utter subjection’.
Knowledge was power, Godonville contended, and he warned his audience
of the dire consequences of granting knowledge to women:
 

As their constitution is much less constricted than ours, their organs far
purer, and the spirits that nourish their brain more subtle, they perceive
light where we stumble in darkness…they sink their nails into the
tightest knots & the most abstract ideas will not escape their penetrating
gaze.55

 
The next speaker, a monsieur Prieur, did not agree. In the first place, there
was the example of great men who willingly dispensed knowledge to
women, like Pythagoras and Cicero, and, more recently, the great Montaigne
who assisted Marie de Gournay in becoming learned. There had been many
learned women in the past. History could thus be summoned in support of
the cause of the femmes savantes. Finally, it was fitting for women to be
learned because nature herself had willed it so, having given imagination,
mind and memory to women as well as men. By way of conclusion, Prieur
forcefully addressed his fellow men (at this point, I imagine him raising his
voice): ‘Yes, Gentlemen, women have the ability to become learned, just like
ourselves.’56 Prieur’s speech was followed by an even more pro-feminist
broadside delivered by a lawyer, Philippe Cattier. Like Prieur, Cattier
referred to illustrious historical examples: Istria, queen of the Scythians,
taught her son Greek; and in his own time there was the great example of
‘that illustrious maiden, the Dutchwoman Marie Anne de Schurman’. Cattier
speaks scornfully of the barbaric of those men who want to exclude women
from knowledge. He would welcome action on the part of women and he
offers to speak on their behalf: ‘I would like them to establish a syndicate, so
that their agent might charge me with the defence of their cause.’57

The final verdict of the academy, signed by Richesource himself, was in
favour of intellectual equality since the practice of the sciences was perfectly
respectable and useful for women who, after all, were rational beings only
differing from men in some physical organs, and in some degrees of hotness
and humidity.58 The last addition shows that Richesource’s egalitarian
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argument is still mixed up with the traditional explanation of sexual
difference in terms of the bodily humours.

What to make of these feminist and anti-feminist voices in a Parisian
academy in the 1660s? In the debates, feminist and anti-feminist positions
are distributed rather evenly, but this only reflects the organizational pattern
of the conferences. In the debate on women and knowledge, Cattier
intimated that the majority of the academy supported his feminist line, but it
seems hazardous to generalize from such a remark.59 Richesource himself
usually takes a middle course, in favour of intellectual equality of the sexes
and liberty for women within the confines of the established institutions of
marriage and civil society. Such a middle-of-the-road position may well be
representative of an important current of moderate, enlightened opinion in
the Parisian magistracy and the intellectual circles associated with it. The
point to emphasize is that here were men, who were not known as feminist
authors, but who, as a matter of course, defended feminist positions in a
public debate. This tells us something about the intellectual climate in the
early days of the reign of Louis XIV.

In the 1650s and 1660s, many women frequented salons and lectures. The
university was, of course, closed to them, but they could, and did, visit
public lectures. Louis de Lesclache’s lessons of philosophy seem to have
attracted such a large number of women that he became known as a
professor for the ladies. He sometimes let his pupil, Mademoiselle Girault,
stand in for him.60 Lesclache was an anti-Cartesian,61 but Gassendists and
Cartesians, such as De Launay, De Fontenay and Rohault attracted a lot of
female interest as well. The weekly lectures of Jacques Rohault, probably
the best course in experimental physics then to be had in Paris, were
especially popular: the seats in the front rows were reserved for the ladies.62

There was also a great vogue for astronomy, and many women paid a visit to
the new Parisian observatory.63 The savantes benefited greatly from the
rather open, as yet not firmly institutionalized, setting in which the new
science was then taught. In this light, it is all the more significant that women
were from the outset excluded from the new Royal Academy of Sciences,
founded in 1666.

As is well known, the question of gender and science was also a popular
topic in the theatre. Apart from Molière, the topic of women and learning was
put on the stage by Samuel Chappuzeau. His second comedy, L’Academie des
femmes (‘The Academy of Women’), was published in Paris in 1661 and re-
issued in 1662. The final act of the play ends with the complaint of the learned
Emilie when her supposedly dead husband returns and at once orders her to
throw all her books out of his house: ‘Quel est nostre malheur! maudite
obeissance!/Et que l’homme a sur nous une injuste puissance!’64

Both Molière and Chappuzeau exemplify a new, modernized response to
feminist discourse. They have abandoned the old misogynist language: they
admit that woman should be treated with dignity and fairness, but they
marginalize (Chappuzeau) or ridicule (Molière) feminist aspirations to real
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social and intellectual autonomy. At the same time, the obsessive recurrence
of these themes in their plays betrays a deep ambivalence about the status of
women in seventeenth-century French society.

FEMINISM AS SOCIAL CRITIQUE: POULAIN DE LA BARRE

We can now see that François Poulain de la Barre’s three feminist treatises,
published in 1673, 1674 and 1675,65 did not come out of the blue. The thesis
that ‘the mind has no sex’, for which Poulain is chiefly known, was hardly
new in his time. His assertions about the ability of women to participate in
intellectual life, or even in military affairs and government were all
prefigured in the literature and the debates of the 1650s and 1660s. In this
regard, it is certainly relevant that Poulain had frequented Richesource’s
Academy for some time.66 His egalitarian argument, in terms of an
ungendered faculty for reason grounded in a common human ‘nature’, was
by the 1670s almost a commonplace of feminist thought. Like his
predecessors, Poulain submits that sexual difference resides solely in the
body, and then qualifies that statement, limiting it to ‘that part of the body
that serves procreation’.67 But he adds a ‘materialist’ argument for equality:
drawing on contemporary biology, he states that ‘the most meticulous
anatomical research’ has failed to establish any difference between the male
and the female brain.68

Poulain, however, went beyond his predecessors by formulating his
feminist argument as an integral part of a systematic, egalitarian social
philosophy. The full title of his first book was already a little philosophical
manifesto: On the equality of the two sexes. A physical and moral treatise,
wherein one sees the importance of overcoming prejudices. Prejudice stands
for virtually all received opinion, while the ‘physical and moral’ philosophy
Poulain draws upon, is chiefly taken from Descartes. His feminist
philosophy is therefore best characterized as social Cartesianism. Beyond
the issue of gender, Poulain extended his critique of ‘prejudice’ to other
fields, such as rank and race. In the preface to the Egalité he observed that
male superiority was the oldest, most widespread and deeply ingrained
prejudice of all; if that could be brought down, all other prejudices would
become questionable too.69

The chief methodical rule Poulain took from Descartes was the critique of
ordinary experience. Right at the beginning of the Egalité he refers to the
example of heliocentric astronomy which is contradicted by the
commonsense view of the immovability of the earth. Just as the apparent
revolution of the heavens is no reliable guide in astronomy, so our daily
experience of the behaviour of women and men does not reflect the true
nature of the sexes. To arrive at a correct explanation, we must therefore
investigate the mechanism ‘behind the phenomena’. Poulain thereupon
introduces ‘conjectural history’: he urges his readers to imagine how men in
an early stage of human history subjected women by brute force, have kept
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them in servitude ever since, and have finally succeeded in shaping women’s
behaviour and consciousness in the image of their degraded state. From this
vantage point, the vulgar historical view that seeks to justify male supremacy
in terms of the universal consensus of past generations can easily be
dismissed as spurious sophistry.70 Moreover, the ancient adversaries of
women were men just like those of today. Therefore everything they say
must be suspect, ‘because they are both judges and interested parties’. This
last argument was, of course, not new—it was often used in the feminist
polemics of the 1660s—but Poulain links it to a general critique of prejudice
and customary authority.

Poulain then turns to the philosophers of natural law (‘jurisconsultes’) who
assert that male supremacy is natural Their mistake is to attribute to nature a
distinction that originates in custom: They would be quite embarrassed when
called upon to explain in plain language what they mean by nature in this
context.’71 What is more, they can be slain with their own weapons:
 

For they themselves recognize that subjection and servitude are contrary
to the state of nature in which all human beings are equal.

Dependency being a purely material and civil relation, it must be
considered merely as a consequence of chance, power [violence] and
custom.72

 
Poulain is perhaps the only seventeenth-century thinker to expose the
contradictory use of the concept of ‘nature’ in the modern theory of natural
law. Likewise, he conceives of marriage as the result of reciprocal promises
and conventions, and observes that not nature but the civil law endows the
male sex with marital power.73 He envisages a reform of matrimonial law,
establishing a conseil souverain my-party d’hommes et de femmes (‘a mixed
sovereign council of men and women’) to judge marital conflicts.74

The real crux of Poulain’s discourse of the accessibility of the new
philosophy is, however, the question of method. Real knowledge begins with
self-knowledge. Poulain stresses the importance of the knowledge of body
and mind (in that order!).75 He employs the dualism of Descartes but, like the
master himself, continually emphasizes the inseparability of mind and body.
This is of crucial importance for our understanding of his main conclusion
on the equality of the sexes. His striking and often quoted aphorism, l’Esprit
n’a point de Sexe (‘the mind has no sex’), comes at the end of his exposition
of method. He employs the postulate of the equality of reason to demonstrate
that women are equally capable as men, not only in intellectual pursuits, but
in all other fields of social activity as well. He does this by showing time and
again that the only condition of efficient participation in a given art is the
mastery of the rules governing it; that is, the mastery of a specific kind of
knowledge. Discussing the art of military command, Poulain stresses that
this is not a question of physical prowess but of applied intelligence; well, he
asks rhetorically, can’t women read maps, and can’t they conceive of
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strategy and tactics?76 For the same reason women can participate in political
life: the science of politics is founded upon ‘the notion we ought to have of
the equality of men according to nature, and of their obligation to preserve
each other through mutual support’. There is nothing mysterious about the
theory of the political contract that women could not understand as easily as
men.77 All this is a far cry from the references to Amazon heroines and
Scythian queens found in much previous feminist writing. Poulain is thus
not postulating an equality of ‘abstract reason’, but rather the equality of
practical reasoning. His educational programme, outlined in the Education
des Dames (The Education of Ladies’), is entirely consistent with this
approach. It is definitely not of a literary sort, but rather reads like a
systematic introduction to the new philosophy, comprising, inter alia,
Descartes’ Meditations, the Port Royal Logic and Jacques Rohault’s Traité
de physique.

Coming to the crucial topic of the division of labour between the sexes,
Poulain definitely passes beyond most feminist writing of his time. At first,
he declares that the fact of equal capability does not necessarily imply an
equal sharing of all positions, provided only that there is no ‘abuse’ of power
contrary to the meritocratic rule of equality.78 As for pregnancies and
childbirth as obstacles to the employment of women, Poulain points to
anthropological evidence: it is well known, he writes, ‘that all over America
and in the greater part of Africa women labour just like men, without being
hindered by their pregnancies’.79 Discussing the objection that the
participation of women in the ‘emplois’ will surely cause many
inconveniences, Poulain retorts:
 

[Our opponents] rely entirely on custom, and they only look at the present
state of civil society, as it is governed and ordered by the male sex. People
do not pay enough attention to the fact that civil society has not always
and everywhere been organized in the same way, without being any the
worse for it. If the women had governed, they would have ordered the
callings and professions in their fashion.80

 
These hints at social change are related to Poulain’s dismissal of tradition
and custom: one must not become a slave of the past, the Ancients are not
infallible for they were young in their time. People judge the present and the
future by the standards of the past, that is ‘the capital error that prevails in
the entire world’.81 Poulain thus envisions social change, at least as a
possible future. Here, his feminism is tied up with cultural relativism,
drawing on Jansenist moralism and travel literature, and with an incipient
sense of historical change, derived from the Querelle des anciens et des
modernes (‘quarrel of the ancients and the moderns’).82
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CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

During the final decades of the seventeenth century, learned women
continued to attract the attention of the public, and the ‘equality of the sexes’
became something of a standard expression. The September 1678 issue of
the Mercure Galant treated its readers to a vivid relation of an academic
ceremony at Padua where Helena-Lucrezia Piscopia Cornara had obtained
the doctorate in philosophy (Cornara was the other woman who was
mentioned in the article ‘femme’ in the Encyclopedia). The equality of the
two sexes’, the Mercure concluded, is now demonstrated in practice, ‘as it
has been demonstrated for some time by solid arguments’.83 In 1682,
Antoinette de Salvan de Saliez, an aristocratic savante living in southern
France, confidently proclaimed that ‘the equality of the sexes is not any
more contested among honest people’. But she went on to complain about
‘the injustice and the envy of men’ who deprived women of the opportunity
to display their true capacities.84 Five years later, a certain Decrues treated
the ‘famous question’ of the two sexes in Les Entretiens de Theandre et
d’Ismenie (‘Conversations of Theandre and Ismenie’). Those who always
wanted to hear something new would not like his book, he warned his
readers, so often had the issue already been discussed before.85 In 1698,
Charles Guyonnet de Vertron published La nouvelle Pandore ou les femmes
illustres du siécle de Louis le Grand (‘The new Pandora, or the illustrious
women of the century of Louis the Great’), which, among other things,
contained an epistolary exchange with Antoinette de Salvan. Vertron
concluded the second volume with a list of ‘illustrious ladies’; he listed in
total the names of 183 learned women, of which 112 were still living when
his book went to the press.86

The passages just quoted could be replaced by many others. The very least
that can be inferred from them is that the issue of the equality of the sexes did
not disappear from public debate. What is also clear, is that egalitarian
arguments and historical examples were habitually juxtaposed: in most
seventeenth-century feminist discourse, Scythian queens happily coexisted with
natural equality. Likewise, many authors appealed to rationalist philosophy
without renouncing the venerable notion of a special feminine contribution to
civilization. It must be noted, however, that the warrior queens, but for the
significant exception of the great aristocratic Frondeuses (aristocratic ladies
who took part in the military actions of the mid-century civil disturbances
known as the Fronde), were mostly situated in a distant past, whereas the more
recent examples of ‘famous women’ were increasingly confined to the cultivated
and peace-loving savantes. After the Fronde, the robust culture of the sword
nobility had once and for all lost its attraction. If the female sex were ever to
be victorious, it would be on the field of letters. It is surely no coincidence that
in the Querelle des anciens et des modernes, the feminists by and large sided
with the moderns who preferred French over Latin and the world of the arts
and sciences over the virtues of the battlefield.87
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Feminism, especially aristocratic feminism, had developed its own type
of sociability in which polite conversation among equals, women and men,
was the main vehicle for the communication of both elite gossip and
philosophical truths. In this respect, feminism was part of a broader trend in
French culture, the formation of an independent civil society that was to
become the breeding ground of the Enlightenment.88 Women did not however,
gain access to the formal institutions of letters and science, these remained
the domain of an exclusive male sociability. Neither were women allowed to
enter the institutions of higher education. On the other hand, they were able
to attend all sorts of informal lectures and experimental demonstrations where
the latest scientific discoveries and inventions were discussed.89 As we have
seen, many literate women reacted with considerable bitterness to these
arbitrary limitations on their sphere of activity. The violent diatribes against
male prejudice and the radical egalitarianism of seventeenth-century feminism
are largely explained by the ambivalent situation of women who were
conscious participants in elite culture and whose abilities frequently surpassed
the opportunities open to them.

Poulain de la Barre’s social egalitarianism remained exceptional.
Although he was probably read by quite a lot of women and men, even
outside France, only one seventeenth-century feminist that I know of,
Gabrielle Suchon, quoted him extensively and made real use of his
philosophical argument.90 Others, like Antoinette de Salvan, optimistically
noted that ‘several of our best authors have thoroughly discussed the
equality of the sexes which is no longer contested in France’.91 Poulain’s
treatises were re-issued several times.92 All this does not, of course, prove
that Poulain was ‘influential’ but it demonstrates that there were women and
men who thought alike or who, at any rate, were willing and able to
understand his argument. The significance of Poulain’s thought is not that it
was ‘representative’ of the main current of feminist writing but rather that it
exemplified the limits of the thinkable in late seventeenth-century France, or
even Europe. At the same time, it is important to see that Poulain’s work
would have been impossible without the feminist tradition on which he drew
so abundantly. Thanks to his Cartesian training, Poulain went beyond other
feminist authors, but it was not simply a matter of applying Cartesian
method to the issue of gender: it was feminism that enabled him to formulate
a critique of the shortcomings of the philosophy of natural law, and it was
feminism that occasioned him to give a social turn to Cartesianism in the
first place. Insofar as Poulain can be said to have formulated a first and
tentative version of themes usually associated with the Enlightenment,
feminism must count as one of the ingredients that went into the making of
the Enlightenment.

What goes for Poulain, is also true in a more general sense—by their
criticism of ancient patriarchal certitudes, the feminist writers of the
seventeenth century helped to clear the way for an overall attack on
traditional morality and customary authority. That the Enlightenment had
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important implications for feminist thought is by now well established and
commonly accepted (see chapter 5 in this book). That feminism was also
instrumental in bringing about the Enlightenment has perhaps not been
sufficiently appreciated.
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5 Reclaiming the European
Enlightenment for feminism
Or prolegomena to any future history of

eighteenth-century Europe1

Karen Offen

The European Enlightenment was a privileged time for debate on the
‘woman question’, as the controversy over relations between the sexes only
later became known. Enlightenment inquiry was ‘feminocentric’ in the sense
that male writers focussed intensively on ‘woman’, and subsequent
interpretation has typically focussed on views of women expressed by its
leading figures—Montesquieu, Voltaire, Diderot, Rousseau, Condorcet, and
Kant. If one examines the broader spectrum of Enlightenment debate by
decen-tring these leading male philosophes, however, it becomes evident
that it offered women and their male allies an arena to develop in print an
impressive arsenal of concepts, vocabulary and arguments capable of
challenging what some women in 1789 would call the ‘aristocracy of sex’.2

Enlightenment debate can thus be seen as a spawning ground not simply
for positioning ‘woman’ as some have complained, but for asserting women’s
equality to men, for criticizing male privilege and domination, for analysing
historically the causes and constructions of women’s subordination, and for
devising eloquent arguments for the emancipation of women from male control.
These were all defining features of that critical tradition we now call feminism,
but which at the time remained a critique that had no name.

The issues of choice in this debate were not restricted to topics in formal
philosophy; they addressed fundamental aspects of societal organization,
beginning with marriage and the socialization of children. In the efforts of
learned men (savants) and philosophers (philosophes) to understand what we
know and how we know it, they posed many important questions about the
world in which they lived. Their attempts to distinguish, through comparisons,
what was ‘human’ from what was ‘animal’, what was ‘social’ or ‘cultural’
from what was ‘natural’, to probe the difference between ‘laws’ and ‘morals’,
quickly confronted them with the distinctions their own societies prescribed
between men and women, and the rationales offered to support these
distinctions. Critiques of women’s status provoked an awareness that the
relations between the sexes were neither God-given nor determined exclusively
by ‘Nature’, but socially constructed; in other words, they understood the
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concept that we today call ‘gender’. Madame d’Epinay in fact spoke in the
1770s of ‘genre masculin’ and ‘genre féminin’ and insisted that she was not
speaking only about grammar but about socialization. Such criticism led quickly
to disagreements about what relationships between the sexes should look like
and stimulated visions of alternative arrangements. Assertive claims for sexual
hierarchies and male dominance, invoked in the name of tradition, were
countered by equally vehement claims for sexual equality and the emancipation
of women from male control.

Eighteenth-century feminists claimed a ‘natural’ equality of the sexes prior
to all social and political organization, and demanded, accordingly, full equality
of the sexes in organized society. They highlighted women’s disadvantaged
legal and economic situation in institutionalized marriage and called for an
acknowledgment of women’s rights as women. They criticized women’s
inadequate education and lack of economic alternative to marriage, and—
despite these disadvantages—the importance of their influence and societal
role. Such arguments led in several directions. First, they pointed to the necessity
of women’s full spiritual/moral and intellectual development as individuals, a
goal embedded in a discourse of rights. Second, they led directly to a reassertion
of so-called women’s values, the claims of the heart and of the emotions—of
sentiment, in short, as the complement to ‘masculine’ rationality—even as
women claimed reason for themselves. Third, they precipitated a rethinking,
in the name of public utility, of women’s strategic societal importance as
mothers, and they asserted their centrality as child nurturers and partners with
men in the project of ‘civilization.’

This debate did not begin with the Enlightenment, as is clear from the
earlier chapters in this book. Yet by the mid-eighteenth century the number
of participants had expanded and the audience had grown dramatically. By
this time educated Europeans were experiencing, along with great
prosperity, a veritable explosion of printed criticism of the existing gender
order. Books, periodicals, tracts, broadsides poured forth from the presses.
Growing literacy among women as well as men of the privileged classes in
urban settings guaranteed a sizeable audience for these works. In France
alone, according to Roger Chartier, the literacy rate for both women and men
had nearly doubled (for women, from 14 to 27 per cent) in the course of the
eighteenth century, and many more people owned books.3 The rise of the
novel itself was closely intertwined with this debate over sexual politics.

THE CRITIQUE OF INSTITUTIONALIZED MARRIAGE

Let us enter the Enlightenment debate by examining the critique of
institutionalized marriage. In most European states at this time, in the aftermath
of the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century, the formalization and
dissolution of marriage remained the prerogative of Christian religious
institutions. Each denomination endorsed some structural form of male control
over women. The Roman Catholic Church had declared marriage to be an
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indissoluble sacrament, a position that some Protestant denominations never
adopted (and which in consequence allowed them to tolerate divorce, rather
than concocting elaborate religious annulment procedures in ecclesiastical
courts). Moreover, churches—acting as agencies of the state—kept track of
births, deaths and marriages, and exercised moral authority over family
relationships. Throughout the seventeenth century French legal authorities had
exhibited interest in claiming direct control of these functions as well as in
secularizing the institution of marriage, in order to exert an even more direct
control over male-headed families. Thus, in eighteenthcentury France, and in
those countries which modelled themselves on France, church and state
appeared to be on a collision course over the control of marriage. Civil divorce
was one item over which agreement seemed impossible.

Male domination was also inscribed in most Protestant approaches to marriage.
With the exception of the Quakers in England, who acknowledged an important
degree of equality for women, most Protestant sects had reverted to Old Testament
precedents on which to base new assertions of male authority over women in
marriage. The leaders of Protestant churches appreciated neither Mary Astell’s
criticism of the submission required of English women in marriage (and her
celebration of spinsterhood) in her Reflections Upon Marriage (third edn., 1706)
nor Daniel Defoe’s even more scathing characterization of marriage without
love in 1727 as ‘conjugal lewdness’, a condition Mary Wollstonecraft would
later label outright as ‘legally prostituted’.4 This critique of arranged and loveless
marriages, often accompanied by a celebration of love itself, would reverberate
through the arguments of many subsequent feminist writers in various countries.
In France, women writers took up this issue early, challenging the abuse of
women by families and husbands.5

By the time Montesquieu published his Spirit of the Laws (1748), one of
the salient issues in his political theory was the subordination of women in
male-headed families, and its relationship to three types of governments:
republican, monarchical and despotic. In monarchies, he postulated, women
were ‘subject to very little restraint’, while under despotic governments women
were an ‘object of luxury’, ‘in servitude’. Under republics, ‘women are free
by the laws and restrained by manners’.6 As critics identified themselves
increasingly with republican ideas, this set of observations provoked a new
round of reflection on the woman question in terms of the ‘politics’ of marriage.
Enlightenment thinkers and writers of fiction appeared on both sides of the
issue. Prominent legal theorists, notably Samuel von Cocceji, Prussian compiler
of a legal code for Frederick the Great, Robert Pothier, author of several
influential French legal texts on marriage and William Blackstone, commentator
on the British common law, opted for circumscribing women’s place in order
to realize nature’s plan.7 On the dissenting side could be found writers such as
Louis de Jaucourt, who in volume 6 of the enormously influential French
Encyclopedic (1756) raised the point that ‘the reasons that can be alleged for
marital power could be contested, humanly speaking’. Jaucourt then went on
to argue that the authority of husbands was arbitrary: it ran ‘contrary to natural
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human equality’. Men were by no means superior to women, and the extant
rules were the contributions of ‘positive’ or man-made, as distinct from
‘natural’, law. Marriage, Jaucourt proposed, was nothing more than a contract,
and as a contract it could conceivably be organized in a variety of ways by the
individual parties concerned.8 A new wave of published fiction by women
novelists in France extended and deepened this critique, as Joan Hinde Stewart
has ably demonstrated for the period from 1750 onwards. The actress-turned-
novelist Marie-Jeanne Riccoboni, in particular, astutely explored the politics
of love, marriage, and remarriage, and did not hesitate to address issues of
adultery, independent widowhood and even illegitimacy.9 Another French
novelist, Jeanne-Marie Le Prince de Beaumont craftily argued the case for
opting out of the ‘uterine economy’ of love and marriage, privileging mother-
daughter relationships over male-female relationships, and seeking ‘final
liberation… in and through the single life’.10

THE CRITIQUE OF WOMEN’S EDUCATION

The critique of women’s education became a commonplace of
Enlightenment thought. Earlier Protestant leaders and Catholic reformers
of the Counter-Reformation had concerned themselves with the education
of girls of all social classes, primarily in the interest of encouraging their
piety. Advanced instruction for women of the upper classes was a different
matter, and the critique levelled at the ‘learned ladies’ of Elizabethan
England and especially at the femmes savantes of mid-seventeenth century
Parisian high society, was vicious and unprecedented, as is reflected in
Molière’s widely known comedies, Les Précieuses ridicules (1659) and
Les Femmes savantes (1672). ‘You’ve been writing!…. You’ve ink stains
on your fingers! Ah! Cunning Sigñora’, Beaumarchais had Dr Bartholo
exclaim, in his comedy The Barber of Seville (1775), when he suspects his
ward Rosina of writing to a suitor. ‘Women think they can safely do
anything if they are alone’.11

The seventeenth century saw the culmination of the scientific revolution,
but the accession of women to the new scientific learning was hotly
contested in some quarters. Defenders of women’s innate intellectual
capacities, following Poulain de la Barre’s claim (1673) that ‘the mind has
no sex’, reiterated and elaborated this claim in various forms throughout the
next century. Nicolas Malebranche, in his treatise on the search for truth
(first published in 1674), acknowledged that women’s brains were
characterized by ‘delicate’ fibres, which accounted both for their great
intelligence and taste, but also made them less good at abstractions; he
nevertheless acknowledged that there was no such thing as absolute
masculinity and femininity. Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle framed his best-
selling Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds (1686), a work explaining
the new physics in simple language, as a dialogue between a philosopher and
an aristocratic lady, the Marquise.12
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Comparable defences of women’s reasoning capacity had already been
sharply expressed in England by Mary Astell, who in her Serious Proposal
to the Ladies (1694) proposed founding a women’s university and
community for women who did not wish to marry, but preferred to pursue
life-long learning in the company of other similarly disposed women.13

Another who insisted on the equal capacities of women and men was the
‘father’ of the Spanish Enlightenment, the Roman Catholic cleric Benito
Feijoo, author of a Defence or Vindication of the Women (1739).14 It is in the
context of this debate that the 1732 conferral of a doctoral degree in
philosophy on the brilliant Laura Bassi by the University of Bologna took on
added significance for studious women throughout Europe.

The discussion of women’s education had already taken a distinctly
antifeminist and utilitarian turn in France with the publication of Archbishop
Fénelon’s very influential Treatise on the Education of Daughters (1687).15

As part of a comprehensive plan for reforming the French aristocracy,
Fénelon designed a programme intended for daughters of the impoverished
nobility, to direct them away from the frivolity of court and salon society and
towards the serious business of training to become wives, mothers and estate
managers who would be useful to their husbands, their families and thereby
to the French state. This tract by Fénelon—and the subsequent establishment
by Madame de Maintenon, morganatic wife of Louis XIV, of the girls’
school at St Cyr—influenced the development of secular girls’ education for
the family among the elites throughout eighteenth-century Europe.16

Following a celebrated exchange with the encyclopedist Jean Le Rond
d’Alembert on the subject of women’s education and place in 1758–9,
JeanJacques Rousseau published his didactic works, Julie (1761) and Emile
(1762), to drive home in a more popular form the bald point that women’s
education must prepare them to serve men—even as he underscored the
enormous influence women could and did wield within the family.
 

The search for abstract and speculative truths, principles, axioms in the
sciences, and everything that tends to generalize ideas is not within the
compass of women: all their studies must deal with the practical. Their
job is to apply the principles that men discover and to make the
observations that lead men to establish principles.17

 
Many women writers published critiques of the superficiality of girls’
education during the eighteenth century and, in the course of their
arguments, defended women’s right to reason and to acquire knowledge in
the best Enlightenment tradition, often arguing (as did the pseudonymous
‘Sophia’, in 1739) that in the state of nature women and men were equally
reasonable creatures: ‘In a word, were the Men Philosophers in the strict
sense of the term, they would be able to see that nature invincibly proves a
perfect equality in our sex with their own.’18 Such claims were reiterated in
radical tracts such as Female Rights Vindicated by ‘A Lady’, published in
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London in 1758, who framed her insistence on the natural equality of the
sexes and her defence of women’s abilities with an attempt at a historical
account of how men had subordinated women.19 In the Paris-based Journal
des dames (‘Ladies’ Magazine’), the feisty éditrice Madame de Beaumer
insisted in 1761 that ‘We women think under our coiffures as well as you do
under your wigs. We are as capable of reasoning as you are. In fact,’ she
added, with what must have been a broad grin, ‘you lose your reason over us
every day.’20 Under Beaumer’s successor, Madame de Maisonneuve, the
Journal went on to cultivate and celebrate women’s intellectual prowess.

Male-dominated culture, these women knew, contrasted with what they saw
as the natural (or pre-social) state of things. Some eighteenth-century feminist
critics sensed then, as others have repeatedly rediscovered since, that the
relationship of the sexes is a socio-political or ‘cultural’ construction; they
understood intuitively the distinction French philosophers, in particular, were
making between natural law (God’s law) and positive law (man-made law).
Indeed, some feminists went directly to the heart of the matter, as did Madame
de Beaumer, who—addressing unnamed male critics of the Journal des dames
in 1762—issued this indictment:
 

I love this sex, I am jealous to uphold its honor and its rights. If we have not
been raised up in the sciences as you have, it is you who are the guilty ones;
for have you not always abused, if I may say so, the bodily strength that
nature has given you? Have you not used it to annihilate our capacities, and
to enshroud the special prerogatives that this same nature has bounteously
granted to women, to compensate them for the material strength that you
have—advantages that we would surely not dispute you—to truly appreciate
vivacity of imagination, delicate feelings, and that amiable politeness, well
worth the strength that you parade about so.21

 
Madame de Beaumer and her readers were well aware of the significance of
socially imposed educational norms for the cultural construction of gender,
even as they acknowledged certain differences between the sexes as inherent
and complementary.

Depending on the country and the cultural context, various criticisms of
women’s education could be and were made. British feminists criticized the
frivolity of an ornamental and ‘useless’ education for aristocratic and
wealthy girls. The 1780s works of Catharine Macaulay and Mary
Wollstonecraft, among others, eloquently express this set of complaints.22

The Spanish reformer and educational writer Josefa Amar y Borbon argued
in 1790 that a better, more substantive education for women, a cultivation of
the mind and of talents, rather than of personal appearance and coquetry,
would greatly enhance the quality of a couple’s relationship in marriage as
well as a woman’s personal satisfaction in life.23

Well before these women critics, however, the Swedish poet and essayist,
Charlotta Nordenflycht, had confronted the arguments for male supremacy
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put forth by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in a set of clever verses published in
Stockholm in the early 1760s:
 

Woman is prevented from grasping any truth,
people amuse themselves by laughing at her stupidity.
But when the seeds of stupidity finally grow into sins
then much poison is spread and much blame assigned.
Then there is no appealing to the suppression of her intellect,
then she is the embodiment of weakness and a woman.
Nature, then, is blamed, and blood and heart decried
for what has its roots in the manner of upbringing only.
The source of a gushing well is obstructed
and then the question asked: why does not the water flow?
They set a trap for the Eagle’s foot and break his wings,
and then they blame him for not reaching the sun.
Thus is the energy of women suppressed by upbringing and custom,
They are left to fight each other in stupidity’s narrow arena,
And as an ornament drag the heavy yoke of ignorance,
Because it is seen as an affront to women to be wise and learned.
Oh, cruel tyranny, will this our world improve,
that half of mankind is by narrow folly chained
When lack of brains is evident in every task?24

 
The Abbé de Mably would subsequently stress the political importance of
the education of women. The Republic,’ he warned in 1776, ‘is not
composed of men alone, and I warn you that you will have done nothing if
you neglect the education of women. You must choose, either to make men
of them as at Sparta or condemn them to seclusion.’25 In France, the
education of women had been reframed—by Mably and others—as an affair
of state; it was no longer sufficient to argue that it was necessary merely for
a woman’s personal happiness or that of her husband. This notion of
educating women to form citizens was a momentous development for the
history of European feminism.

WOMEN’S POTENTIAL: WHAT SHOULD WOMEN BE? WHAT
COULD WOMEN DO?

Critiques of marriage and of women’s education quickly led to discussion of
the central issue of what women should be, of what they should be trained to
do in a well-organized society. In the developing market economy of early
modern Europe, questions began to be posed concerning possibilities for new
roles for elite women within the family, and also concerning possibilities for
economic independence and freedom of movement for women beyond the
control of fathers, husbands and brothers. Issues about women’s options were
increasingly framed in terms of ‘liberty’ and ‘emancipation’, in this case from
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familial control. The English businessman and political pamphleteer Daniel
Defoe, seemingly in ignorance of Fénelon’s proposals in his treatise on the
education of daughters, argued in his Essay on Projects (1697) that women
should be educated to become good companions to their husbands, not ‘only
Stewards of our Houses, Cooks and Slaves’.26 A few women, mostly of the
emerging middle classes, watching the freedoms and opportunities enjoyed
by their brothers, eloquently expressed a sense of constraint, envy and injustice.
In 1779, for instance, the young German poet and housewife from Göttingen,
Philippine Gatterer Engelhard, published her ‘Girl’s Lament’:
 

How oft with damnation
And tears of frustration
My gender I curse!
Its ban ever dooms
Us girls to our rooms;
How freely men move!
Even youngster and serf.27

 
Women of the lower classes had always worked, and in early modern
European cities many worked for pay. But the sexual division of labour that
stipulated not only different, more sedentary jobs, but also lower pay for
women than for men had deep roots in European societies.28 Nevertheless,
women could be found engaged in a wide range of commercial craft
activities including rug-making, clock-making, taxidermy and lens-
grinding—even journalism, as the Journal des dames reported in the 1760s.

The French monarchy had already attempted to address the ‘problem’ of
women’s work in the seventeenth century by stipulating that certain trades
would be reserved for women’s guilds (or corporations), even as restrictions
on women’s entering the male trades were tightened. When these regulations
were overturned during the monarchy’s brief experiment in liberalizing
commerce in the early 1770s, men began to infiltrate a number of lucrative
women’s trades. Louis-Sébastian Mercier, a writer and social commentator
who thought poorly paid married women should be eliminated from the labour
force and sent back to their households, nevertheless argued that single women
who needed employment should have it. It was absurd, he argued, for men to
become women’s hairdressers, to engage in needlework, to sell lingerie and
items of fashion, when young women who could not find work in these suitable
trades were forced to do heavy labour or resort to prostitution. He insisted, as
did women pamphleteers into the mid-nineteenth century, that the monopoly
of such trades should be restored to women as their rightful due.29 The reformist
playwright Beaumarchais inserted a comparable protest, this time couched in
a protest against men’s victimization of women, through the voice of Marceline
in his subversive comedy, The Marriage of Figaro (1784).

Women’s aspirations to participate in the learned professions were highly
problematic for men and rarely successful. In France Poulain de la Barre had
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squarely proposed the possibility of access for women to university
education, including theology, medicine and law. But even in Italy, where a
few exceptional women had occupied chairs in universities since late
medieval times, their role was questioned. In Padua, the Academy of
Ricovrati (which had elected a number of French women writers to
membership in absentia) sponsored a debate in 1723 between two professors
on the question of ‘whether women should be admitted to the study of
science and the noble arts’.30 In Germany, Dorothea Leporin Erxleben
learned of Laura Bassi’s doctorate at Bologna, and determined to attempt to
do the same at Halle. In 1742 she published a tract arguing that women
should be permitted to undertake university studies. She convinced allies at
the Halle University and in 1754 she presented her doctoral thesis in
medicine, written (as was the custom) in Latin.31 Dorothea Erxleben was an
extraordinary exception, like Laura Bassi, but news of the accomplishments
of both continued to inspire other talented and ambitious women.

The universities, with their classical learning available only to men, by no
means monopolized learning or the development of the arts and sciences at
this time. In other settings, a few highly intelligent women made celebrated
contributions to the advancement of knowledge. Madame du Châtelet was
applauded for her experimentation in physics but especially for her masterful
translation into French of Newton’s Principia. In England Elizabeth Carter
received respect and praise for her translations from the ancient languages. In
the so-called Bluestocking circle, a cluster of well-known intellectual English
women gathered regularly to discuss ideas.32 In the Low Countries, Betje Wolff
and Aagje Deken pioneered the Dutch novel by publishing Sarah Burgerhart
in 1782. This novel, which told the story of a spunky young Dutch girl’s life in
epistolary form, espoused Enlightenment values of reason, knowledge and
tolerance, and advocated women’s access to life as free and independent
persons.33 A few talented women became famous painters: the names of the
German-born Angelika Kauffmann in England and Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun in
France remain celebrated. Nevertheless, these women who derived such public
renown—and affluence, in the case of Vigée-Lebrun—from their talents, were
few and far between.

There was no question, however, that a series of women played
extraordinary roles in developing what was known at the time as the
‘Republic of Letters’. The Parisian salonnières, Madame du Deffand,
Madame Geoffrin, Julie de Lespinasse, Madame Necker (and later, their
counterparts in Berlin), stood strategically at the very heart of the
Enlightenment project; indeed, Dena Goodman has argued that the
ambitions of the philosophes converged with those of a small and select
group of ‘intelligent, self-educated, and educating women who…reshaped
the social forms of their day to their own social, intellectual, and educational
needs’. Goodman claims that in these new social spaces, ‘the primary
relationship…was between female mentors and students, rather than
between a single woman and a group of men’.34 She makes a strong case for
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the centrality of women’s governance, through the organization of salon
sociability, in the emerging French Republic of Letters.35

GENDERING AUTHORITY: CONTROVERSY OVER WOMEN IN
PUBLIC AFFAIRS

The area where most eighteenth-century men drew the line was with respect
to the ‘threat’ of women’s participation in governance and military affairs.
Poulain de la Barre’s treatise, The Woman As Good As the Man (1673), had
put into circulation a strong and daring argument for women’s capacity to
fill positions of political and military authority as well as all other public
offices.36 This was a contentious claim, and one which Enlightenment writers
would address frequently, especially during the highly visible reigns of
Maria Theresa in Austria (1740–80) and Catherine II in Russia (1762–96).
Pro-woman historians dredged up legends of the Amazons and, of course,
the example of Joan of Arc to support arguments for women’s inclusion even
in military matters, based on past example, while the French dramatist
Marivaux would insist, in his comedy, The Colony (1750), on their
fundamental pacifism.37 In the 1780s a cluster of Utopian novels by French
women addressing the issue of women’s rule were published; only recently
have these been identified and analysed by literary scholars.38

Some French critics, who strongly supported the principle of male rule,
were particularly incensed by such claims on women’s behalf; had France –
alone among the great powers of Europe—not excluded women from
succession to the throne! ‘I defy you to name me a State where women have
held power without destroying morals, laws, and the Government’, asserted
the same Abbé de Mably who had nevertheless underscored the need for
women’s education, in 1776. But British sages were little better: ‘Nature has
given women so much power that the law has wisely given them little’,
insisted the redoubtable Samuel Johnson.39 Even Montesquieu noted that
‘except in special cases, women have almost never aspired to equality: for
they already have so many natural advantages that equal power always
means empire for them’.40 This is a different perspective on power than we
are accustomed to today. Some eighteenth-century male writers deemed
women so powerful, so influential, so effective by virtue of their sexual
allure, that only outright suppression or sequestration could keep them under
control. All the more reason why men should be determined to retain a
deliberate hold on authority. This may not have been a mere symbolic move,
but rather an eruption of outright fear. The most retrograde expression of this
point of view was perhaps Restif de La Bretonne’s tract, Les Gynographes
(1777), in which he argued that ‘women should be forbidden to learn to read
and write in order to limit them to useful domestic labour’.41 Not all
prescriptions for repression were this severe, but nevertheless it can be said
that the sheer volume of eighteenth-century prescriptive literature addressed
to girls, exhorting them to be meek, respectful, virtuous, obedient, etc., may
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be understood as a gauge of the extent to which some highly visible and
articulate women were already perceived by some anxiety-ridden men as
powerful forces about to escape from male control.42

Not all men felt that way, however. Madame du Châtelet’s friend Voltaire,
in particular, had long celebrated the mixing of the sexes that contributed so
much to the vivacity of French society: ‘Society depends on women. All the
peoples that have the misfortune to keep them locked up are unsociable.’43

Voltaire ridiculed the exclusion of women from the French throne. It was left
to the Marquis de Condorcet, however, to restate Poulain’s claims with
reference to representative government in a republic by claiming that
property-owning women should be both entitled to vote and to hold office.
The facts prove,’ he argued in 1787, ‘that men have or believe they have
interests that are very different than those of women, because everywhere
they have made oppressive laws against them, or at the least have established
a great inequality between the two sexes.’ Women, especially single adult
women and widows, he believed, should be fully able to exercise the rights
of citizenship; with respect to married women, the civil laws subordinating
them in marriage should be changed. ‘Consider that we are speaking of the
rights of half the human race’, Condorcet insisted.44 Thus did Condorcet put
the issue of women’s citizenship squarely on the table, just two years before
the calling of the Estates-General and the beginning of the French
Revolution.

WOMEN’S CIVILIZING MISSION: THE PROJECT OF FORMING
FUTURE MOTHERS

Citizenship for women was still a radical idea that even the most enlightened
Europeans were generally unwilling to countenance. But it was clear to
some that women did have a significant public role to play in the
advancement of civilization as it was then understood. Indeed, more than
one eighteenth-century historian attributed a central role to women in the
formation of culture and civilized progress, as Sylvia Tomaselli, Jane
Rendall and others have reminded us.45 The formula, too often attributed to
Charles Fourier, which identified advances in the condition of women as the
index of societal progress had many spokesmen in the 1770s and 1780s,
especially among historians of the Scottish Enlightenment. Side by side with
such arguments, another body of prescriptive literature addressed to women
emerged in the course of the European Enlightenment. This literature was
also an outgrowth of the concern about women’s power and influence, but it
was designed to harness that power and influence on behalf of societal
progress. This was the mother-as-educator literature. This current of
thought—like the prescriptive literature aimed at curbing girls—developed
increasing magnitude and impact, and attached itself like a leech to the
secular reformulation of citizenship.

‘It is so important for a household to have a virtuous and intelligent mother
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[mère de famille] that I have willingly adopted the proverb, “women make or
break households” [ce sont les femmes qui font & qui défont les maisons].’
Thus wrote the Abbé de Saint-Pierre in 1730, arguing further that the education
of women should be given just as much attention as the education of men, and
that well-ordered states should assure its effective organization. Several years
later he proposed a plan for a network of girls’ collèges, or secondary schools,
based on the model of St Cyr.46 PierreJoseph Boudier de Villemert, author of
Women’s Friend, insisted on women’s role as a civilizing force, portraying
them as the complements to—and the tamers of—men, and arguing for the
cultivation of their intelligence to this end.47 Writing in 1762, Nicholas Baudeau
strengthened the argument, when he argued for national education that fully
included female citizens (citoyennes)’. ‘We must pose as a fundamental maxim
that the Daughters of the Nation are destined each to become within their
class, Citoyennes, Wives, and Mothers.’48 And Rousseau consecrated a more
subordinate, deliberately channelled, privatized vision of such motherliness in
the public interest with his portraits of Julie—his vision of the new Héloïse—
and, of course, Sophie.49

The mother-educator perspective made a deep impression in a wide
variety of circles, and well outside France, though certainly within the circle
of French influence, including the ‘enlightened’ despots of Prussia and
Russia.‘I must admit being surprised,’ wrote Frederick the Great in 1770,
‘that persons of the highest class would raise their children like chorus girls.’
 

What! Was their destiny not to become mothers? Should one not direct all
their instruction toward this goal, should one not inspire them early on
against anything that could dishonor them, or make them understand the
advantages of wisdom, which are useful and long-lasting, instead of those
of beauty, which will pass and fade? Should one not render them capable
of instilling good morals in their children?50

 
The king’s observations were echoed in 1782 by the reforming Polish prince
Adam Czartoryski, who likewise insisted on the importance of mothers, and
the necessity that they be well-educated, conversant with public affairs,
promoters of ‘citizenship, courage, capacity for public service’, and in
particular that they teach their children Polish and promote Polish (not
French) culture. Mothers were, for Czartoryski, the very keystone to the
future success of any Polish state.51

Motherhood, then, was no purely domestic matter; it was clearly seen as
a desirable and important socio-political or public function by these
progressive, socially minded men. Civic motherhood could be women’s
form of citizenship; indeed forming mothers could be construed as a national
obligation! What may surprise modern audiences is that many elite women
thought this new role quite wonderful. What men and women of the
Enlightenment were criticizing was a set of customary practices that had
allegedly denied women of rank and wealth the opportunity to mother.
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Consider, for instance, the critique by Madeleine d’Arsant de Puisieux, who
in 1749 criticized mothers who palmed off their daughters’ education on
uneducated governesses or on convents.52 Moreover, the arguments directed
at women in the 1760s to encourage them to nurse their own babies, rather
than employing wet-nurses, struck a responsive chord among many elite
women. Rousseau was not alone in touting the virtues of breastfeeding for
his Julie. Madame d’Epinay expressed in her fictionalized memoirs her great
regret at being prevented from nursing or rearing her own two children.53 In
the mid-1770s Madame de Montanclos raised the theme of enlightened
motherhood to new heights in the Journal des dames, even as she insisted
that women could be both mothers and pursue careers of their choosing.54

In the 1780s, in a tract entitled How Women Should be Viewed, or
Perspectives on What Women Have Been, What They Are, and What They
Might Become, Madame de Coicy rearticulated Madame d’Epinay’s
complaint, pointing out that French women of the highest ranks were not
even allowed to mother; their children were taken from them, turned over
first to nurses, then to governesses, then tutors. In this critique of court life,
she speaks of motherhood as ‘the most beautiful and important occupation,’
but one denied to women of rank in France.55 In the context of the eighteenth
century, breastfeeding one’s own infant had become, for these women, an
aspect of what Joan Hinde Stewart has since called ‘the struggle of these
heroines for self-ownership’.56 Nor was the subversive quality of nursing as
a threat to male control lost on Prussian lawmakers; under the consolidated
Civil Code of 1794, healthy wives would be ‘required’ to nurse their babies,
but their husbands would be given the legal right to tell them when to stop!57

MOVEMENTS, MOMENTS, AND OTHER POSSIBILITIES

In her novel Voyage de Milord Céton dans les sept planètes (1765–6) Marie-
Anne de Roumier (dame Robert) wrote:
 

I am always astonished that women have not yet banded together, formed
a separate league, with an eye to avenging themselves against male
injustice. May I live long enough to see them make such profitable use of
their minds. But up until now, they have been too coquettish and
dissipated to concern themselves seriously with the interests of their sex.58

 
In 1784 the anonymous author of a one-act comedy Le Club des dames (The
Women’s Club’, attributed to Madame de Genlis) called Descartes back
from the grave to preside over a women’s club engaged in reforming the
status of women.59

It would certainly be misleading to make exaggerated claims either for the
size of the feminist following during the European Enlightenment or for its
level of organization; indeed, as Roumier Robert’s Utopian novel makes
clear, despite many and repeated flashes of insight, there was no formally
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organized feminist movement as such during these years. Indeed, there were
few organized reform movements of any kind in eighteenth-century Europe.
Such organizations existed, at this time, only in the realm of fiction, though
for men (and a few women) freemasonry did offer one possible channel.60

But there was clearly a full-blown feminist consciousness in existence
among some privileged women and men, in dialogue with a mounting
backlash. A number of tracts were published by women and by men that
spoke specifically to the emancipation and equality of women; what is
perhaps surprising and even more significant, however, is the extent to which
the woman question—and thus the issue of gender—was regularly
addressed in works whose main subjects ostensibly concerned other topics.
Imaginative fiction, plays and poetry complemented full-length books,
philosophical treatises, essays on political economy, aesthetics, polemical
pamphlets, and even treatises on law, physiology and animal taxonomy.61

The woman question permeated a full range of other subjects. Leading
Enlightenment critics participated enthusiastically in this debate, along with
many other, lesser known analysts of both sexes.

Reclaiming the Enlightenment for feminism—and claiming a feminist
Enlightenment—is not a difficult task. Abundant textual and contextual
evidence clearly demonstrates not only the centrality of the so-called woman
question to Enlightenment debate, but also the extent of support by eighteenth-
century reformers, female and male alike, for ending women’s subordination
to men. Equality between the sexes was a key theme for feminist advocates in
eighteenth-century Western Europe, especially in France, but also in a variety
of countries influenced by French thought. While they claimed equality,
however, European feminists acknowledged women’s difference from men—
in physical strength, in reproductive physiology, even in ways of thinking—
and they celebrated womanhood, women’s contributions, even ‘women’s ways
of knowing,’ etc., as significant. They rejected sexual hierarchy even as they
embraced sexual difference. The thrust of Enlightenment feminism was not
sameness, but equality, understood as equity and equality of opportunity, based
on Reason. This was neither paradoxical nor contradictory within the context
of the times.

Even as Enlightenment feminists argued for equal opportunity for full
human development for women, they framed their arguments with reference
to women’s relationship to men, to children, to others, and to the community
and the state. This tendency became more pronounced in the 1760s and
1770s, as reformers increasingly argued a case for women’s important civic
role as mother-educators and socializers, and insisted on the centrality of
women’s status as a measure of civilization itself. What I am suggesting
here, in other words, is that the arguments became increasingly ‘relational’
in character as the debate moved from a level of philosophical argument to
an engagement with contemporary socio-political possibilities.

Embedded in the foregoing treatment are two implicit arguments that
should perhaps be made explicit. First, it is my contention that our



Reclaiming the Enlightenment for feminism 99

understanding of eighteenth-century European feminism is not well served
when we view it through the clouded lenses of late twentieth-century
theoretical concerns, whether postmodernist, post-colonialist or post-
feminist. Neither is it helpful to frame analyses of Enlightenment feminism
in contemporary terms such as ‘liberal individualism’ versus ‘socialism’ or
‘public’ versus ‘private’. Nor is it helpful, as is the current fashion in critical
theory -including some contemporary feminist critical theory—to follow the
lead of the Frankfurt School and its acolytes in blaming the Enlightenment
for launching all sorts of diabolical mischief, capped by universalizing the
subject category ‘Man’ and reifying or instrumentalizing Reason. We cannot
begin with ‘modernity’ or with Kant’s 1784 essay on What is
Enlightenment? Historical analysis reveals that Reason provided the
essential underpinning for feminist arguments for sexual equality, while pre-
Kantian claims for the universality of the category ‘Man’ were repeatedly
contested by Enlightenment feminist theorists, who reclaimed and
celebrated the category ‘Woman’, as well as insisting that ‘Man’ included
both women and men. In speaking so, I intend to reconnect my analysis with
an earlier historiography that has made deliberate claims for Enlightenment
feminism, and, in so doing, endorses Gerda Lerner’s insistence on the
necessity and utility of a historical understanding of feminism. The evidence
I have consulted suggests that we can and must speak in terms of a feminist
historical tradition, irrespective of whether it meets someone else’s
definition of a proper academic subject. It is less a question of ‘inventing a
tradition’ than of retrieving and reclaiming a well-buried but surprisingly
well-documented aspect of the European past.

A second point follows from the first. I believe it to be incumbent upon
feminist historians to write the history (or histories) of feminism by reading
and analysing in extenso—and with careful attention to context—the
multiple sources of the period in question, not just those of the canonical
philosophes or counter-philosophes. Chronology, geography and context
must all be taken into account; this kind of research and analysis is
painstaking but fascinating work. It is the sort of detailed reconstructive
work that previous generations of historians did, but they were too few and
thus unable to unearth more than partial evidence. In the 1990s we now have
more personnel, more access to sources, and we can now work in greater
depth, more comparatively and cross-culturally, within the European
context. Only by working in this manner can we approach a comprehensive
understanding of what advocates and opponents of women’s emancipation
were saying, the way they said it; and only then can we grasp the key points
in their debates. A return to the sources demonstrates unequivocally that the
European Enlightenment is far richer in content and scope on gender issues,
indeed far more explicitly ‘feminist’ in its claims and aspirations than has
been generally acknowledged.
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6 Culture as a gendered battleground
The patronage of Madame de Pompadour1

Inge E.Boer

The wave, in its literal and metaphorical meanings, is a particularly suitable
term to introduce the central figure of this article: Madame de Pompadour.
Associated with rococo,2 the ‘wavy’ style in mid-eighteenth-century French
art, Madame de Pompadour exerted a power in culture not to be
underestimated. Painted in pale pinks and blues, amidst undulating garlands
of flowers and cupids, Madame de Pompadour could easily be dismissed, as
the historiography about her shows, as being as capricious as the rococo
style itself. When Jeanne Antoinette Poisson, the later Madame de
Pompadour, was presented at the French court in 1745 as the official
mistress of Louis XV, it caused an uproar. She evoked a host of contrasting
and contradictory comments, marked by overt hostility or acknowledgment
of her considerable qualities. I will argue that class is often invoked to
explain this controversy, whereas her expert handling of culture as a domain
of influence and contestation was just as much at issue.

I will argue, then, that it was through the channel of culture that Madame de
Pompadour created a space of her own at the French court, contesting the
terms and boundaries with which culture was associated. If we look only at
the ‘hardware’ of feminism, inquiring for example who promoted social and
political change or the aims of feminism directly,3 we might actually miss the
role women played in effecting changes in the politics of culture. Two sets of
paintings will serve as the framework of my argument. First, I will juxtapose
Louis Tocqué’s (1696–1772) portrait of Marie Leczinska (1740) and that of
Madame de Pompadour (1750–1) by Maurice Quentin de La Tour (1704–88)
(both at the Louvre, Paris: figures 6.1 and 6.2). Second, I will analyse two
paintings by Carle Vanloo, Une sultane prenant du café (A sultana drinking
coffee’) and Deux sultanes travaillant a la tapisserie (‘Two sultanas at work
on tapestry’) (both 1755 at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs, Paris: figures 6.3
and 6.4), commonly believed to represent Madame de Pompadour. The two
sets of paintings show Madame de Pompadour as an in-between, negotiating
her position at the court and her role in the politics of culture.

From a post sixth-wave feminist perspective, then, questions concerning
culture and gender have relevance for politics as well. Culture was, and
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remains to be, evaluated in political terms. Just as the eighteenth-century
salonnières had to weather criticisms about their prominently visible role,
Madame de Pompadour’s role was perceived in terms of the public sphere.
After her death the balance was literally drawn up in financial terms asking
‘how much she cost the nation’ or in arguments clothed in class terms.
Focussing on culture shows in what ways Madame de Pompadour was
aligned with the salon society, where she cannot be equated with the
salonnières, and makes it possible to interpret her position within this
broader framework.

WOMEN AT THE FRENCH COURT: ROLES AND FUNCTIONS

Louis Tocqué’s portrait of Marie Leczinska is as striking as Madame de
Pompadour’s portrait by Maurice Quentin de La Tour. Marie Leczinska,
married to Louis XV in 1725, is depicted in full state in a flowered dress ‘a
grands panneaux’, an ermine mantle around her shoulders. She is painted in
an environment which combines rich decorations on the table on the left, the
chair on the right, the ceiling and the draped curtain, but which conveys an
atmosphere of austerity as well. The pillars on the right and the tiles on the
floor are not exactly the attributes for a feminine portrait. Most interesting as
a feature in the painting however is the gesture with which Marie Leczinska
points at the crown, placed on a little cushion. Why, one might ask, this
gesture, as so many details already indicate that we are dealing with a royal
figure? Is it not enough to demonstrate by the ermine mantle and the
proliferating fleurs de lys that this woman is not just any woman, but the
queen herself? So why the abundance of references to royalty, why this
hysterical repetition of the fleurs de lys as if to drum their importance into
our heads?

In semiotic terms, we might see the gesture that Marie Leczinska makes as
an index. An index can be defined as a sign which on the basis of contiguity is
connected to the meaning.4 An example of an index might be a signature which
stands for an individual. Because of the uniqueness of a signature, we take it
to belong to a particular person, or we suppose it does. By following the gesture
of Marie Leczinska, we arrive at the crown. The crown itself is a symbol for
royalty, but as we have already had so many references to royalty, what makes
the crown so special that it needs extra attention?

One possible and preliminary explanation might be inferred from Krzysztof
Pomian’s study on collectors, amateurs and the so-called ‘curieux’, in which
he outlines what a collection is. In his view, collections have to do with a
relation between the visible and the invisible. Objects are kept in store for
private use and sometimes shown to a public or the public at large. The objects
fulfil a role as intermediaries between those who look at them and invisibility.
Pomian asserts that invisibility represents something which is either removed
in space or time, or what is buried or divine. That is, objects can represent
cultures that cannot be seen directly, but they can also point at a past or the
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future as invisible phenomena.5 All sorts of objects can belong to a collection,
but often they have a specific link to rituals and are used as artefacts in those
rituals. Take a relic which is carried around in a public space once a year and
after that is carefully stored away again, guarded from public scrutiny for
another year. It is in these terms that Pomian refers to the regalia of the king
which after his death used to be paraded around in funeral processions.6

Following Pomian’s argument, the crown, as part of the royal regalia, would
then function as an intermediary between the spectator and what remains
invisible. I will argue, however, that this crown, so prominently displayed and
reinforced by the gesture, does not point at royalty as such, but at the function
of the crown in relation to the person depicted.

In the pastel by Maurice Quentin de La Tour, Madame de Pompadour is
seated in a completely different decor: an intimate space lined with gilded
panels, one of which is painted with a landscape, and a curtain at the left-
hand side. Madame de Pompadour is surrounded by a musical instrument,
on the chair behind her, books, a globe, sheets with engravings, a Chinese
vase underneath the table and a music score in her hands. Unadorned by
jewellery, but in an elaborately decorated dress, she looks away as if
interrupted in the act of reading the score. If we take a closer look at the
books on her table we can read the titles on their backs: the Encyclopedic,
the Henriade by Voltaire, De l’esprit des lois by Montesquieu and a volume
on natural history. Here a woman of obvious intelligence with intellectual
and artistic interests is depicted.7 What struck the attention in the portrait of
Marie Leczinska—the numerous references to royalty—strikes home in the
case of Madame de Pompadour in the references to the arts. The queen’s
gesture to the crown might be compared to Madame de Pompadour’s
holding of the score. Comparing the two, what the portraits convey is a
strong sense of identification: Marie Leczinska is the queen, Madame de
Pompadour is the lover of the arts.8 Another similarity between the two
portraits is their insertion into a tradition dominated by male figures. The
portraits of French kings in full state, such as Hyacinthe Rigaud’s portrait of
Louis XIV (Louvre, Paris, 1701) are summoned up in Tocqué’s painting of
Marie Leczinska. More interesting even is Madame de Pompadour’s pose as
a lover of the arts, recalling for example Holbein the Younger’s The
Ambassadors (London, The National Gallery, 1533), who are equally
portrayed with all the necessary attributes to indicate their status as art lovers
and collectors. Note the resemblance with an earlier portrait by Quentin de
La Tour of Le President Gabriel-Bernard de Rieux (Geneva, Private
Collection, 1741) of which Georges Wildenstein has argued that it served as
a model for the pastel of Madame de Pompadour a decade later.9 What
interests me in particular is Madame de Pompadour’s aspirations to enter the
domain—a male-dominated domain—of art lovers and collectors, of those
who protect and stimulate the arts. As we will see, she became a formidable
player in the field.

Possible differences between the two portraits are clearly present as well.
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If we recall the environment in which Marie Leczinska was depicted, she
seemed to occupy a peculiar space. She was surrounded by elements that
emphasize a certain monumentality: huge pillars and wall decorations of a
neoclassical character. The curtain on the left-hand side is apparently drawn
aside to provide the spectator with a view of this monumental background.

Figure 6.1 Louis Tocqué, Portrait de Marie Leczinska
Source: Paris, Louvre
Note: Courtesy Photo R.M.N.
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Other elements such as the chair and the table, for instance, try to create more
of a personal touch. Taken together, the various attributes—not forgetting the
crown—model Marie Leczinska in a semi-public space, neither inside nor
outside. Madame de Pompadour’s space is unequivocally private, although
we can notice references to the outside, the globe and the landscape for example,
but these are not direct indications of a public sphere.

Figure 6.2 Maurice Quentin de La Tour, Portrait de la marquise de Pompadour
Source: Paris, Louvre
Note: Courtesy Photo R.M.N.
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This brings me to another difference between the two portraits and a second
explanation for Leczinska’s gesture towards the crown. Madame de Pompadour
came to the court in 1745, when she was established as the official mistress of
Louis XV. Around 1751 or 1752 their relationship cooled and changed into a
comradeship that lasted until Madame de Pompadour’s death in 1764. The queen
and the mistress sorted out a delicate balance in their personal contacts, but in
their function they were very different. Guy Chaussinand-Nogaret emphasizes
how the position of the king’s mistress was both fixed and transitional. In
comparison to the queen, related to the king by force of an arranged marriage,
the official mistress derived her position from his desire. For the mistress to
maintain her status, which Chaussinand-Nogaret evaluates as marginal and central
at the same time, she will continually have to stimulate the king’s desire. As
soon as the king loses interest, the mistress’ privileged position will be jeopardized
and ultimately taken up by the next mistress. Chaussinand-Nogaret interprets
the difference in function between the queen and the mistress as follows:
 

Thus a disequilibrium is created between the queen and the mistress: for
the one [the queen] indifference and respect, for the other love and
influence…. A distribution of roles, a specialization of functions
therefore exists between the women of the king. The queen embodies
order, legitimacy, orthodoxy, and immobility. The mistress, on the
contrary, is pleasure, movement, and creation.10

 
It is this division of functions which is visible in the two portraits. Marie
Leczinska gestures towards her crown, because the crown provides her with
a raison d’être, the officially assigned position of queen, and Madame de
Pompadour, the playful and entertaining mistress displays what her function
requires of her, that is playfulness and entertainment. Yet, as I will show,
playfulness was not a goal in and of itself.

A SPACE OF ONE’S OWN

If Madame de Pompadour were just another mistress of Louis XV, why then
did she evoke such controversy? I will argue that her expert handling of
culture as a domain of influence and contestation, critiquing notions of the
natural, touched upon political and class sensibilities. Jeanne-Antoinette
Poisson was brought up in a bourgeois family of considerable means and
educated to render her a suitable party for a good marriage. Through her
mother, Jeanne-Antoinette came in touch with a brilliant society which
surrounded Madame de Tencin and Madame Geoffrin in their salons. In the
salon at which Madame de Tencin presided, she encountered Fontenelle,
Montesquieu, the Abbé Prévost, Helvétius and Marivaux. She took lessons
in singing and declamation with the best teachers available.

Carolyn Lougee has argued that in seventeenth-century France salons had
as their function ‘to propagate the culture, values, and manners which
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supplemented and legitimated acquired nobility’, and that, in fact, they
maintained and preserved the aristocratic structure of French society.11 For
the eighteenth century, Joan Landes and Tjitske Akkerman,12 among others,
have argued that the salons provided an intermediary space, an assimilating
space for aspiring bourgeois to acquire aristocratic manners necessary for
upward mobility. Connections, rather than formal invitations provided one
with access to a good salon. Landes asserts, ‘conversation, new works of art,
bureaucratic patronage, status, wealth, and even daughters were exchanged
at these gatherings. Wit, urbanity, conversation, politesse, and pleasure were
the earmarks of salon society’.13 Landes describes the process of
assimilation in terms of women, the salonnières, presiding over the
education of bourgeois men. The young Mademoiselle Poisson, however,
was just as much formed by this engaging society which might have helped
her to acquire the aristocratic manners, something Landes attributes only to
male salongoers, and provided her with an example on which to model, but
not imitate in every respect, her own activities at the court later on. And yet,
despite her money, her good connections to Charles Le Normand de
Tournehem, a rich, well-connected bourgeois financier who was close to her
family, her upbringing, her marriage to Seigneur d’Etiolles, none of these
factors could protect her against the uproar and overt hostility with which
she was received by the aristocratic members of the court.

In his preface to Edmond and Jules de Goncourt’s biography of Madame
de Pompadour, Henri Montaigu argues that she was a rather ruthless social
climber. From ‘demi-bourgeoise’ by birth to ‘demi-aristocrate’ through her
marriage to Seigneur d’Etiolles, then making herself available to Louis XV,
his account gives her all the traits of a calculating woman. In a much-quoted
story about her careful planning to appear before the eyes of a lonely king in
search of company, and enticing him with her radiant beauty into a personal
meeting, Madame de Pompadour manages to realize a life-long attachment to
the king. As soon as she has established herself at the court, she renders herself,
to quote Montaigu
 

indispensable, good to all, she is the favourite and minister, channel of
favours and offices, superintendent of the House of the Queen, moreover a
marquisate was bestowed upon her under the honorable patronyme of a
family of high birth that had become extinct at the beginning of the eighteenth
century, she finally was made a duchess which is the pinnacle of the Versailles
ritual. She is a sultana, almost a vizir, and altogether a goddess.14

 
The Goncourt brothers pay much attention to the clash between the classes
resulting from Madame de Pompadour’s installation at the court. She caused a
shock to existing patterns of behaviour and thought, and to the etiquette so
ritualized in Versailles that aristocratic sensibilities needed considerable time
if they were to adjust to this new situation at all. How hurt these sensibilities
were becomes clear with the Marquis d’Argenson15 who describes her as a
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‘grisette’ and a ‘robine’, both terms indicating the enmity that goes beyond
personal grudges, but is directed toward classbased references.16 Often in the
historiography on Madame de Pompadour there is emphasis on the aristocratic
stance, where she is taken as a representative of a class despised in many ways
by the courtiers. Many of the later biographers and critics of Madame de
Pompadour tried to give an explanation of her position. Some of the themes in
their criticism have already been mentioned. She was seen as a social climber,
as a petite bourgeoise avid for power, fame and influence. The Goncourts seek
the answer in a quest for glory and immortality, for a place in history, a quest
in which she did not succeed:
 

Of all the disappointments of the favourite, let us recall, the biggest was
the failure of her life’s dream: she had to give up on glory…. The
favourite did not at all scorn the memory of her name. She was concerned
with and attended to history. She had pursued and sought, during the
entire period as a favourite, above all glory with the passion and
wilfulness of a woman.17

 
Others would literally draw up the account of her expenses, as a publication
after her death by Le Roi shows. Under the title ‘How much she cost the
nation’, Le Roi carefully categorizes the spending on dresses, servants,
châteaux, food and of course the art works she commissioned.18 It is an
emphasis of which the Parliament of Paris also never grew tired when
relating Madame de Pompadour to the bad condition of the state’s finances.
Danielle Gallet gives prominence to the sacrifice of Madame de Pompadour
in order to anchor in some way the volatility of the king’s interest, implying
thus that de Pompadour did not serve her self-interest.19

The Goncourts, for example, explain how class formed a barrier never to
be transgressed and which expressed itself in, The lack of that distinction
that cannot be taught nor be obtained, but that is passed on like a natural
tradition in the blood of a caste, the lack of lineage’, 20 with all the
connotations lineage implies in racial and ethnic categories as well. Lack of
lineage can, of course, not be repaired by titles; distinction is inbred and can
never be learned if it is dealt with as something natural. The contrast
between this so-called natural behaviour of the aristocracy and what must,
by necessity, remain unnatural, could not be resolved by contesting nature,
and thus lineage, as such. Culture did provide viable ways to do so, and as
we will see, the clash between nature and culture is emblematized in the two
paintings by Carle Vanloo.

Danielle Gallet has pointed out how Madame de Pompadour ‘arrived at
the court as if in a foreign country’.21 Crossing the boundaries of classes, as
if they represented the borders of different nations, one experiences that a
different sign system is at work too. I want to argue that Madame de
Pompadour did not choose to enter the aristocratic sign system completely,
but instead created a space of her own. It is a space where her bid for a
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recognized position was less tainted by lineage and fixed rules. She used
culture as a means to enact and create a space, which, to a certain extent,
acknowledged the restrictions that came with her function and
simultaneously opened up the possibilities for transgressing the boundaries
of class and gender imposed on her. Taste, which is not dependent upon birth
or blood, became the vehicle for expression in the realm of culture with
which she could compete. In the eighteenth century, taste had something
natural to it, but its naturalness was not determined by birth. A sense of taste
could exist, but had to be supplemented by study. Taste rendered culture, as
Madame de Pompadour used it, into a gendered battleground and into a
means to justify the breaking of the barrier between the rigorous rules of
Versailles and her bourgeois background. As a woman of considerable
standing, she established a patronage of the arts which was unsurpassed.
Patronage of the arts was an area still dominated by men, mostly aristocratic
and court members, but gradually more and more bourgeois men came to
belong to the circle of those collecting art, and commissioning paintings and
other works of art. In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century references to
collectors and patronage, women of the eighteenth century are barely
present. A study in this field is badly needed.22

One of the examples of her activities in the realm of culture is the staging
of plays and operas in the so-called Théâtre des Petits Appartements
beginning in 1747. Madame de Pompadour was an excellent singer and
performed in many of the stagings herself. Starting out as a small intimate
source of amusement, it soon became a matter of honour and of recognition
of one’s valued position at the court for a courtier to be invited as a spectator.
The spectacles proved a tremendous success as they were new and exciting,
drawing together a circle of courtiers and able singers, musicians and actors,
mixing people from bourgeois and aristocratic backgrounds, and mixing
genders. Opponents of Madame de Pompadour would point at the high costs
involved and would hold her directly responsible for this considerable
financial burden to the state.

In other interpretations, Madame de Pompadour’s entertainment is
analysed as a means of alleviating the constant boredom from which Louis
XV suffered.23 The continuous change of atmosphere was meant to keep the
king from experiencing the ennui so threatening to the existence of the royal
mistress. In light of the extensive contacts that Madame de Pompadour
maintained with many of the important philosophes, these interpretations
focus on the continuation of the relationship between Louis XV and
Madame de Pompadour. But why would she risk the acquaintance of those
philosophes, who often asked for her intervention and protection, if not to
propagate a politics of culture? The philosophes were given housing in the
royal palace and pensions, and were supported in their bid for membership
in the Académie.24 Crébillon the younger and Rousseau were endorsed
through the publication and performance of their work, Montesquieu
acquired the cooperation of Madame de Pomapadour in suppressing a
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refutation of his De l’esprit des lois. Diderot and d’Alembert were
successful in obtaining her support for the publication of the Encyclopedic.
Marmontel was a protégé and so was Voltaire. Many of the now well-known
figureheads of the Enlightenment were often threatened by imprisonment or
the suppression of their work for its subversive nature, so Madame de
Pompadour was treading on slippery ground.25 Playwrights, philosopher,
natural historians and novelists were not the only ones she supported and
protected. There was also a host of painters, sculptors, engravers, gilders,
woodcarvers, gardeners, florists and potters. In all of the castles that Louis
XV bought for her or that she obtained herself, she would bring in artists to
work on their redecoration and embellishment.26

One of the best documented castles is the Château de Bellevue. Madame
de Pompadour had commissioned Falconnet and Adam, well-known
sculptors, to produce two statues, Oudry to paint hunting scenes for the
dining room, which were repeated in the woodcarving by Verbreck. Carle
Vanloo painted six allegories to adorn a large room for gatherings and
parties; Boucher was asked for two paintings for the room where Madame de
Pompadour took her baths. She had her own apartment decorated by
Boucher and Vanloo.27

GENDERED SPACE: THE CHAMBRE A LA TURQUE

I propose to consider Madame de Pompadour by analysing two paintings that
were present in her own room in the Château de Bellevue. Because of the
paintings the room was called the chambre a la turque (‘the Turkish room’).28

The paintings clarify something about her in-between position, through the
way in which they thematize issues of space, culture, gender and genre. The
two paintings, Une sultane prenant du café and Deux sultanes travaillant a la
tapisserie were commissioned by Madame de Pompadour. Carle Vanloo, a
fashionable painter in the mid-eighteenth century, executed the paintings which
are commonly referred to as ‘turqueries’. The turqueries form a subset within
the Orientalist tradition of representation that denotes a style of ornamentation
characterized by intricate patterns and an extensive use of motifs identified as
Oriental. Turqueries are the peculiar genre where the Oriental elements present
might draw the attention first. In Une sultane prenant du café, we see a woman
in a dress partially covering wide trousers, a pipe in her hand, her hair braided
with pearls and a small table in Oriental style on which the long pipe rests. The
painted pair of sultanas in Deux sultanes display similar details in clothing,
and a rug with Oriental motifs covers the floor.

Looking at the paintings, we are led, through various devices, to interpret
them as portraying the Orient. But these paintings, serving as examples for
a larger corpus of turqueries, have something in common which tends to be
ignored in other analyses: their overt fictionality. They belong to a pictorial
tradition in which both Western men and women would have themselves
painted as if they were Oriental. The as if situation depicted might best be
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described by the term cultural cross-dressing, a term which conveys a sense
of blurring the boundaries not only in gender roles but also in cultural roles.29

Moreover, by using the term cultural cross-dressing I want to stress the fact
that it is directed towards the assumption of a culturally constructed model,
i.e. the Orient. Cross-dressing also implies an act in which one consciously
and for a period of time takes up a particular form of dress.

Une sultane prenant du café and Deux sultanes travaillant a la tapisserie
were so-called dessus-de-porte, located above doors, for Madame de
Pompadour’s room in Turkish style in the Château de Bellevue. The relation
between the two paintings is emphasized in both their function and their
subject matter. The dessus-de-porte were commissioned as pendants.
Traditionally, pendants were two paintings, often portraits, that were related
in their representation or were meant to indicate a mutual bond. The subject
matter of the two canvasses is related in the repetition of various elements,
most notably the window, the flowers and the negotiation going on between
the women in both paintings.

The window seems to be the same in both paintings, although it is taken

Figure 6.3 Carle Vanloo, Une sultane prenant du café
Source: Paris
Note: Permission Musée des Arts Décoratifs
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at closer range in Deux sultanes and functions as the source of light in both.
Its presence indicates the division between the outside world and the interior
scene that we as spectators perceive. The window functions as a framing
device, seemingly overdetermining the message. Because the window is
explicitly included in the scene, it emphasizes even more our awareness of
being inside. I think, however, that yet another issue is addressed by the
window in combination with the flowers in the pendants. In Une sultane
prenant du café the woman seated on the right wears flowers on her
headdress, and a vase containing flowers is placed on the windowsill.
Although the flowers are natural, in both instances of their use in the
painting they have been cut. Cut flowers signify cultivation, as the still-life-
like arrangement of the flowers in the vase also suggests. The relation with
still-life painting is reinforced by the combination of different flowers in the
vase, a commonplace established through Dutch still-life painting of the
seventeenth century.30 The positioning of the vase on the windowsill—
inside, but next to the window indicating the dividing screen between inside
and outside—focusses our attention on the ‘cultivatedness’ of the flowers.

Figure 6.4 Carle Vanloo, Deux sultanes travaillant a la tapisserie
Source: Paris
Note: Permission Musée des Arts Décoratifs
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By extension, it also points to the ‘cultivatedness’ of the person wearing the
flowers on her headdress. This element of cultivation is repeated in Deux
sultanes through the transposition of the world beyond the windowpane into
the flowers in the tapestry, and the flower and leaf motives on the cushions
and the drapery. In general, I want to suggest that both paintings pose the
question of inside versus outside, in terms of culture versus nature.

But this apparent set of rigid oppositions is questioned by the situation of
negotiation in both paintings. In Une sultane an arrested moment is
depicted—not any moment in time, however, but the exact point in time at
which an exchange takes place. By the title we are alerted to this particular
situation which enhances the legibility of the painting. The negotiation is
represented in the steaming cup of coffee, handed to the sultana by what we
at first might interpret as the servant, and in the look between the two
women. Coffee, introduced in the 1660s by the ambassador of the Ottoman
sultan, had become a fashionable commodity in French eighteenth-century
society, albeit only for upper-class consumers.31 Meanwhile it maintained at
least a part of its ‘outside’ property for the French population at large. There
is another quality of coffee that I want to stress. As Lane indicated, coffee
needed careful preparation, both of the beans and of the coffee itself. With
reference to Lévi-Strauss’s distinction between the raw and the cooked,
coffee can be considered not a raw item, but a highly refined commodity.32

The cup of coffee embodies both inside qualities (a refined cultured
commodity) and outside qualities (a culturally alien element imported in
France). As such the window can be aligned with the coffee cup, each
pointing at the difference between inside and outside, nature and culture. In
that respect, the black woman would seem to be firmly placed in the realm
of nature, outside the cultivated space depicted. The display of white and
black women in paintings has a long tradition. Therein the roles for both
were defined in antithetical ways. The black women were mostly depicted as
servants, the white women as mistresses. The black women were represented
as active, displaying and adorning their mistresses. This is how oppositions
in class and race were represented. In opposition to this binary scheme, I
would argue that the black woman occupies a mobile position, an ability to
move both in inside and outside spaces. She is part of the interior scene, but
she has entered the Oriental space created in this room from outside, while
the sultana is maintained within the seclusion of the harem.

In Deux sultanes the negotiation seems less obvious except for the look
the two women exchange. Yet, the gestures of the women are significant. The
woman on the right leans forward, she extends her hand, and her legs are
bent as if to reinforce the argument she tries to convey to the woman on the
left. The latter is in a position of listening. She sits in a more relaxed way,
while holding the needle of her tapestry work. Interestingly enough, in the
engraved version of the painting by Jacques-Firmin Beauvarlet, the title is
changed to La Confidence (‘The Confidence’, in the sense of being
confidential with someone and usually suggesting erotic secrets). The
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change is significant in that it foregrounds the nature of the exchange: one
woman confiding in another. I like to suggest that the speech of the woman
on the right is reworked at the same moment. This is done by way of the
knots the woman on the left ties on the tapestry as she is the only one holding
a needle.33 This reworking and questioning of the nature-culture opposition
by way of positing negotiation as a consistent pattern in the paintings leads
me again to consider Madame de Pompadour as the cultural cross-dresser in
these particular paintings. It is significant that both paintings are dessus-
deporte, marking the boundaries between this room where Madame de
Pompadour ‘is’ a sultana and other spaces where she has other functions. Yet
we might perhaps see de Pompadour’s cultural cross-dressing as inspired by
a different motivation, that is the desire to overcome strict demarcations in
function and power, transgressing boundaries of class and gender.

Madame de Pompadour can be seen as an ‘in-between’, occupying a
provisional space between the king and the queen. It is striking in that light
to see her represented as a sultana, the highest position of a woman in the
harem of the sultan, but a position not defined by lineage. Any woman in the
harem could become a sultana, a function which does not imply the
demarcations existing between queen and mistress at the French court. The
legitimacy embodied by the queen—emphasized in her official function of
bearing the royal heir—is displaced onto the sultana, who bore the sultan’s
children. Moreover, the sultanas often played an important part in the
political powerplay of the seraglio in which the procuration of their children
to the line of succession was but one aspect of the intrigues. Ultimately, their
political role could result in actual access to power.34

The imagery in relation to Madame de Pompadour is striking in light of
the paintings as such and is used by Montaigu, who mentioned Madame de
Pompadour as a sultana. The nuncio of the Pope wrote in May 1753 in
similar terms: ‘All signs indicate that the favourite sultana is losing credit.
The more the new infatuation for the young Irish woman picks up force, the
more his coldness toward her increases’.35 Now I am not interested in
conflating the two notions into the view that Madame de Pompadour is a
sultana; a more fruitful way to follow is to look at the ways space, genre,
gender and culture are thematized. In each of these aspects—space, genre,
gender and culture—the public and private domains are at play. The
turqueries connected the private and the public spheres in other ways as well,
implicating Madame de Pompadour’s patronage and the gendered
connotations of rococo painting. In the developing field of art criticism in the
mid-eighteenth century, genre paintings, among which turqueries were
ranked, were given a particular position in the hierarchy of painting: from
history paintings, portraits and genre paintings down to still-life and
landscapes.

The history painter, as La Font de Saint-Yenne and many others after him
pointed out, is the painter of the soul; the others paint just for the eye.
Mourning the decline of history painting after the death of Charles Le Brun
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in 1690, critics such as La Font de Saint-Yenne made a plea for a
reevaluation of the grand and heroic themes of mythology and French
history.36 Le grand goût (‘grand taste’,‘superior sensibility’), with its
masculine connotations of national glory and heroic acts, had suffered:
 

Sensualism has taken the place of intellectualism, feminine imaginations,
gracious, and courteous, supplanted or blunted thoughts that would want
to be virile, strong and sublime…. It was the victory of the ‘pretty’ over
the ‘beautiful,’ of the ‘petty manner’ over the ‘grand taste’.37

 
Genre paintings, consistently connected to the feminine and ranking lower in
the hierarchy, thus clashed with the aim of redirecting attention towards
history painting. Madame de Pompadour, as one of the most visible patrons
of the despised elaborate and ornamental style of rococo painting, was
targeted in particular. She became inextricably bound up with its
connotations in the triad: ‘Vanloo, Pompadour, rococo’, a rallying cry in the
anti-rococo sentiment of the times. Her patronage might be considered a
personal affair—commissioning works of art for the embellishment of her
residences—depicting her in a private sphere. But inserting herself in the
domain of art collectors and publicly aligning herself with some of the most
famous rococo painters of the time, rendered Madame de Pompadour a
highly visible player in the cultural field.

CONCLUSION: CULTURE, CLASS AND GENDER

Joan Landes quite easily equates highly visible women of the court and the
city, who were being targeted as the most extreme examples of aristocratic
excess and imposture. Male hostility towards women who were active in the
cultural field expressed itself in attacks on mannerisms, artifice and stylistic
excess, as Landes asserts.38 Madame de Pompadour’s background as a
bourgeoise was never forgotten, and thus she cannot be readily assembled
under the same heading as the salonnières. She could use her salon education
at the court and carve out a space for herself where culture became a powerful
instrument for self-assertion. She did share the criticisms in gendered terms
for the kind of art she supported and commissioned. Yet, the emphasis in the
historiography about Madame de Pompadour on class and finances does not
appear in the same way in criticisms about the salonnières. This emphasis has
occluded the perception of the vital links between the salonnières and Madame
de Pompadour in the public sphere, but also perception of the ways in which
Madame de Pompadour used culture and, as a concomitant factor, taste to
negotiate her position at the court. I like to think of the reworking of nature
into culture in the two turqueries by Vanloo as another example of how self-
evident categories of reason, self-evident categories of where one belonged in
a hierarchy of class, gender and culture, become subverted. As Madame de
Pompadour has herself represented as a lover of the arts, the natural given of
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lineage is replaced by taste and the capability to distinguish on different grounds,
thus rendering culture into a gendered battleground.
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7 A woman’s struggle for a language of
enlightenment and virtue
Mary Wollstonecraft and Enlightenment

‘feminism’1

Virginia Sapiro

Feminists and feminist scholars have often been overly dutiful daughters.
Despite our critical stance, and attempts to create our own thoughts and
theories, feminist scholars have sometimes gone too far in accepting the
definitions and views of dominant theoretical traditions as they have been
shaped and applied in clearly male-dominated and non-feminist
communities. This influence has sometimes warped our interpretations of
our own intellectual history. This is certainly true with respect to dominant
views of ‘Enlightenment feminism’ in feminist scholarship.

Feminist theory developed as a self-conscious enterprise in the 1970s and
1980s, when relatively rigid distinctions among theoretical schools were
especially important. Communities of theory took on remarkably patriarchal
forms. A cottage industry of feminist theory devoted itself to showing how
one or another new theoretical formulation could now become the foundation
for feminist theory. These formulations were usually named for their fathers,
for example Marx, Freud or Lacan, or could be spoken of only in reference to
their fathers, for example Rawls or Foucault. Feminists should be especially
wary of expending too much effort in earning the right to take someone else’s
name. A few efforts to clarify the sources of feminist theory became
unfortunately crystallized into a commonly accepted set of categories used to
define types of feminist theory. Many observers continue to describe modern
feminist theory as being divided into three types: liberal, socialist and radical.2

These labels were often used not only to assess the historical complexity of
varieties of feminism but to offer notions of competing formulations of the
‘best’ feminism. Feminist theorists tended to disagree about many things, but
to agree on one: ‘liberal feminism’ and ‘Enlightenment’ influences on feminism
were perhaps important historical forces, but they were so rooted in patriarchal
assumptions as to be hardly feminist at all, perhaps not worth much serious
feminist attention.

Categorization of theoretical traditions can be useful, but only in the same
way as, for example, periodization of history. The name is a label chosen to
abstract and represent a limited set of qualities identified by observers as
especially important. Categorization of theoretical traditions, such as historical
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periodization, unfortunately sometimes takes on a life of its own, such that the
labels begin to be taken as causes or explanations rather than as labels fitting
to only varying degrees of comfort the cases they describe. Feminist scholars
examining women’s political and social history during the period roughly
labelled ‘the Enlightenment’ are especially aware of the blinkers that sometimes
limit the scope of feminist interpretation. My research on Mary Wollstonecraft
and, in particular, on the history of interpretations of and reactions to
Wollstonecraft brings the point home forcefully.

HISTORY

I have written about the ways in which the construction of Mary
Wollstonecraft reflected the contemporaneous preoccupations of the various
ages that interpreted her.3 In contemporary feminist theory she is often seen
through the lens of stereotypes of liberalism and the Enlightenment,
described and dismissed quickly. Leading schools of feminist scholarship
dismiss—or attack—the Enlightenment and anything that could be labelled
‘liberal’ on a number of well-known grounds that need no rehearsal here.
Although in Anglo-American feminism especially Wollstonecraft is
regarded as a key ‘founding mother of feminism’ (and indeed, her influence
was geographically wider than that), her political and social theory are rarely
seriously studied.4 Probing the theme of this book, the languages of
feminism, with respect to Wollstonecraft and the Enlightenment, raises an
important historical problem. Danger lurks in the attempt to apply a label
where no such concept existed. We face special problems in trying to
understand a language of feminism in Mary Wollstonecraft’s writing or that
of the women who preceded her, because they preceded feminism as a self-
conscious ideology or social movement. Mary Wollstonecraft is especially
interesting because she has often been incorrectly labelled the first feminist
theorist and because she stands at the historical moment just preceding the
development of a feminist movement.

Karen Offen has done admirable work to help us sort out the historical
meanings of feminism.5 As historian Nancy Cott has written, some
misreadings of women’s history have resulted from the fact that the
‘vocabulary of feminism has been grafted onto the history of women’s
rights’.6 Although it is a matter for debate, I prefer these historical
sensibilities to those that seem to imply that a historical figure like
Wollstonecraft has little to offer because she did not know her Marx, Bahktin
or MacKinnon very well. One reason we have failed to learn as much from
some of our predecessors as we might have done is that some of the key
theoretical impulses within feminist theory have tended to abstract and de-
historicize the theory and the theorists. While the overarching emphasis on
language within feminist theory is correct, studying language by abstracting
it out of its material, political and social conditions has led us astray in
important ways. Western, white, middle-class feminist theorists have worked
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hard to become sensitive to cultural and national difference; they also should
become more sensitive about historical difference.

There are a number of historical facts necessary to understanding
Wollstonecraft and her work. Certainly it is difficult to imagine trying to
comprehend her writing on the family, sexuality and work without attending
to the historical structures of work, family, conception and birth in her day.
The language she used to talk about these things must be grounded in the
different world in which she lived. It should also be fascinating to feminist
scholars pursuing the political and intellectual history of women to study
this particular feminist, who lived before feminism as a conscious theory,
ideology or social movement had been invented. There was no such term as
‘feminism’, ‘feminist’ or even ‘womanist’. In Wollstonecraft’s day, no
woman that we know of had made a consciously named ideology or ‘Ism’ of
her gender. There was no mass social movement, or none of which she was
aware, of women who were acting in their own names for and on behalf of
women. Thus one way of reading her work is to engage in watching a
woman struggling with how to identify, name, and analyse the wrongs and
rights7 of woman’s condition at a time in which she had no prepackaged
language or analysis on which to draw. Feminists and feminist scholars
today have a language that has been developed by others—even if not
entirely adequately—which they can use for their own purposes.

Not only did Wollstonecraft not have the benefit of a movement, she did
not have a ‘history’. Readers are sometimes surprised to see that
Wollstonecraft made no comments about many important (in our eyes)
predecessors, such as Mary Astell or Christine de Pizan.8 How would she
have known about these women? Why would she know any more about them
than our much more educated students schooled in an era of women’s
studies know about Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Anna Julia Cooper, Ellen
Kay—or for that matter, Mary Wollstonecraft?9 From what libraries,
teachers or writers would she have learned about her feminist past?

These observations indicate that Wollstonecraft’s life and career offer a
glimpse of the struggle for a language of feminism at the most basic level in
the context of the Enlightenment. That is, she was a thinker groping towards
the very notion of feminism where the most radical languages generally at her
disposal at the time which could be used as tools in this search were the various
forms of Enlightenment political thinking, including both ‘liberalism’ as it is
often conceived, and republicanism. Wollstonecraft’s political and intellectual
context gave her some general tools to use to think about the specifically
gendered wrongs and rights of society. But she had to struggle to find the
words to cast the problems and solutions in gendered terms. She had to seek
for herself a way to make what she saw comprehensible to herself and to
others who had no language of feminism. She had to find a language when,
given her historical placement, she would have to discover for herself that
language itself was indeed a problem for women.

Mary Wollstonecraft is a study in the very problems of enlightenment she
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investigated. She was certainly not the only woman in her time or before to
do this. But there is a huge difference between the mere existence of
similarly situated women and a community of people. Intellectual
communities and traditions are social phenomena. The intellectual isolation
of women is an important part of their intellectual history and to twentieth-
century feminist theory, ‘feminism’, strictly speaking, must incorporate
some consciousness of collectivity.

Wollstonecraft’s writing on women is, as many have claimed, an
application of Enlightenment principles. During most of her brief but
productive writing career, she was a member of a London-based community
of intellectuals, writers and artists, one of whose major distinguishing
features was that they were religious Dissenters, and thus personally
understood the denial of civil and political rights despite their generally high
levels of education and despite, in the case of a few of them, their wealth.
They also stood on the left wing of the political spectrum (as evidenced by
the names Paine, Price, Priestley, Blake, Barlow and Godwin, among
others), and they were avid supporters of that most unpopular and un-
English revolution in France. This context is important because it not only
helps to reveal the roots of her writing, but also its audience, and this should
make a difference in our interpretation. Wollstonecraft wrote primarily of
and to the left. Then as now, publishers aimed their products at specific
markets. Her publisher produced books and pamphlets that were largely of
interest to Dissenters and the left.

Thus, it is not surprising that her entire corpus of work shares the
language and preoccupations of this socio-political group. She was deeply
concerned with the problems of reason, independence, virtue, progress,
education and enlightenment. Like her friends and colleagues, she was
vehemently opposed to slavery, standing armies and many elements of
political patriarchy such as primogeniture, aristocracy, and probably
monarchy. She, like many of her friends, spent her intellectual life trying to
figure out how a free and virtuous society might be constructed. Among the
thinkers of the past whose work most influenced her, as it did them, were
John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. At the same time, she continually
demanded in print that her audience, this group of dissenting radicals, must
expand and alter the terms of their analysis, in large part by applying their
just principles more consistently and coherently to incorporate individuals
excluded from their political analysis—women and children—and to
incorporate a social institution that had been excluded from the terms of their
analysis: the family.10 If this struggle to incorporate gender into individual
and institutional social analysis is a minor feat, then feminism itself must be
defined as a trivial enterprise.
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REASON

A brief vocabulary lesson may identify some of the especially enlightening
struggles. I begin with a key term so often misunderstood in her writing:
reason and its relatives passion and education. These terms cause trouble for
those not very familiar with this period, especially for those who understand
them through a post-nineteenth century perspective. These concepts are
regularly interpreted in a twentieth-century sense quite different from that
used by Wollstonecraft and her contemporaries. Some of these historical
differences of language alter dramatically how we might understand
Wollstonecraft.

Wollstonecraft and other liberal feminists are often chastised by our
contemporaries for accepting masculine cold, hard, mechanical reason as
the central mode of understanding the world. As Wollstonecraft’s works on
education, as well as her two vindications make clear, she shared with some
of her friends an understanding of Reason derived clearly from David
Hartley (1705–57) and Claude-Adrien Helvétius (1715–71).11 For them,
Reason was not a kind of abstracted mathematical play with words, but a
matter of what they called the ‘association of ideas’, the process by which
people learn to turn sense impressions into ideas, and combine these to
create thoughts and judgments. It refers to the active process of reaching
understanding from experience, not to a set of formulations found in a logic
textbook. Reason is possible only if we learn to exercise our minds to gain
their strength and independence, much as we might exercise our bodies to
gain their strength and independence.

Wollstonecraft defined thinking as an active process in which the mind is
trained not to substitute faith, obedience, imitation, unexamined habit or first
impressions for real thinking. Unfortunately, she believed, most people
regularly substitute these former processes—what she called ‘prejudice’—
for reason and thought. The fact that Wollstonecraft, like other
Enlightenment thinkers, understood the mind as defined and shaped by
experience led her to understand the nature of thinking and prejudice in an
institutional and social context as well. All forms of inequality and social
subordination that she could detect—what she called ‘unnatural
distinctions’—militated against the possibility of developing the strength
and independence of mind necessary for reason. All forms of social
subordination, including those based on rank, property, religion, race, age
and gender, required such mechanisms as obedience and faith, ceremonies
and rituals, fear and disdain, all of which barred all parties to these social
relationships from being able to develop strength and independence of mind.

Thus, Wollstonecraft’s work, especially when we consider all of her
major works and not just the Vindication of the Rights of Woman,12 is one of
the earliest to grapple with the key issue of social change that feminists and
other political activists confront: by what means can we, members of an
inegalitarian, corrupt, and unenlightened society based on prejudice develop
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a more enlightened vision of society for ourselves, and then attain that vision
in reality? One answer—the key one that the Enlightenment suggested—was
employing the development of mind and reason. In this model we work
through education to strip away the prejudices of past ages, reach a higher
level of understanding of how we should be, and reform our minds, our
ideas, our culture to conform to this improved notion.

Here it is important to examine this idea of education and the role it
played in Wollstonecraft’s work. Certainly, she spent her entire writing
career probing problems of education. But for her, as for many of her
contemporaries, education did not refer just to formal training received in
schools. Although the small handful of pages in her Vindication of the Rights
of Woman devoted to discussion of schooling and school systems is probably
the most famous of all her work, if we take account of her entire corpus of
writing, it is clear that for Wollstonecraft, education more often means much
what the term ‘socialization’ means to us today: a broader concept of the
development of the individual through all her experiences. Wollstonecraft
was attentive to the breadth of experiences from which we learn—not just
from schools, but from the structure of the institutions in which we live, from
ceremonies and rituals, from our modes of dress and the way we eat. The
problem—of which Wollstonecraft was well aware—was that if the structure
and culture of the society around us so shapes how we think, how do we
actually achieve an adequate vision of the virtuous alternative? And how do
we change people’s habits of mind if the structure of society has not yet
changed? Despite her emphasis on education broadly and narrowly
construed, her understanding of the effects of the unnatural distinctions that
structured society led her to write in her famous Vindication, that ‘It
may…fairly be inferred, that till society be differently constituted, much
cannot be expected from education’.13

While attending to reason as a means of change, she saw little possibility
for real change unless there were more radical changes in the structure of
society, especially the end to subordination by rank and gender. But her
experience with the French Revolution, and especially the Terror, which she
witnessed first hand, also led her to be uneasy about the likely nature of
radical change that flowed from ideas developed in a basically corrupt
society. The French Revolution, she believed, was part of the human destiny
for improvement, but it proved to Wollstonecraft that the path to that goal
was treacherous. Even as she hailed the revolution in often poetic terms, she
worried about the outcome. As she thought about the now-silent palace of
Versailles she felt glad of its demise as a symbol of tyranny, but also detected
 

the vestiges of thy former oppression; which, separating man from man
with a fence of iron, sophisticated all, and made many completely
wretched; I tremble, lest I should meet some unfortunate being, fleeing
from the despotism of licentious freedom, hearing the snap of the
guillotine at his heels; merely because he was once noble, or has afforded
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an asylum to those, whose only crime is their names—and, if my pen
almost bounds with eagerness to record the day, that levelled the Bastille,
the recollection, that still the abbey is appropriated to hold the victims of
revenge and suspicion, palsies the hand that would fain do justice to the
assault.14

 
The revolution was good, but it was born of a corrupt society, and thus must
itself contain elements of that corruption. The problem, her writing
suggested repeatedly, is that the solution must be found by the mutual
enlightenment of equals who can imagine a virtue that can only come from
the system not yet created. She explicitly denied that a specially enlightened
vanguard could offer the solution; people are the products of their
environment.

SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Wollstonecraft’s basic enlightenment understanding of reason, virtue and
experience, mixed with close examination of specific cases of
subordination, led her to begin to probe a set of questions that have been
central to feminist analysis since then: the tensions between social
structures and individual psychology or between material and culture as
the thread to pull when trying to unravel an old society and create a new
one. This aspect of her work is most clear with respect to her
understanding of women in her final manuscript, The Wrongs of Woman,
Or, Maria, which lay unfinished on her desk when she died. The text
weaves together the life histories of three people who find themselves in an
insane asylum: one woman born poor, one man born wealthy and one
woman born middle class. Each had been subjected to the special
violences common to his and her own class and gender in an oppressive
patriarchal system. The main character, Maria, has been locked up by her
husband, who also took her child from her. The text that is available to us
was compiled and edited by William Godwin, who found it as loose
sheaves. Wollstonecraft’s notes suggest at least five alternative plot
courses for the unwritten conclusion.

Wollstonecraft’s letters indicate she found this her most difficult work to
write.15 The Wrongs of Woman contains many unresolved problems. They are
unresolved because the book was never finished, but the book was never
finished partly because the problems were not resolved. I believe this lack of
resolution was caused by Wollstonecraft’s ever-increasing grasp of the
systemic and enveloping nature of the structure of gender relations in their
individual, cultural and institutional complexity. The author of this book
understands physical and psychological violence against women and
children in the context of intimate relationships that stems both from learned
individual patterns of thinking and behaviour, and from the logic of social
institutions as they are constructed by law.
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The gothic convention of the insane asylum/prison from which one might
conceivably escape, but only with great luck, craft or assistance is given life
through the figurative and more inescapable prisons of marriage and
property law, and the corruptions of mind and heart. Here is perhaps the one
instance in which a comparison of Wollstonecraft and Godwin is truly
appropriate. Maria’s observation that ‘Marriage had bastilled me for life’16

this crucial political term for this private institution—harkens back to
Godwin’s most famous passage in Caleb Williams,17 his fictional rendition of
his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice.
 

Thank God,’ exclaims the Englishman, ‘we have no Bastille! Thank God,
with us no man can be punished without a crime!’ Unthinking wretch! Is
that a country of liberty, where thousands languish in dungeons and
fetters? Go, go, ignorant fool! and visit the scenes of our prisons! witness
their unwholesomeness, their filth, the tyranny of their governors, the
misery of their inmates! After that, show me the man shameless enough to
triumph, and say, ‘England has no Bastille!’18

 
The dark scenes of Maria’s vain attempts to escape from her husband are
reminiscent of Caleb Williams’ escape attempts from his prisonkeeper.
Wollstonecraft, in contrast to Godwin, extended her political analysis very
clearly into the family, identifying it as an extension of the state, with the
husband not just as the patriarch in the little commonwealth, but as its police
as well.

The incidents in the characters’ lives are plausible under the law of the
time. But Wollstonecraft also recognized that oppression worked through the
mind and heart as well as through law and material inequality. Oppression is
not just a cage—it reaches into people’s minds, destroying any simple notion
of escape. Jemima, an impoverished woman who has suffered most forms of
violence known especially to woman, has had her spirit crushed. Maria
claims her own independence, but the court is there to stop her. Maria seems
to try to save herself from the tyranny of one marriage by entering another
as though that were the solution, but Wollstonecraft’s notes for her unchosen
conclusion suggest a strong likelihood that that ‘solution’ would prove the
wrong one.

CHARACTER

The mechanisms of the mind in a corrupt society also point to another problem
raised in Wollstonecraft’s work: The character of women. Wollstonecraft is
well-known for the negative things she had to say about women’s character,
especially their weaknesses and their use of beauty and sexuality as cunning
instruments of tyrannical power. A short-sighted view understands her criticisms
as the mere deficiencies of victim blaming. But in fact much of her work—
especially the two vindications, but also her history of the French Revolution
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and her final fiction—emphasized the corrupting influences of unnatural
distinctions or social subordination on all parties to the inequality.

Self-preservation is a natural instinct. And for Wollstonecraft, those who
are raised without reason, either because they are unnaturally raised to
positions of power or unnaturally lowered to positions of subordination, are
especially likely to be self-regarding and unjust in their relations with others.
With each form of social subordination Wollstonecraft investigated—those
based on rank, property, age and gender—she showed how the character and
minds of both the dominant and subordinated partner within dominance
relations become corrupted into a self-regarding short-term rationality
framed by these unjust relations. She consistently framed her discussion of
gender relations with metaphors of power and tyranny that would be more
immediately politically comprehensible to the men around her than
arguments about gender; the tyranny of men over women and its resulting
effects on both men and women were like the tyranny of kings over their
courtiers, to the profound corruption of both.

Woman’s ‘problem’ is not just that she has been kept from an education
that trains her mind and gives her substance; it is that her entire experience,
like that of men, is shaped by unjust power relations. Women, when they are
not entirely crushed by men’s tyranny, too often turn to cunning, especially
in the use of their bodies and sexuality, because that is the only weapon they
have for survival in this system. As Wollstonecraft explained, ‘this exertion
of cunning is only an instinct of nature to enable them to obtain indirectly a
little of that power of which they are unjustly denied a share’.19 Both women
and men are corrupted by this system of subordination, but she laid the lion’s
share of the blame at men’s feet.
 

From the tyranny of man, I firmly believe, the greater number of female
follies proceed; and the cunning, which I allow makes at present a part of
their character, I likewise have repeatedly endeavoured to prove, is
produced by their oppression.20

 
She did not blame women for their relationship with men. She did, however,
despise each of these relationships. This is a very different view from that of
contemporary feminist commentators who sometimes seem to suggest that
despite living within corrupt and unjust power relationships, and social
institutions, women nevertheless have remained essentially distinctly
nurturant and just, and that the only thing that stands between women and
the goal of making heaven on earth is the men that won’t let us do this.

Thus far we have followed a very few threads from Wollstonecraft’s use of
a basic Enlightenment vocabulary to her analysis of gender relations. Hers
was an era that initiated a tremendous critique of institutions such as churches
and governments and, with the help of Mary Wollstonecraft among others, the
family. These people asserted the importance of the dignity of the individual
human being, and the individual human mind and conscience against patriarchal
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institutions.21 Wollstonecraft’s main contribution here was that she would not
let her friends leave women and the family out of this picture. The key to the
complexity is that she was not focussing on disembodied reason, but reason
driven by and embedded in experience, which creates a powerful political
psychology. (It is no coincidence that her century gave birth to psychology
and, more generally, social science.) That political psychology raises many of
the issues that are central to the feminism that followed.

LANGUAGES OF FEMINISM: CONCLUSION

Finally, let us consider ‘languages of feminism’ in a narrow sense. I have
asserted repeatedly that Wollstonecraft’s feminist theory must be understood
as one that preceded feminism as a named self-conscious entity and thus that
it preceded the time in which a community of women had already worked out
a basic vocabulary for naming their problems and searching for solutions.
Consider an important implication: given Wollstonecraft’s historical position,
living in a great revolutionary era in which some of the leaders of the great
nineteenth-century feminist movements were literally just about to be born,
her work can be seen as a struggle towards a vocabulary, a recognition that
there are special problems with language itself that must be solved before
women can have justice. What follows are some illustrations.

One of Wollstonecraft’s methods was to probe the meaning of key terms
of social discourse. She asked whether they have the same or different
meaning for women and men, and if different, why. Clearly, much of her
discussion of reason and related terms falls into this pattern. She also,
however, offered intriguing discussions of the gendered meanings of
‘virtue’, ‘modesty’, ‘honour’ and ‘heroism’. She showed little trust in the
words used by her political opponents, and assessed them very critically. She
saw ordinary language as a tool of oppression:
 

‘As a philosopher, I read with indignation the plausible epithets which
men use to soften their insults; and as a moralist, I ask what is meant by
such heterogeneous associations, as fair defects, amiable weaknesses,
etc.?’22 She saw these as phrases ‘men condescendingly use to soften our
slavish dependence’.23

 
Her belief in the development of the mind as the habitual association of ideas
meant that such ‘heterogeneous associations’ or morally contradictory ideas
could be bound together in people’s minds, thus allowing the good and bad to
be confused.

In the Rights of Woman Wollstonecraft both noted the power of corrupt
associations of ideas, and attempted political polemic through analysis of
language. The words ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’, she argued, were used as
weapons against women. Wollstonecraft concluded that the common sense
of ‘masculine’ included the human virtues of reason, strength and
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independence she so valued. The term itself could therefore be used to help
deny women the opportunity to become virtuous. She believed ‘the word
masculine is only a bugbear; there is little reason to fear that women will
acquire too much courage or fortitude’.24

In the end, Wollstonecraft herself remained caught in a gender-bound
language that was not, as she herself indicated, merely external drapery to
different thoughts, but a part of the mechanism of her own thinking.25 She
showed signs of trying to free herself from the confines of gender-structured
(and therefore structuring) language. In the Rights of Woman, for example,
she remarked on Catherine Macaulay’s book:
 

I will not call hers a masculine understanding, because I admit not of such
an arrogant assumption of reason; but I contend that it was a sound one,
and that her judgment, the matured fruit of profound thinking, was a proof
that a woman can acquire judgment, in the full extent of the word.26

 
Wollstonecraft also worked out some ‘heterogeneous associations’ of her
own, revealing her resistance and occasional sabotage of common gendered
understanding. By the time she wrote the Rights of Woman, she was most
likely to accuse men of being unmanly when they were acting most as men
were expected to act, especially towards women. She referred to the
apparently most masculine of characters as feminine, including the military
and men engaging in common courtship rituals. But she certainly had no
well-worked theory of language and no clear alternative.

One superb indication of her struggle with a language of feminism can be
found in a generally neglected passage in which, I argue, a distinctly
feminist voice appears to be on the point of emerging, and in which she
begins to exemplify a feminist politics. I say ‘exemplifies’ rather than
‘discusses’ (or any similar word) because she demonstrates through
incompleteness. For this, we return to her last work, The Wrongs of Woman.
Consider this passage, in which Maria addresses her daughter as she writes
her memoirs.
 

Addressing these memoirs to you, my child, uncertain whether I shall
ever have an opportunity of instructing you, many observations will
probably flow from my heart, which only a mother—a mother schooled in
misery, could make.

The tenderness of a father who knew the world, might be great; but
could it equal that of a mother—of a mother, labouring under a portion of
the misery, which the constitution of society seems to have entailed on all
her kind? It is, my child, my dearest daughter, only such a mother, who
will dare to break through all restraint to provide for your happiness—
who will voluntarily brave censure herself, to ward off sorrow from your
bosom. From my narrative, my dear girl, you may gather the instruction,
the counsel, which is meant rather to exercise than influence your mind.27 



A language of enlightenment and virtue 133

This passage may appear innocent of politics at first, perhaps a mere
example of conventional sentimentalism. But Maria is telling her daughter
that her misery is not random, unique or exclusively personal, but rather that
it falls systematically on the shoulders of women because of the ‘constitution
of society’.

Something else about Maria’s statement of misery endows her words with
a political significance that was rare before a woman’s movement was
available to foster gender-based political consciousness among women. It is
‘only such a mother, who will dare to break through all restraint to provide
for your happiness—who will voluntarily brave censure herself, to ward off
sorrow from your bosom’. Maria will defy the restraints placed on her by
law and social convention due to her sex, and despite the punishments she
knows she must receive because she hopes to relieve the burdens on the
younger woman. Maria knows the limits of the counsel. Mere individual
enlightenment is insufficient because the ‘state of society’ will not have
changed. And further, she will not tell her how to live. But the ‘exercise’ of
the daughter’s mind with respect to these restraints may give her the strength
to make her own choices.

The narrator of the Wrongs of Woman did not play the role of authoritative
reasoner as she did in the Rights of Woman; in the former she took the part
of a woman speaking with love to her daughter. Nevertheless, Wollstonecraft
instructed her readers to understand this story ‘as (rather) of woman, than of
an individual’.28 We should not take the letter from mother to daughter at
face value. Wollstonecraft seemed to be reaching towards the means to a
shared political consciousness with her female readers. As Maria and
Jemima, women from different classes, share their personal stories, they
begin to realize that the sources of and possibly the solutions to their
problems are not individual and personal. Perhaps the same might happen if
Maria had a chance to share with her daughter the personal narrative that is,
in truth, their shared story.

I emphasize that Wollstonecraft appeared in the process of finding the
means to the leap from personal narrative to political consciousness. She
was, literally, not in the position of the informed narrator unfolding an
already known story. We, on the other hand, are readers informed by the
passage of two centuries of feminist history since Wollstonecraft struggled
with her manuscript. In the nineteenth century, and even more in the late
twentieth century, one of the most powerful means by which feminism as
ideology and practice developed was through the process of women sharing
their common personal stories. In the late 1960s this process was adopted
and refined as a political strategy and given a name—consciousness-
raising—but the process was not invented whole. It evolved out of the
personal conversations among female friends and kin that, in particular
historical contexts, became political. In Wollstonecraft’s writing we see the
glimmerings of the idea of a political practice that later became instrumental
in the development of feminist politics.
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It would probably make sense to Wollstonecraft that discussion of
‘private’ pains within a particular oppressed social group could lead to a
special form of enlightenment: realization of the underlying principles that
unify social and individual human life to foster or inhibit the development of
virtue. What Wollstonecraft did not seem to imagine was how this
enlightenment might be translated into political action. But then, of the
women who eventually conceived of a gender-based political movement,
only a couple were even born during Wollstonecraft’s lifetime, and they
were still babies when she died.

In her last manuscript the text suggests that Wollstonecraft did indeed feel
‘bastilled’. The development of her political and social ideas was closing her
in, driving a wall between her own beliefs and the era of light. She had not
yet found a way out of this story, just as she was not sure of a way out of the
story of despotism and the Terror or, indeed, the story of her own life. We
can learn from that. Political theory, including especially democratic
feminist theory is not written in hindsight. By definition, if one is willing at
all to accept any terms of enlightenment, it is done partly in the dark.
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8 French utopians
The word and the act

Claire G.Moses

This chapter identifies Utopian feminism as a distinctive period within the
history of feminism. Utopians were most influential from the late 1820s to
the repression that ended the European revolutions of 1848. They did not,
however, call themselves ‘Utopians’; that was Marx’s term for them and is
explained less by their other-worldliness than by Marx’s determination to
gain political advantage by deriding his competitors. The groups themselves
either identified by their leaders’ names (Saint-Simonians, Fourierists,
Cabetians, Owenites, for example) or used the new word ‘socialist’, invented
at this time, to distinguish their programme from that of the late eighteenth-
century Revolutionaries.

Their concern, they patiently explained, was ‘social’ rather than ‘individual’.
Their attention consequently shifted away from the kind of individual rights
of citizenship including political rights that had concerned late eighteenth-
century Revolutionaries, to new ways of organizing enduring social networks,
intimacy, sexuality and reproduction, as well as production. Their social change
strategy was to create alternative communities intended not only to collectivize
households and the workplace, but also to provide a peaceful means for change
that would present a distinct contrast to the more violent Revolutionary ethos.
The New World would be constructed alongside the Old, and people—merely
by observing the far preferable Utopian life—would be won over to join with
socialists in replicating these alternative communities.

In France, the most visible of these early socialists were the Saint-
Simonians.1 Organized somewhat on the model of a religious community, they
appropriated the language and symbols of the Catholic Church and the
bourgeois family, although their ‘doctrine’ (in Saint-Simonian terminology)
challenged both. Prosper Enfantin and Saint-Amand Bazard were the Fathers
of the Church. Then, after a schism, in November 1831, Enfantin alone bore
the title of Pope; an empty seat alongside him signified the awaited female
messiah who would rule one day as ‘Pop-esse’. Until 1833, the inner circle of
Saint-Simonians lived collectively in several maisons de famille and pooled
their financial resources. Income needs were covered by contributions. Meals
were collectively prepared and served for an even larger group of adherents.
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Saint-Simonians were enormously popular, not only in France but also
throughout Europe, and in Egypt and the Americas. Were one to conclude
from a description of the group’s activities that they were simply one sect
among the many new religions of the early nineteenth century, one would
miss the broad reach of their message, beyond their adherents, and
erroneously underestimate the impact of their thinking on the future of
feminism and socialism.2

One explanation for their popularity, especially among workers, was the
failure of liberals and republicans to address workers’ interests. The
Revolution in France in 1830, for example, had brought to attention issues
such as the appropriate size and basis for the electorate and the proper
relationship of the legislature to the king. But these issues were of little
concern to the artisans and skilled workers whose role on the barricades had
forced Charles X’s abdication. In their frustration workers turned away from
the dry rationalism of republicans to the Saint-Simonians who blended
Romantic rhetoric, in their emphasis on sentiment and physical beauty, with
a vision for a new social and economic order. A peaceful relationship
between the sexes, the classes and the nations would replace social conflict;
inheritance of wealth would be abolished; and property would be held only
as a public trust rather than an individual right, implying that the property of
owners who did not place the means of production at workers’ disposal
would be confiscated.

The popularity of the Saint-Simonians lay also in their mastery of
propaganda. They published several newspapers and distributed, often at
no charge, numerous pamphlets plus the more weighty two-volume
Exposition of the Doctrine of Saint-Simon. Oral propaganda was also
important, especially in reaching the working classes at a time when
illiteracy was still widespread. In Paris, in the early 1830s, Saint-
Simonians were holding nine meetings a week in large, public lecture halls
to present their ideas on the economy, religion, the arts and science, and on
the emancipation of workers and women. They organized ‘missions’ to
spread the doctrine to French cities beyond Paris. Outside France, their
most successful missions were to Germany, Belgium and England (where
their feminism was avidly covered in the Owenite press and applauded by
the youthful John Stuart Mill). At the height of their popularity, crowds in
the indoor lecture halls usually numbered in the hundreds and, outdoors, in
the thousands. In 1831, letters from readers to their daily newspaper ran at
more than a thousand a month.3

In Paris, Saint-Simonians also organized special teaching programmes,
cooperative workshops (one for tailors and one for seamstresses), and a
health programme for workers (led by one pharmacist and one doctor for
each of the working-class neighbourhoods). Once a week, a Saint-Simonian
lecture was delivered in Italian to reach immigrant workers.
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FEMINISM

The feminism of the Saint-Simonians was integral to their pacifism and to
their economic programme. They viewed sexual equality as a natural
consequence of their project to reorganize the globe by replacing the rule of
‘brute force’ with the rule of so-called spiritual powers. Women, who
represented peace and love in their cosmology, would share leadership with
men in the ‘new age’. At first, early in the movement’s history, the more
rationalist elements of their theory on social and economic justice were
emphasized, but when in the late 1820s Saint-Simonians began to emphasize
more Romantic elements, and especially to develop their ideas for a ‘new
Religion’ based on love, woman and the socio-sexual relationship between
the sexes became the movement’s central concern. This is the moment when
social and economic equality—most generally—were linked to the equality
of the sexes and to sexual liberation. This is the moment of greatest interest
to us as historians of feminism.

It is the women among the French Utopians who have attracted my
attention.4 In part, this may be due to the joy of discovery. When I first began
my studies of the history of French feminism, I began with later, republican
feminists who organized a liberal movement in the late 1860s. In so doing,
I was following the lead of Simone de Beauvoir, who, in the Second Sex,
identified 1869 as the beginning of French feminism and Léon Richer—
whose name, by the way, she gets wrong—as the ‘true founder’. Beauvoir’s
knowledge of feminism’s history was sketchy, to say the least, although she
did seem to know the names of at least a few earlier feminists—Christine de
Pizan, Poulain de la Barre, Condorcet. Among the Utopians, she identified
Charles Fourier and the Saint-Simonian group, but called them
‘unreasonable’.5 Other sources, especially the several histories by Léon
Abensour in the 1910s and 1920s, provided more information about the
French Utopians and were certainly more appreciative, but limited their
attention to the theoretical work of the celebrated leadership of these groups
– all men.6 No one seemed interested in exploring the theoretical works
published by the women—yet their materials were readily available in the
same archival collections that Beauvoir and Abensour must have consulted
for their work.

When I came upon the works of the women among the Utopians, I was
dazzled; and my fascination with them continued long beyond the first
excitement of discovery. In large measure this was due to my identification
with their life experiences and political practice. In turning our attention now
to the women, I will be arguing that they are our forbears and that their
rediscovery and placement in our history of feminist discourses is crucial to
our understanding of the past. I will not, however, ignore the more famous
men; understanding their contribution is necessary for contextualizing the
women’s history. I do hope to make clear, however, that there is good reason
to give prominence to the less well-known women; it is in their work and
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experiences that we recognize ourselves. It is they who grappled with issues
that concern us still.

The first women to hold positions of influence in Saint-Simonianism were
relatives—spouses, sisters, cousins—or close family friends of the male
leaders. They were young (the oldest among them were only in their early
thirties; most were in their twenties), and bourgeois in background, values
and education, although none were high society. Within the movement, they
served in the various degrees of the hierarchy and as co-directors for the
practical activities; they wrote propaganda for the Saint-Simonian
newspapers and pamphlets, corresponded with potential women recruits and
hosted the soirées where new ideas were discussed. Evidently their
propaganda and other outreach efforts were quite successful; at the height of
Saint-Simonian activism, it is estimated that about half of the total audiences
(400–500) of the almost daily lectures were women.7

Among the new recruits were many working-class women. In late 1832,
after the movement ran into trouble with the police and split apart in
disagreements over the issue of a new sexual morality, the Saint-Simonians’
intricate hierarchical organization was dissolved. Although this was
devastating to the movement, it was liberating for these working-class
women who had not been part of the movement’s hierarchy in any case.
They began to hold their own meetings to discuss doctrinal issues and then
launched a newspaper, which was first titled La Femme libre, but then was
retitled several times—Apostolat des femmes, Femme nouvelle—before
taking the title that I use, the Tribune des femmes. They did not, at first,
consider themselves a breakaway group of dissidents. Their work, they
maintained, was in response to the movement’s ‘call to women’ to speak out
on the question of the relationship between the sexes and they called
themselves ‘apostles’, the name reserved for Saint-Simonians who devoted
themselves to the cause. But in appropriating the men’s emancipatory vision
for their own needs, they transformed it.

A study of these working-class Saint-Simoniennes changes our
understandings about the past of feminism in several significant ways.
First, in tracing the origins of feminism to the organized liberal movements
of the later nineteenth century, as used to be our practice, we had
constructed a history of feminism that appeared to develop in a straight,
evolutionary line, beginning with nineteenth-century movements, theories
and strategies of seemingly narrow scope, and enlarging over time until the
present when the concerns of feminism are seen to involve all aspects of
human existence. But in shifting the focus of the origins of contemporary
feminism to an earlier period, our sense of a linear progression is jarred
and another striking pattern is revealed. The Saint-Simonian feminists of
the 1830s have little in common with the liberal feminists of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but they do bear some remarkable
similarities to contemporary radical feminists. Like their descendants, they
were sexual radicals who analysed the repression of women’s bodies as
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structurally fundamental to a system of social and economic oppression.
And also like their descendants, they chose as a strategy of liberation the
development of a separate women’s cultural movement and, in particular,
a feminine practice of the written word. One of these Saint-Simonian
writers, Claire Démar, called this a ‘parole de femme’ (‘word of woman’),
a term that was resurrected in the 1970s.8 In the first issue of their
newspaper, the Tribune des femmes, it was announced that the journal
would ‘publish articles only by women’. Theirs was likely the first
consciously separatist women’s liberation movement in history.

A second way that knowledge of the Saint-Simonian women changes the
historical narrative of feminism is through their socio-economic class. It is
usually assumed that the origins of feminism lie in middle-class aspirations,
but these Saint-Simonian women were working class, embroiderers and
seamstresses mostly. Their coming to political consciousness was spurred
not simply by the recognition that men’s theorizing failed to explain their
situation as women, but also by the recognition that the middle-class
SaintSimonian leaders—both male and female—had failed them as women
workers. True, Saint-Simonian doctrine had addressed the concerns of
workers as well as the concerns of women, but in the doctrinal view workers
were men only: men’s situation required a ‘science of society’, or class
analysis, and a restructuring of the system of production. The doctrinal view
that men—not women—were workers reflected bourgeois values; in
contrast, the French working class—male and female alike—continued, in
the 1830s and 1840s, to assume that women worked, and were even
identifying women by their work.9 But for the bourgeois Saint-Simonian
leaders, women qua women had no class interest. Women’s concerns were
unified; their liberation required a restructured sexual morality. In the new
world order, women would be empowered morally, raised up from the
damnation of original sin by a theory that we today would call ‘free love’,
but the problem of their dependency on men was not addressed. Men
workers were promised that the productive investment of wealth that would
spur industrial growth would provide them with sufficient work at sufficient
wages to lift them out of poverty; the problem of women’s poverty was
ignored. The abolition of inheritance would provide men workers with the
opportunity to enter the ‘directing classes’; opportunities for women in the
new order were undefined. Thus, working-class Saint-Simonian women
were left in a position of double jeopardy: as women, they were still
dependent on men, and as workers they were disempowered even within the
Saint-Simonian new world order.

Saint-Simonian working-class women who had come together initially to
address the sexual question, as called upon by the Saint-Simonians, soon
recognized that they could not separate this question from what they called
the material question. They turned at this point to the Fourierists for
inspiration, for Fourierists, in the 1830s, linked women’s liberation to
productive work. But these working-class women surpassed both
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Saint-Simonians and Fourierists; they alone linked women’s liberation to
sexual expression, family restructuring and work.10

In bringing attention to these women’s reconfiguring of
SaintSimonianism by integrating their needs and interests as workers into
the doctrine, one need not play down the importance of sexual issues. In fact,
the sexual aspect of the working-class Saint-Simoniennes’ views is rightly
stressed, for it further demonstrates their significance for a rewriting of the
history of feminism. It is usually assumed that when working-class women
joined feminism—which is commonly but wrongly assumed to be much
later than the 1830s—they limited themselves to issues of economic justice
without concerning themselves with issues of sexuality. But the
SaintSimoniennes show us, on the contrary, a class-conscious, working-
class feminism that predates middle-class feminism and that gives sexuality
an integral role in their politics.11 They identified the nuclear, privatized
family as the source of sexual as well as economic oppression, and claimed
the right to create other kinds of personal ties. Sex outside marriage, most
certainly, but also motherhood outside marriage were claimed as
alternatives. They denounced patronyms—‘we must not take men’s names’,
they wrote—and they denounced paternity. Claire Démar even denounced
‘maternity’, by which she meant the institution of motherhood, in Adrienne
Rich’s sense of the term ‘institution’.

Sexuality is perhaps the most compelling aspect of their theorizing and
their practice; one reads their published writings and their private letters on
this subject with intense interest. Significantly, their published writings
suggest a freer, more liberated sexuality than their private writings, which, in
contrast, convey an experience of sexual alienation. And even though they
were more consciously woman-centred than any other feminist group prior
to the 1970s, they do not seem to have considered the possibility of women
loving women. Yet, other French women in this same decade did. Flora
Tristan, for example, who came to know these women in the late 1830s,
writes very explicitly and positively about her erotic attraction to one
particular woman and about erotic relationships between women more
generally in her private letters.12 Their views on sexual morals were
breathtakingly radical as was their recognition that women’s sexual
repression figured in women’s oppression, but the language to express and
probably to experience sexual pleasure was wanting.

In describing the Saint-Simoniennes’ views on women as workers, on
sexuality and on family structure, one underscores yet another way that our
recovery of the working-class Saint-Simoniennes’ history rewrites conventional
histories of feminism: their role in initiating a radically socialist feminism.
This challenges the older view of tracing the origins of socialist feminism to
Engels’ Origins of the Family, Private Property, and the State. Many of the
Saint-Simonian women’s writings, such as Claire Démar’s My Law of the
Future and certain articles in the Tribune des femmes, already—fifty years
earlier than Engels’ treatise—contain the most valuable elements of Engels’
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theory, while remaining free of the elements we now consider outdated. The
feminists of the 1830s analysed the relation between private property
inheritance, the patriarchal nuclear family, and women’s oppression, but without
Engels’ mechanical stages or his dubious anthropology. Moreover, their theory
goes further than Engels’ later version, in that it not only advocates an end to
the nuclear family and to dominance by the father, but also brings into this
interrelated complex of factors women’s sexual repression, analysing its role
in women’s oppression in general.

Moreover, in taking the Saint-Simonians into account, we are forced to
change our understanding of the connection between nineteenth-century
French feminism and religion. Recall that historians such as Barbara Berg,
Ellen DuBois and Nancy Hewitt, who have looked at nineteenth-century
American feminism, especially up to about the immediate post-Civil War
period, and historians of British feminism, such as Jane Rendall, Barbara
Taylor and Sally Alexander, have all granted a significant role to religion in
inspiring feminism.13 But one usually associates French feminism—at least
the feminist movement of the second half of the nineteenth century—with
secularism in general and anti-clericalism in particular. Saint-Simonian
feminists, however, were deeply committed to a politics that was religious.
True, they created a ‘new religion’ that was to challenge traditional Christian
theology and the organized Catholic Church, but they called themselves
‘apostles’ and linked their ideology to theology. Their Saint-Simonian
‘Church’ was to be headed by a couple-pope, they awaited a female messiah,
God was ‘God, the Father and the Mother’. The words in the subtitle of this
chapter, ‘The Word and the Act’, appear frequently in their writings. Of
course, we can read them as ‘their writings and their activities’ or ‘theory
and practice’, but the point is that they intentionally chose words that would
resonate with New Testament rhetoric.

EQUALITY AND ‘RADICAL DIFFERENCE’

Finally, there is the question of equality. What did Saint-Simoniennes
envisage for this, what were their arguments for equality, who was to be
included or excluded? It is a vexing question because their rhetoric extolled
women’s difference from men, and in our writing of feminism’s history, the
rhetoric of ‘difference’ has often been opposed to equality. But again, the
Saint-Simoniennes’ history results in a rewriting of the history of feminism.
The rhetoric of ‘difference’ is unmistakable in their words, not simply
emphasizing and valuing difference but also emphasizing and valuing
essential difference. Throughout Saint-Simonian writings one finds the
recurrent image of the male who represents ‘reflection’ and the female who
represents ‘sentiment’. Women and men were, by nature, different: men
were rational; women were emotional, gentle and poetic. And their
differences were essential, linked in their writings to ‘nature’ or to their
biological potential for maternity. As Désirée Veret, one of these
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Saint-Simoniennes, wrote: ‘What [women] have to say is as different as the
natures of man and woman are different from each other.’14 Or elsewhere:
The banner of women is universal, for are they not all united by the same
bond of motherhood?’15

When I first examined the feminism of this group, I related their
essentialism to the ‘newness’ of feminism at that time and judged the Saint-
Simonians quite conservative. This suited my ‘progressive’ view of a linear
history of feminism (here again I was influenced by Beauvoir’s grand
narrative). But my judgment related as well to our feminist theorizing in the
1960s to 1970s which had determined that our task was to challenge beliefs
that women were innately ‘different’, ‘other’, more ‘moral’ or ‘motherly’
than men. This was the explanation we crafted to explain nineteenth-century
feminists’ failure to complete the revolution of women’s liberation: because
they had rarely challenged the idea of women’s essential difference, women
were still confined to the domestic sphere.

But judging the Saint-Simonians conservative was not very satisfying.
First, their concept of womanhood—however different from manhood was
not a concept of what Barbara Welter called True Womanhood’. They
celebrated women’s maternity, but criticized socially ‘real’ mothers,
especially, one should note, their own. The mother they celebrated was an
idealized mother and, unlike their own, an active mother. And their dualisms
were used to argue the necessity for a public role for women, never for a
separate sphere of activity for them. In the governance of their movement,
for example, Saint-Simonians practised what they preached, establishing co-
directorships of women and men in all their practical enterprises—the health
clinics, cooperative workshops for tailors and seamstresses, and the
communal dining halls.

Moreover, Saint-Simonian women, who were generally young, unmarried
and self-supporting, aspired to improved work opportunities and a different
relationship to their work and employers. They were little interested in—indeed,
never mentioned—a domestic role removed from the wage-earning workforce.
Instead they challenged traditional domestic relationships as well as capitalist
work relationships, proclaiming their right to non-marital sexual relationships
and to have children without marrying. They celebrated women’s moral force,
but never to uphold the repressive bourgeois moral order. Essentialism was instead
used to argue for change. Women’s sexuality, they maintained, is too diverse for
the strict moral codes of men, and since sexuality is essential and therefore
unchangeable, it is men’s moral codes that must be changed. In other words, the
Saint-Simoniennes’ ‘difference’ was different. They were neither individualists
nor accepting of the sexual division of labour.16 They championed equality, but
they also argued that only through the association of differentiated sexes would
women be able to attain full equality. They argued for equality from difference.

Some contextualizing will help us to understand their concept of
difference. In arguing for equality from difference, the Saint-Simonian
women were clearly influenced by Romanticism—especially by
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Romanticism’s valuing of difference above sameness, the particular and the
unique above the uniform or the universal. ‘Feminine’ characteristics were
valued, even idealized, among Romantics. In Saint-Simonianism, feminine
virtues were not simply prized, they were appropriated by the male leaders
to buttress their own power.17 But Saint-Simonian women then used
essentialist arguments to recover the feminine even from those men who
would appropriate female virtues for a new kind of male dominance. They
responded enthusiastically to a theory that promised a recovery of the
feminine for women. In writing of God the Mother and Father (not, it should
be noted, a sexless or even androgynous God, but rather a God who is
composed of two distinct elements), Suzanne Voilquin exclaimed:
 

[Woman] is no longer drawn from a rib of man; she no longer is
confounded with his glory; she descends, like him, directly from her God,
father and mother of all men and all women…. In the future, she will find
her own place; she will have her own life; she will no longer, like in the
past, be merged into an other’s existence.

 
The Saint-Simoniennes responded enthusiastically to a discourse that held
out the promise of empowerment: ‘Woman, discovering her model and guide
in her God, can now develop active virtues; no longer will she be reduced to
a passive role as was the ideal of Christian perfection.’18

The discourse of Saint-Simonian class analysis was also influential.
Borrowing from Romanticism, it too valued the particular over the universal.
Saint-Simonian women, who were immersed in the discourse of class
analysis, not surprisingly came to recognize its applicability to the situation
of women. In their view, women’s interests, like workers’ interests, were
particular rather than universal. Indeed, women’s interests could conflict
with men’s, like workers’ interests conflicted with employers’. It was this
discourse of difference, then, that supported the development of the first
consciously autonomous women’s movement, and the first practical
attempts at consciousness-raising and theory building on the basis of some
distinctive ‘women’s experience’.

RADICAL ‘DIFFERENCE’ AND THE FAMILY

Their theorizing on the family exemplifies the originality of their views. At
this time, in France, views on the family were at the very centre of political
debates—in part, but only in part—because the legislature was debating a
variety of divorce bills. From the monarchist Right (Joseph de Maistre and
Louis Bonald) to the anarchist Left (Charles Fourier), and including any
republican or communitarian in between, everyone had a family reform
politics. At first the working-class Saint-Simonian women applauded the
most radical of the various competing views—those which had been
formulated by Prosper Enfantin. Enfantin’s intention was to redirect the
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family debates and to focus them on love and sexual unions rather than on
economic interest and marital unions. He had come to focus on sexuality in
the course of developing his ‘new religion’. Fundamental to this was a
metaphysical innovation—the denunciation of the traditional Christian
separation of spirit and matter. For Saint-Simon, the ‘rehabilitation’ of the
material world, denigrated by the ‘old’ Christianity, had involved a re-
evaluation of work and workers, and even, as one recent historian puts it, of
‘machines, canals, factories, banks’.19 For Enfantin, however, this new
doctrine also involved a re-evaluation of the physical expression of love and
a rejection of the Christian concept of original sin—changes that the Saint-
Simonians connected in turn to the re-evaluation and ultimately the
emancipation of women.

Saint-Simonians did not reject the traditional view that women are
quintessentially temptresses. But what Enfantin did was to regard this image
of women in a new light—in effect turning it upside down—by elevating
sexual passion to a virtue. In a ‘teaching’ to the Saint-Simonians, Enfantin
set forth a new morality for the new Christianity. The realities of human
affections, he declared, required three different but equally valid moral
codes: 1) that of the so-called constants; 2) that of the ‘mobiles’; 3) the
synthesizing love of a couple-pope, who would combine ‘unity and variety’.
Their special charge was to harmonize all social relations by ‘rekindling the
numbed feelings’ of the constants and moderating the ‘unruly appetites’ of
the mobiles.20

In plain language, it seems that what Enfantin had in mind was simply
monogamous, lifelong marriage for some and divorce and remarriage for
others—hardly a shocking proposition, even in nineteenth-century France.
The radical aspect was in the role he envisaged for the couple-pope. This
couple would form one lifelong union with each other but also experience
variety in their sexual partners. The example of their enduring relationship
would teach constancy to those among the ‘mobiles’ who might otherwise
become dissolute. But they would also teach the joys of sexual pleasure to
the ‘constants’, both by their example and by their willingness to have sexual
relations with these ‘constants’. Moreover, certain ambiguous statements left
unclear whether the so-called synthesizing love would be possible only for
one couple-pope or for an indefinite number of priests and priestesses.

The Saint-Simonian women readily agreed with Enfantin that the
connection between economic interests and marital unions should be
ruptured and that love alone should be the basis for forming personal unions.
And they seemed more than willing to consider the pleasures of the erotic.
But in focussing on their situation as women, they had to deal with
circumstances that mattered little to the men. They alone risked social
ostracism for practising a new morality, for example. The tight community
the Saint-Simonians built could have shielded women from this; but it was
not, unfortunately, long-lasting. By 1833, the maisons de famille had been
closed. Worse, it seems that the Saint-Simonian sexual radicals could not
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even count on the support of other Saint-Simonians. In their private
correspondence, there is much evidence that many felt injured by the
disapproval of their friends and colleagues.21

Their experience as women also made it harder for them to pursue sexual
pleasure as an end in itself. Birth control and ‘family planning’ were
widespread in France, already in the 1830s, but these practices were still
controlled by men. The most common forms of ‘contraception’ were coitus
interruptus or abstinence. Abortion, it is thought, became common only at
the end of the century, and among women of the working class the pessary
was still unknown.22 To lessen the probability that they would become
pregnant, then, they would have to persuade their male partners to accede to
their wishes. Statistics on fertility rates for single and married women
suggest that men were most likely to acquiesce in the use of contraception
within marriage. Single women, like these Saint-Simoniennes, were thus
more likely to have unplanned pregnancies. From their correspondence, it is
clear that they felt disempowered in sexual relationships: many had
experienced coerced sex, and all seemed to assume that sex was inevitably
linked to reproduction.23 In their private correspondence, which is amazingly
frank, I have found only one mention of birth control.

Within their autonomous movement, the Saint-Simoniennes took the
family and sexuality debates in new directions. Pauline Roland proposed
that the family should be based on ‘the mother alone’.24 Reine Guindorf,
following Fourierist views, proposed collectivized households.25 Claire
Démar proposed that women should head households and men raise
children: ‘I truly have faith that the Saint-Simonian Religion will have power
only when these two points are accepted by the Family.’26

And in contrast with the men’s theorizing, the women connected sexual
liberation to their demands for economic (they said ‘material’) autonomy. In
time—certainly by 1848—these same women began to sound less radical in
their ideas about sexuality. It is interesting to follow the trajectory of their
views through nearly two decades of sexual/political practice. Sexual
liberation—at first at the centre of their politics—eventually ceased to be a
priority. The stigma attached to free love for women was too severe, birth
control was still too unreliable, the possibility for women’s sexual pleasure
was still too commonly limited by bodily injury incurred in childbirth or
from venereal disease, and women’s ability to support themselves was still
too fragile to sustain their sexual radicalism.

The exploration of sexuality is but one example of the new directions their
theorizing from difference took them. There are others. For example, the
women, in organizing their own movement, developed a model quite different
from the highly structured and very hierarchical Saint-Simonian movement.
Unlike the religious structure, with popes and a hierarchy, first and second
degrees, a dogma and a doctrine, Saint-Simoniennes worked collectively. Over
and over, they repeated that all views that women held must be valued, and
they practised this tolerance by publishing articles that were highly critical of
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their own statements or of Saint-Simonianism generally. Also, while the Saint-
Simonian Church waited for the female messiah and some Saint-Simonian
men set off to the East (Turkey, then Palestine) to search for her, the women
determined that the female messiah was
 

not one woman; she is all women…. We must take care not to fall into the
trap that has ensnared men and which they lay for us in turn.—NO!—
They will not find the ideal they seek so long as their narrow view does
not expand to see it in all women.27

 
In time, their focus on their difference led to a kind of declaration of independence
from all men’s movements: ‘Women alone shall say what freedom they want….
Men have advised, directed, and dominated us long enough. It is now up to us to
advance along the path of progress without tutelage.’28

CONCLUSION

In coming to appreciate the Saint-Simonians and their discourse of
‘difference’, however, we should not simply turn the traditional historical
narrative of feminism on its head. Gender neutral discourses have also
served liberatory purposes, while arguments from ‘difference’ were adopted
by rather conservative feminists later in the nineteenth century. The gender
neutral discourse has been useful, especially in arguing for the rights of
citizenship. To French Revolutionary feminists in the late eighteenth century
and liberal republican feminists around the world in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, women’s exclusion from new regimes based on
universally applicable laws was untenable once the rule of law replaced that
of an arbitrary ruler, and once reason replaced superstition. But if a gender
neutral discourse was useful in arguing for the rule of law, it was inadequate
for the task of reordering relationships of production between workers and
capitalists, or of reordering the sexual relationship between women and men.
For this, it was necessary to pull apart the components of relationships and
to identify the particularities of class and sex.

Conservative ‘difference’ feminists, in proclaiming an essential unity of
women, often overlooked the differences among women. In arguing for their
kind of ‘couple-centred’ feminism—the bourgeois couple—they were
accepting the sexual division of labour. How unlike the working-class
SaintSimoniennes who, even while proclaiming the unity of women, were
exploring and analysing the differences among women that related to class
and sexual desires.

Feminists have constructed their arguments deploying both kinds of
analysis—that which we call ‘equality’ and that which we call ‘difference’—
to achieve far-reaching goals. The Saint-Simonian experience, however,
suggests the usefulness of a new kind of analysis that challenges the separate
spheres doctrine, the sexual division of labour and even nuclear families. Their
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discourse permits us to imagine a feminism that affirms women’s difference
(whether based on biology, psychic development or social and historical
experience) and women’s autonomy in more subtle and nuanced ways. Indeed,
it permits us to imagine a feminism that more successfully advances women’s
autonomy because it addresses women’s difference. It models a feminism that
recognizes, even values, sexual difference, and allows us to challenge
heterosexism, racism and class inequality as well.
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9 Equality and difference
Utopian feminism in Britain

Ruth Levitas

Contemporary feminist political theory has as a central theme the relationship
between equality and difference. These are seen as contradictory for two
reasons. First, the dominant liberal problematic sees equality as implying
sameness, and therefore as opposed to difference. Second, the practical issues
which are being theorized are those of the implementation of ‘equal
opportunities’ in segmented labour markets where men and women compete
under plainly unequal conditions, so that there is a practical contradiction
between claims for equality and the recognition of the specific needs resulting
from the reality of women’s lives. Feminists seek a basis on which they can
claim treatment which is fair; equality cannot mean sameness where there is a
difference of circumstance (women become pregnant, men do not; women
have responsibility for childcare which men do not have in the same way or to
the same extent). The centrality of ‘difference’ also derives from the influence
of French feminisms, where sexual difference is in various ways seen as the
basis of women’s identity. Difference is also prioritized in order not to impose
the values and concerns of white, western middle-class feminists upon others.
Postmodern theorists see the differences among women as sufficient to
deconstruct the category ‘woman’ altogether. Contemporary British theorists
seek to resolve the perceived tension between equality and difference by
reference to alternative values of justice, fairness and parity.1 In the 1990s,
unlike the 1970s or the 1830s, they rarely challenge the existence of labour
markets and capitalist economies, and less and less attention is given to the
question of domestic labour.

This chapter addresses the relationship between equality and difference in
Utopian feminism in Britain between 1820 and 1840, an issue which Moses
has explored in relation to the Saint-Simoniennes in France in the same period.2

I argue that in Britain, although the meaning of ‘equality’ was wide in scope,
there was an assumption of sexual difference leading to a natural sexual division
of labour. ‘Equality’ and ‘difference’ were not seen as opposed. As Barbara
Taylor has observed, this sometimes led to inconsistencies: women were seen
as having a special moral mission to perform, although the Owenite ‘doctrine
of circumstance’ implied the social construction of character for both men and
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women. Taylor argues that there was an ‘unresolved tension between the desire
to minimise sexual difference and the need to reassert it in women’s favour’,
that this tension was particularly acute in Owenism, and could only be resolved
by a doctrine of circumstance which implied the transformation of both
masculinity and femininity.3 I want to argue that although there was an implied
critique of masculinity, this could not resolve the tension between equality
and difference and that this tension becomes clear because claims to equality
are pushed further in Utopian feminism than elsewhere. However, residual
ideas of difference involved not only a special moral and maternal role for
women, but a sexual division of labour in which women’s exclusion from paid
work was challenged, but men’s freedom from domestic labour was not.
Squaring this particular circle depended on the abolition of domestic work
through associated labour, and the application of technology, the
communalization of childcare and the breaking of the wage relation. Rereading
key Utopian feminist texts in the light of contemporary debates both highlights
the specificity of the early arguments, and underlines the liberal assumptions
of present-day debates.

Because the consideration of the meanings of equality and difference requires
the detailed examination of specific texts, I focus on two main sources, with
occasional reference to related material. The first main source is the Appeal of
One Half the Human Race, Women, against the Pretensions of the Other Half,
Men, to Retain them in Political and thence in Civil and Domestic Slavery
(hereafter the Appeal). The Appeal has been described as ‘the most important
book in the history of the struggle for women’s rights to appear between Mary
Wollstonecraft’s Rights of Women, published in 1792, and John Stuart Mill’s
The Subjection of Women, published in 1869’.4 It appeared under the name of
William Thompson in 1825 but is known to be the joint work of Thompson
and Anna Wheeler. Thompson (1775–1833) was an Irish landowner whose
estate had been reformed after his inheritance in 1814 on principles similar to
those of Robert Owen at New Lanark. While Thompson became the principal
economist of Owenism, publishing several books, he was also influenced by
the Saint-Simonians.5 Wheeler (1785–1848) was also born into the Irish gentry,
and married at fifteen or sixteen to a dissolute teenager whom she left twelve
years later, having had six children of whom only two survived. She was active
in radical circles in England, Ireland and France from 1812 until the mid-
1830s; this included involvement with Saint-Simonians in Caen as early as
1818, and connections with Fourier and with Flora Tristan, as well as activity
in the Owenite movement in Britain.6

The second source is The Pioneer which was published from 1833–4,
the first British journal to have a separate woman’s page, which Taylor
describes as the ‘single most important platform for working-class
feminist ideas’ in Britain in the 1830s, and which was also the main
Owenite journal promoting the Grand National Consolidated Trade Union
(GNCTU).7 As with the Appeal, there are questions about authorship.
While The Pioneer contains a range of contributions from women,
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including some identifiable pieces from Frances Morrison writing as
‘Bondswoman’, it is impossible to assess the extent of her role in the
unattributed articles in the woman’s pages, or of her influence on some of
James Morrison’s editorials. If Thompson and Wheeler were
unequivocally members of the Irish gentry, the Morrisons were English
and working class. Frances (1807–98) was the ‘illegitimate daughter of a
Surrey land girl’, who fell in love at fifteen, more propitiously than Anna
Wheeler, when she met James (1802–35), a Birmingham house-painter
tramping for work.8 Prior to editing The Pioneer, James Morrison was
active in the Operative Builders Union. After his death (from a fall) in
1835, Frances became an Owenite missionary, and later a schoolteacher.9

UTOPIAN FEMINISM AND UTOPIAN SOCIALISM

Utopian feminism was part of the wider phenomenon of Utopian socialism,
the generic term used for the ideas of Saint-Simon, Fourier and Owen, and
the movements following them.10 The designation ‘utopian’ was not
selfascribed, but imposed by Marx and Engels in 1848, on the grounds that
they all espoused voluntaristic rather than materialist models of social
change; the Utopian socialists did not regard themselves as Utopians, since
the term was understood by all to imply ‘unrealistic’, and all regarded
themselves as scientists. Moreover, they were not a group, but individuals
who disagreed on important issues.11 But provided that we clearly
understand that ‘utopian’ is used to imply not impracticality, but an
orientation to radical social transformation, it is useful to retain the term
utopian feminism. The alternative, where Britain is concerned, is to use the
term ‘Owenite feminism’, following Taylor’s transformation of previous
readings of Owenism by demonstrating the extensive participation of
women. While in Britain Owenism was without doubt the most influential
force in general terms, where feminism is concerned the three strands of
Owenism, Fourierism and Saint-Simonianism are inextricably interwoven.
The influence of Fourier is generally underestimated, as is that of the Saint-
Simonian movement, and Anna Wheeler herself was an important link
between French and British socialism and feminism. Thus the term ‘Owenite
feminism’ is both too restrictive and misleading.

An attack on bourgeois marriage as tantamount to legal prostitution was
an element common to all the Utopian socialists, as was the pursuit of
harmony, community and association. Both Owen and Fourier proposed the
collective care of children and the socialization of domestic labour; they
regarded single-family households as irrational and wasteful. In Owen’s
case, this was linked to his belief that character was formed by circumstance,
since education was too important to be left to the vagaries of parents. In
Fourier’s case, it resulted from the quite contrary belief in the fixity of
individual personality, determined by an innate mix of the twelve
fundamental passions. Fourier believed harmony would be achieved not
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through rationality, but through the proper mix of personalities and the
resultant forces of ‘passionate attraction’. Varied and attractive work was a
central element in this—and unattractive work was to be carried out by
children, the ‘Little Hordes’, two-thirds male, who had a natural affinity for
dirt. Fourier’s scheme was less economically egalitarian than Owen’s. It was
also more sexually radical. Unlike Owen, Fourier rejected heterosexual
monogamy altogether; he was opposed to sexual repression for either men or
women, believed sexual variety to be necessary to happiness, and argued
that all sexual tastes could be met consensually in a community where the
right mix of human types prevailed. Although their challenge to the position
of women was extensive and radical, neither Fourier nor Owen clearly
rejected the sexual division of labour in relation to the care of very young
children, or in relation to domestic labour. Although these were to be
socialized, liberating some women for other kinds of work, they remained
women’s province: it was never suggested that adult men should take
responsibility for domestic labour.

How far Utopian feminism derived from the views of Owen and Fourier,
and how far it was a formative element in their construction, is an open
question. The issue of women’s legal, civil and economic subordination
through marriage was central. Yet because of the close connection between
feminism and socialism, the meaning given to the term ‘equality’ was broad:
it went beyond claims for equal opportunities, and political, legal, moral and
educational equality to insist on the importance of economic equality. In the
following section, we examine some of the facets of equality claimed in the
texts under scrutiny.

POLITICAL EQUALITY

The Appeal takes the form of a reply to James Mill’s Article on Government
(1820) in which he claimed in a virtual aside that women could be denied
political representation ‘without inconvenience’ because their interests were
subsumed under those of their husbands and fathers. The Appeal
systematically takes this claim apart. The central point in Thompson and
Wheeler’s reply to Mill is that women should have equality of political
representation, since their interests are not adequately—if at all—
represented by those of their husbands and fathers (even if they have them).
Indeed, women need political rights precisely to protect themselves from
abuse by those Mill deems to represent their interests:
 

all women, and particularly women living with men in marriage and
unavoidably controlled by their superior strength, having been reduced,
by the want of political rights, to a state of helplessness, slavery, and of
consequent unequal enjoyments, pains and privations, they are more in
need of political rights than any other portion of human beings, to gain
some chance of emerging from this state.12  
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Paradoxically, although the question of political equality necessarily
dominates this text, and is argued to be essential, this is not because political
equality is consistently prioritized as the most fundamental issue in the
Appeal; in the end, as we shall see, economic equality is most important.

Taylor argues that Owenite feminists generally supported female suffrage.
However, when we turn to the columns of The Pioneer, we find that political
equality does not, in fact, figure prominently. This reflects the ambiguous
relationship between Owenism and Chartism. Many Owenites supported the
Charter, but Owenism implied the limited relevance of representation within a
system fundamentally flawed and corrupt. James Morrison argued both that
‘productive labour must, indispensably, take its seat in the senate’, and that there
was a danger of being ‘mocked…with the mere shadow of enfranchisement’.13

Socialists should not stop demanding the franchise, but this must be secondary to
changing wages to a fair share of profits: ‘wages is a term of purchase; it means the
piecemeal purchase of your blood, and bones, and brains, at weekly payment; it is
the present name for Saturday’s market price of man, woman and child!’.14 Thus,
while political equality might be claimed, it was not always the central priority.

MARRIAGE

The Appeal starts from the utilitarian claim that women have an equal right
to happiness, to the ‘command of enjoyments’, a right which they are unable
to exercise.15 The central obstacle is marriage, in which
 

for the mere faculty of eating, breathing and living, in whatever degree of
comfort husbands may think fit, women are reduced to domestic slavery,
without will of their own, or power of locomotion, otherwise than as
permitted by their respective masters.16

 
With at least as much vehemence as Owen or Fourier, Thompson and Wheeler
attack marriage for the legal constraints it imposes upon women and the
indefensible powers conferred in law and in practice upon men (including
violence against women). The role of public opinion, of ideology, is important
too, in conferring actual power beyond what is legally given, especially on
fathers over unmarried daughters. But marriage is the main problem:
 

Woman is…compelled, in marriage, by the possession of superior strength
on the part of men, by the want of knowledge, skill and wealth, by the
positive, cruel, partial, and cowardly enactments of law, by the terrors of
superstition, by the mockery of a pretended vow of obedience, and…by the
force of an unrelenting, unreasoning, unfeeling, public opinion, to be the
literal unequivocal slave of the man who may be styled her husband.17

 
At the core of feminist arguments was the necessity to abolish the inequality of the
marriage code. This was the central issue for Utopian feminists, and the subject of
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many of their lectures, which drew audiences of hundreds of women throughout
the country. Marriage was clearly seen as a market in which women were bought
and sold. (James) Morrison, in an editorial addressed to employers who sacked
workers for union membership, rails at them that ‘your daughters…are…bought
and sold for money; contracted for like bales of cloth; the deed or instrument a
marriage ceremony, which feeds respectability with legal prostitutes’.18 The
woman’s page says ‘Woman is made a hireling;…she finds a purchaser. She is
sent to market like a calf, and appropriated by the highest bidder. She is not equal
to her wooer, either in political or pecuniary influence’.19

The attack on marriage was an attack on the legal disabilities of married
women, on the immorality of marriages contracted or sustained for economic
reasons—as being effective prostitution—and indeed on an economic situation
which drove large numbers of women into actual prostitution; it was not an
attack on heterosexual monogamy. Margaret Reynolds defended Owen’s views
on marriage in the pages of the New Moral World: ‘Mr Owen’s system, by its
certainty of producing abundant wealth and equal distribution, does away with
all restraint upon marriage from pecuniary considerations, and does away with
all temptation to form marriages from any other motive than affection.’ She
reiterates his claim that in a rational society, divorce would be rare, since only
a few people would fail to make a good initial choice of partner. The general
system of education advocated by Owen (which Reynolds claims includes sex
education) will reduce promiscuity, especially among the young, by leading
them ‘to perceive the evils of premature indulgence’. An editorial note adds:
 

It is important to note that Mr Owen will not have his system of marriage
and divorce acted upon under the existing state of things; for he maintains
that beings must be much better educated than they now are, before all
those principles which should lead to virtuous marriages can be excited.20

 
Frances Morrison herself endorsed these views in a lecture in 1838.21 Some
Owenites ignored this advice, and implemented their own ‘marriage’
ceremonies, just as they introduced alternatives to christening. Others went
further, and advocated complete sexual freedom. But, as Anna Wheeler
observed in 1833, whatever the theoretical arguments, the practical
consequences of flouting convention and acting on the principle of free love
could be severe: ‘the individuals who attempt to brave the public scorn, or to
force it to reverse its decrees, only engage in a struggle which will finally
end in the destruction of their happiness, and the injury of their cause’.22

SEXUALITY

The Appeal is quite clear that ‘equality’ includes women’s equal right to
sexual pleasure. Even Owen, though he was more puritanical than Fourier or
the Saint-Simonians, argued that celibacy was a crime against human nature,
and that all human nature was basically good. He contrasted the ‘false
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chastity’ of marriage with the ‘real chastity’ which would result when
sexuality could be freely expressed within relationships based on genuine
affection. The Appeal complains that the pleasures of the senses, primary
among which are those of food and sex (pure Fourier, this), are generally
deemed immoral in women; this is particularly true of sexual pleasure. The
repression of women’s sexual desire is repeatedly noted.23 It is not just that
no one will publicly admit women’s sexual desire; the way in which male
sexuality is socially constructed often forbids women to express sexual
pleasure, as well as making it unlikely that they will actually experience it:
 

The great bulk of men, however, from the wretched training in which they
have been brought up, necessarily pursue mere individual selfish gratification
on the very bosom of love, their sexual feelings having nothing of sympathy
in them. Nay, some are brutal enough to associate—and to the point of
morals too!—antipathy towards their companions who presume to share
unreservedly and affectionately in their enjoyments: passive endurance being
in their minds the perfection of conduct in their slaves.24

 
The argument for equality therefore includes the ‘perspective of intelligence,
beneficence, and happiness which would result equally to both sexes from
the banishment of sexual morals, sexual laws’.25

EDUCATION

If political, legal and sexual equality figure prominently in the claims of the
Appeal, so too does educational equality. The importance of this is two-fold.
First, education and knowledge are seen as important in their own right, as
aspects of fully human development, currently denied to women: ‘From no
class of human pleasures are women in general and wives in particular more
systematically excluded.’26 This leads men to an unwarranted contempt for
women’s intellectual capacities, and denies women happiness resulting from
respect. Second, withholding education also withholds from women the
possibility of economic independence.27 Equality therefore includes the
‘establishment of equal education between women and men’.28

Education is a key theme in the columns of The Pioneer as well. Here,
however, the arguments focus predominantly on the moral role of women as
mothers—especially as mothers of sons; daughters are less visible. Frances
Morrison writes:
 

No wonder at the present state of affairs, when the mothers of the most able,
most useful of England’s sons, have been denied the acquisition of truth of
every kind. The mother is the first to sow the seed of instruction in the youthful
mind; and if the seed is bad, what can we expect from the fruits?29

 
Similar arguments can be found elsewhere in the journal: the problem is the
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lack of education of those who are ‘the wives, the helpmates, the
companions of the men of today’ and ‘the mothers, the nurses and the first
instructors of those who will be the men of tomorrow’, ‘the mothers and
nurses of the next race of artisans and labourers’.30 The importance of the
education of women is here tied to their role as wives and mothers.

EQUAL PAY

The Appeal asserts a need for economic independence for women; part of
the case for equal access to education is that only if this is available can
women be free from the necessity of marrying for economic reasons. The
arguments for economic equality, however, move quite quickly on to the role
of associated labour (see below pp. 161–3) in ensuring this. The principle of
equal pay for equal work could be seen to be implicit in the Appeal; but
equal pay receives more extended treatment in The Pioneer.

The views expressed in The Pioneer cannot be assimilated to a single
argument of the coherence of that put forward in the Appeal. Moreover, they
are responses to specific political struggles. Two issues which dominate columns
of The Pioneer are the Derby Lock-out and the arrest and transportation of the
Tolpuddle Martyrs. Both of these major events in trade union history gave rise
to national attempts to raise money, comparable to the 1984/5 miners’ strike.
The second set of subscriptions was for the defence of the convicted men and
the support of their families. The first was more centrally aligned with Owenite
objectives, being for the purchase of machinery to put the Derby textile workers
back to work on a cooperative basis as well as for the relief of hardship. One
of the interesting aspects of the coverage of the Derby Lock-out is the vacillation
between recognizing women and children as workers in their own right and
assuming that they are dependants of male workers.

A third issue reported and debated in The Pioneer was the exclusion of
women from tailoring by unionized male workers,31 and it is here that the
issue of equal pay surfaces. What is striking is the clarity with which Frances
Morrison, who refers to women as ‘our class’, sees that women’s work is
paid badly, irrespective of its skill, because it is done by women:
 

In manufacturing towns, look at the value that is set on woman’s labour,
whether it be skilful, whether it be laborious, so that woman can do it. The
contemptible expression is, it is made by woman, and therefore cheap?
Why, I ask, should woman’s labour be thus undervalued?32

 
James (or Frances?) Morrison sees the low price put upon women’s labour
as something imposed by patriarchal power and sustained by ideological
means. He cites the argument put forward by male tailors that
 

The women have always been worse paid for their labour than the men;
and, by long habit and patient acquiescence, they have been taught to
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regard this inequality as justice. They are, therefore, content with merely
a portion of man’s wages, even where their work is equally valuable.

 
But Morrison contends that ‘the low wages of woman are not…the voluntary
price she sets upon her labour, [but] the price which is fixed by the tyrannical
influence of male supremacy’.33 Moreover, it is a tyranny by male trade unionists,
who rail against the unjust authority of employers over them, but are keen to
preserve their own privileges over women in the labour market.34 This propensity
of men to defend their own privilege is not confined to their labour-market position.
The arguments for equal value even hint at the value of unpaid domestic labour:
 

A woman’s wage is not reckoned at an average more than two-thirds of a
male…(and wives have no wages at all). Yet, is not the produce of female
labour as useful?… The industrious female is consequently well entitled
to the same amount of remuneration as the industrious male.35

 
This last assertion, however, occurs in the context of an argument about sexual
difference, a recurrent theme, and one which is to be found also in the Appeal.

SEXUAL DIFFERENCE

What are the natural differences which render insufficient all the forms of
equality outlined above? According to the Appeal, they are first, the superior
strength of men, which in itself gives them an advantage in the competition
for wealth; and second, the fact that childbirth means that women’s exertions
in paid labour are necessarily interrupted. In a competitive system, the result
of these differences is that women will necessarily be economically worse
off than men: ‘[t]wo circumstances—permanent inferiority of strength, and
occasional loss of time in gestation and rearing infants—must eternally
render the average exertions of women in the race of the competition for
wealth less successful than those of men’.36

The central thesis of the Appeal is that women’s interests cannot be
assimilated with those of men, either individually or collectively. The
authors claim that not only difference, but hostility to difference are natural.
Dissimilarity leads to antipathy, similarity to sympathy. Sexual difference
therefore produces antipathy between the sexes, which is only partly
overcome by heterosexual attraction:
 

Were no source of pleasure connected with the difference of organization
of men and women, it is very probable that the antipathies between them
would have been such that they would either have formed different
communities, or that the weaker would have been condemned exclusively
to the occupations of the greatest drudgery and toil…. The general effect
of difference of organization is to decrease the sympathy and render more
unfeeling and capricious the control [of men over women]; the alleviation
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from sexual sympathy being, particularly in the forced state of marriage,
partial and trifling in the extreme.37

 
The Pioneer also asserts a difference of interests between men and women. It is
not wholly clear whether this is seen primarily as a social construct, or whether
it is the outcome of natural difference, but the actual situation is one of conflict.
The interests of men and women are opposed, collectively if not individually:
 

There is a strife to come between man and woman, the one has rights to
claim, the other concessions to make…. The individual is very different
from the sex collectively. The individual is a lover; the sexes collectively
are not lovers; they are merely political parties, who eye one another with
jealousy, and whenever an opportunity is afforded of a fair encounter,
they will separate from each other like master and slave, the one to insist
on her rights to equality, the other to insist upon her obligation to obey.38

 
This argument continues with the claim, paralleling that in the Appeal, that
it is only heterosexual attraction which prevents men from treating women
even more badly.

In the Appeal, other consequences are argued to follow from reproductive
difference, particularly an inclination for women to have a narrower outlook
than men:
 

[f]rom the physical organisation of women, as regards the bearing and
rearing of children, (suppose that even the rearing terminated with
weaning or at a year old) they must on average be more engaged in and
more inclined to affairs of domesticity than men.39

 
They are thus inclined to attach too much importance to domestic and selfish
as opposed to social concerns. Two points are important here. First, like most
writers who presume a natural sexual division of labour following from
reproductive difference, the authors here run together childbirth and
childcare. This elision is however not as extreme as is commonly the case: it
is suggested that children (described, in Fourier’s terms, as a ‘neutral’ sex)
brought up collectively might be supervised by either men or women, and
that boys and girls should be educated together and identically, from a very
early age. Second, there is a general belittling of the personal and domestic
concerns of women, coincident with a continuing socialist tradition which
defines domestic labour as petty, unskilled and trivial, women’s concern
with personal relationships and the ‘emotional work’ they perform in society
as narrow, and their conversation as gossip. But the Appeal argues that since,
from the ‘casualties of gestation’, women are more stationary and confined
than men, and ‘more inclined to mere local and personal sympathies’, it is
particularly important that society should be so ordered as to lead them away
from these concerns into wider ones. Women’s minds must be led away from
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‘an eternal association with mere childhood and childish toys, from isolation
and stupidity, to high intercourse with minds of men equally cultivated and
beneficent with their own’.40

This is not simply a deficit model of woman, since there is also a critique
of masculinity. Equality with ‘such creatures as men now are’ is not an
acceptable goal. Men currently expect to be regarded as superior on the basis
of ‘the strength of their arm and the lordly faculty of producing beards
attached by nature to their chins’. They seek from women only ‘the pleasures
of mere animal appetite [and] the pleasures of commanding’; these are ‘the
only pleasures which their education and the hypocritical system of morals
with which they have been necessarily imbued, permit them to expect’.41 The
argument does rely heavily on a social constructionist view of gender
difference: ‘all [women’s] present peculiarities and defects, like those of
men, are the mere result of the vicious circumstances surrounding and acting
on them’.42 The Appeal equivocates about the extent to which observable
differences are biologically determined, while arguing that women are
thereby more, not less, fit to govern than men.43 Nevertheless, the
assumption remains that reproductive difference and men’s greater strength
have profound consequences for the possibility of social equality.

A much stronger argument about ‘separate spheres’ is identifiable in The
Pioneer—partly because it is later, partly perhaps because it is more closely
tied to the reality of working women’s lives, and also because claims are
sometimes made for the political necessity of a separate space in which
women can organize. Again, the key issues are women’s reproductive role
and men’s greater strength: ‘Man has his particular sphere and so ought
women’; but man has filched more from woman as a result of superior
physical strength.44 ‘Gertrude’ writes that ‘[o]ur talents and duties are very
properly to be exercised in making domestic life easy and comfortable…
while man, from his stronger frame, can better buffer the stormy world
without’; although she goes on to say that ‘there are neutral grounds… there
is no sex in the mind, or in conversation, instruction, advice and other
operations of the intellect’.45

Despite reiteration of the doctrine of circumstance in general, and many
specific claims about the effects of so-called civilized society on the
characters of men and women, the pages of the journals of the 1830s reveal
an extensive belief in natural sexual difference, and women’s special role
particularly their maternal role, and their moral influence on the young, and
upon men. The need for women to exert their influence is sharply expressed:
 

[W]omen have the principal guidance in the common affairs of life….
The reform of…abuses must begin with the women themselves; they
ought to train their little male brats to think properly of their mothers, and
sisters, and aunts, and the whole of their feminine acquaintance, and to
instruct the little Pollys and Sallys at the same time not to be quite so
afraid of masters Jacky and Tommy.46  
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Although The Pioneer supported the political organization of women, even the
woman’s page argues that they are to consult about ‘their own affairs’: ‘let them
make rules and regulations for managing domestic matters, morals, &c., or any
other matters which particularly interest them as women’..47 Indeed, they are
exhorted to ‘make a legislation for yourselves, a woman’s law—a law for mind
and morals, which shall put the body law to shame, and claim the supremacy of
mind over matter’.48 The proper sphere of influence of married women is limited:
 

We do not advise politics or trade to matrons. If they are not traders, why
should they interfere with trade? Neither do we advise them to go and
spout at meetings, or make themselves public in any way. We only advise
them to associate with each other, and communicate with each other upon
subjects connected with woman alone.49

 
Mind you, if association with others is likely to produce such ill effects in
women as ‘becoming gossips, gadders, busy bodies, spouters’, men had
better be careful; for ‘if union is to produce such a corrupting effect, then, for
heaven’s sake let men beware of it; for man and woman are one nature, and
are refined or corrupted by the same means’.50

As Taylor has commented, there was a tendency for the ‘good’ aspects of
women’s characters to be deemed ‘natural’, and the ‘bad’ the result of
circumstances. Thus Frances Morrison also argues that education will remove
the grounds for complaining of women’s narrowness and tendency to gossip:
 

Then will we cast the foul aspersions that have been heaped on our sex
into oblivion. The itch for scandal, tattling and other vices, which we are
said to possess, placed in the scale of truth, with affection, sincerity,
perseverance, ingenuity, and many other virtues; these, properly
cultivated, will ever outweigh the vices that have been forced into our
naturally noble minds.51

 
But in both the Appeal and The Pioneer, there is an assumption of natural
difference. It is a difference far less than that produced by the present
inequality of circumstance, but it is nonetheless one which means that
women cannot compete on equal terms with men. There is indeed a tension
here between equality and difference.

SQUARING THE CIRCLE: ASSOCIATED LABOUR

We have seen that alongside assertions of natural difference, there are
claims for legal, civil, sexual and educational equality, together with
claims for political equality, and equal pay for women in employment, to
be found in the writings of Utopian feminism. So far, the claims for
equality outlined largely correspond to liberal feminist agenda for equal
rights and equal opportunities. But both the Appeal and The Pioneer go
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further. They are able to reconcile commitment to equality and belief in
difference—but only by a rejection of capitalism and the assertion of the
merits of associated labour.

In general, there is more emphasis on women’s domestic role in the
journals than in the Appeal, both descriptively and prescriptively. The
descriptions refer to the impossibility of carrying out the role ‘properly’ as
a result of overcrowding, poverty, lack of education, and the necessity to
deal simultaneously with the incompatible demands of housework and
children. Cooperation is extolled as a solution to this: children should be sent
to infant schools; communal laundries should be set up. Such strategies
would transform the lives of women even without the establishing of a
society based on associated labour. Difference implies separate spheres, but
associated labour will reduce the burden of work for women, as well as
ensure the economic security of all. The general argument for associated
labour is central to the agenda of The Pioneer. Women are to achieve a fair
reward for their labour ‘by the very same means by which the men will
prevent the tyranny of the master’.52

The central importance of associated labour, and the inadequacies of
equal opportunities agenda, are set out with blistering clarity in the Appeal.
This text departs from a liberal argument in insisting that equal opportunities
cannot result in equality of enjoyment between women and men as long as
there is economic inequality and competition. Under such a system, women
will, as a result of natural difference, always be disadvantaged.
Consequently, the commitment to equal enjoyment and equal happiness
leads in the end to an insistence on breaking the wage relation. No
reconciliation between equal opportunities and natural difference is possible
under a capitalist system.

Only under ‘associated labour’ can the inequalities resulting from natural
difference be overcome: ‘this scheme of social arrangements is the only one
which will complete and for ever insure the perfect equality and entire
reciprocity of happiness between women and men’.53 Women’s lesser
strength and time lost through childbirth are no longer an issue in the
acquisition of wealth; ‘all possessions and means of enjoyment being the
equal property of all—individual property and competition for ever excluded
women are not asked to labor as much in point of muscle with men’.54

Children will be supported by the whole community, so mothers will not be
dependent on individual men for the support of their children: ‘the whole
Association educate and provide for the children of all: the children are
independent of the exertions or the bounty of any individual parent’.55

Economic equality will make it impossible for men to tyrannize over women
in any way, and will eliminate the double standard of sexual morality—
although the Appeal is less emphatic than Owen that this will result in
‘natural chastity’. The basis of men’s power over women, which is
ultimately economic, must be abolished, since ‘it is not in human
nature…bstain on all occasions from the abuse of…power’, and it is
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impossible for there to be a real equality where one has power to constrain,
and the other is economically dependent.56

This early utopian feminist argument, however, does not, like some later
socialist ones, suggest that come the revolution everything will be allright,
and in the meantime women should simply support the cause. Utopian
socialism was not a revolutionary movement but a gradualist one, dedicated
to constructing an alternative economy alongside the existing capitalist one
in the belief that the superiority of socialism would be self-evident, and
capitalism would crumble. The reader is exhorted to support equal rights,
while not being deluded into thinking that this is an adequate solution:
 

[Y]ou should everywhere advocate, first, that partial equality which is
that all equal laws, political and civil, equal morals, and an equal system
of education can give you under the scheme of isolated individual, or
family, exertion, now prevalent, and…you should also advocate, with an
energy not inferior, the new social system…. The scheme of Association
or mutual Co-operation, where all useful talents and efforts for the
common good will be equally appreciated and rewarded, is the true haven
for happiness of both sexes, particularly of women.57

 
Equal rights are not simply a trivial issue: even within the competitive
system, they would transform the situation of women beyond all recognition:
 

Though nothing short of ‘voluntary association,’ or the ‘mutual cooperation
of industry and talents in large numbers,’ would entirely heal the flagrant
evils of our present artificial social system, and particularly the desolating
injustice practised on women; yet would the mere removal of restraints, of
exclusions and unequal laws, so improve their situation and the general
aspect of human intercourse, that they would be no longer recognised for
the same. There are two great advances in the progress of human
improvement, the one positive, the other negative: the negative consisting
in the removal of restraints; the positive in the voluntary establishment of
co-operative associations.58

CONCLUSION

It is clear that the meaning of equality for utopian feminists in Britain
between 1820 and 1840 was wide-ranging, incorporating political, legal,
educational and sexual equality, as well as demands for equal pay. This was
not seen as contradicting a belief in natural difference, which towards the
end of the twenty-year period, underpinned an increasing emphasis on
‘separate spheres’. Economic equality was essential to the Owenite
argument, yet seen as an impossibility under a capitalist system because
natural difference implied a maternal and domestic role for women. This
tension was resolved in two ways. First, by arguing that the extent to which
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women need be confined to such roles was limited, since childcare could be
collectivized, and domestic labour minimized by socialization and
mechanization, and/or by making the young of both sexes do it59—anything,
in fact, except expecting adult men to do it! Second, by arguing that since
women would otherwise still be at a disadvantage, the wage relation must be
abolished. Sexual equality and capitalism were incompatible. The Appeal is
a particularly useful text both because the different aspects of equality are so
explicitly dealt with, and because the overall argument is so coherent and
complete. A view of difference which incorporates a natural sexual division
of labour in which domestic labour falls to women is set alongside a
commitment to equality. The relationship between equality and difference,
and the resolution of the tension between them through breaking the wage
relation under associated labour, is particularly clear.

A return to these arguments is, I think, salutary for contemporary
feminists who struggle with the tension between equality and difference, and
with the question of how far equal opportunities may be a route to equality,
almost entirely from within a liberal, individualist framework. Because these
arguments now rarely confront the questions of the fundamental nature of
capitalism or the possibility of alternatives to it, they lack the clarity of
vision which Thompson and Wheeler certainly had about the limits of equal
opportunity agendas. Moreover, the limits of the utopian feminist analyses,
in insisting on a version of natural difference which exempts men from
domestic labour, might remind us that the question of the sexual division of
domestic labour, so central to feminist thought in the 1970s and so marginal
now, also needs to remain a priority. Above all, contemporary feminists
should take very seriously indeed the argument that equality between men
and women, and a decent society for women, children and men, depends
upon the elimination of the wage relation and thus upon the elimination of
capitalism.

The relevance of these utopian feminist arguments to contemporary
debates about equality and difference, and the relationship between equality
and equal opportunities, is easily apparent. Yet to make that connection
raises theoretical and methodological questions. In asking ‘what did equality
mean then?’ we always implicitly ask ‘and how, if at all, does that differ
from what it means now?’. Like all histories, that of feminism is necessarily
an account generated by the interplay of the questions of one generation and
the concerns of another; the continuities arise from the extent to which these
questions and theories do in reality overlap. Some continuities can be
demonstrated. We know, for example, that Anna Wheeler had read Mary
Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Women.60 The Appeal has
disappeared and reappeared more than once, in successive phases of
feminism: it was reprinted in serial form in Woman’s Signal in 1898/9,61 and
in full in 1983 (on both occasions under the sole authorship of William
Thompson) and in 1994, attributed formally for the first time to both authors.
Fourier, whose visibility in this text has been obscured by its attribution to
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the Owenite Thompson, was a major influence on a continuing tradition of
materialist feminism in the United States, a tradition synthesized by
Charlotte Perkins Gilman and fed back by her into Fabianism and the British
cooperative movement.62

But the question of causality is an awkward one. Do we have a developing
tradition of feminist thought, building (despite the interruptions of lost
sources) on those who have gone before? A materialist analysis of feminism
would stress less the evolution of a complex of ideas, and place more
emphasis on a recurrent set of responses to recurrent conditions—raising the
question of what specific social conditions govern the changing expressions
of women protesting against patriarchy. And poststructuralist suspicion of
grand narratives would reject both approaches, arguing that there are only
accounts generated from the different standpoints of different historians.
These three perspectives all reveal and obscure important facets of the
complex processes whereby feminism is continually recreated as an active
political force; and part of that recreation involves the construction and
reconstruction of a feminist tradition.
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10 Liberalism and feminism in late
nineteenth-century Britain

Tjitske Akkerman

The tendency to regard liberalism and socialism as conflicting ideological
traditions has sometimes distorted our perception of the history of feminism.
The rise of working-class women’s organizations at the end of the nineteenth
century has thus been regarded as a development which divided and
weakened feminism. Ideological confrontations between liberal
individualism and socialist collectivism in particular were held responsible
for its eventual decline.1

However, in this respect the history of feminism has varied according to
national contexts. While class divisions were sharp in Germany, for instance,
this was certainly not the case all over Europe.2 At the other end of the spectrum
was England, where liberal feminism appeared to be particularly flexible and
where coalitions between the two strands of feminism proved relatively
successful. In England there was no clear ideological cleavage between liberal
individualism and socialist collectivism. Such a view, underestimates the
collectivizing tendency in early and mid-Victorian liberalism, as well as the
survival of various types of individualism into the twentieth century.3

We should also reconsider the thesis that feminism was weakened by the
shift to socialism. This argument may be plausible for the period after 1918,
when party politics and parliamentary representation became more
important for feminists, while at the same time the Liberal Party and the
Labour Party went their separate ways. Whereas the Liberals turned away
from social reform, Labour stressed its autonomy. This certainly heightened
tensions within feminism between gender and class loyalties, but it remains
to be seen whether this was also true for the period up to World War I.

This examination of the development of liberal feminist thought and
policy in England, when faced with these new challenges, will focus on
certain major thinkers and leading liberal feminists. First, I would like to
sketch the position of the mid-Victorian liberal feminists John Stuart Mill
and Millicent Garrett Fawcett. I will then go on to set the liberal and
individualist outlook of Mill and Fawcett against the way in which
T.H.Green and Helen Bosanquet took a stand in the evolving debate in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century between individualists and
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collectivists. And finally I will turn to the youngest generation of liberals,
who called themselves liberal socialists, concentrating particularly on the
ideas of one of these New Liberals, Leonard T.Hobhouse.

MORAL REFORM AND VICTORIAN LIBERALISM

Millicent Garrett Fawcett was the last of the Victorian feminists to remain
active after World War I. A pragmatic leader of the suffragists, she was apt to
change her strategies. In 1912, for instance, she decided to ally with the Labour
Party, but did not fundamentally modify her liberal principles, which had been
formed in the mid-Victorian era.4 Throughout her life she firmly believed in
free trade—a conviction which had made her decide to break with the Liberal
Unionists when Joseph Chamberlain changed his policy in 1903. She also
remained opposed to protective labour legislation for women throughout her
life. When the debate about family allowances entered the public arena in the
1920s, Millicent Fawcett belonged to the minority who spoke against it. As an
enduring advocate of laissez-faire economics she had opposed family
allowances since first encountering suggestions for ‘subsidizing motherhood’.
To her this constituted a ‘Socialist nightmare of abolishing the ordinary
responsibilities of marriage and substituting them with State salaries for
mothers’.5 Throughout her long career as a leading feminist Millicent Fawcett
remained committed to the principles of mid-Victorian individualist liberalism.

But it is this individualism that needs to be examined if we are to
understand some of her ideas and activities which at first sight did not fit in
with liberal individualism. Barbara Caine, for instance, has argued that
Fawcett’s involvement with moral reform was at odds with the general
liberal framework of her thought.6 Millicent Fawcett’s liberalism did,
however, contain a consistent commitment to moral reform. Her arguments
against state intervention were not so much based on a merely negative
concept of liberty, but on an ideal of individual and public morality. The end
of liberty in her view was the development of character, a development to be
directed at learning to master one’s desires. In this respect, the mid-Victorian
liberalism of Fawcett, which was to some extent inspired by John Stuart
Mill, stressed ethical rather than economic goals.7

Millicent Fawcett’s liberal and feminist ideas were formed in the late
1860s and 1870s, beginning in 1867 when she became involved in the
struggle for women’s suffrage as a young woman of twenty. She worked
closely together with John Stuart Mill from 1867 until his death in 1873. To
Millicent and for her husband Henry Fawcett, a professor in political
economy at Cambridge and a Liberal MP, Mill was to become a life-long
intellectual and spiritual mentor. Their commitment to feminism was based
on common principles. John Stuart Mill and Millicent Fawcett both
supported women’s struggle against sexual exploitation. Both were arguing
for far more than the removal of legal impediments for married women,
regarding existing marriage arrangements as a form of sexual slavery. Their
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concern for the moral quality of sexual relations also came to the fore in their
opposition to the Contagious Diseases Acts (1862, 1864). Although they
agreed that Josephine Butler’s repeal movement had to be kept apart from
the struggle for suffrage, this was a tactical rather than a principled decision.
They were no less committed to this cause than those suffragists who did
decide to ally with Butler.

Their opposition to these acts cannot be regarded merely as an expression
of their concern for state invasion of individual liberty. Mill’s evidence to the
Royal Commission on the Acts in 1871 showed that his chief objection was
that they proved to be a public endorsement of vice.8 In his view the
government used the Acts to license immoral behaviour. Millicent was also
strongly opposed to the Acts, and she had to be persuaded by her husband to
keep the campaign for women’s suffrage separate from Josephine Butler’s
repeal movement. In the 1880s Millicent became publicly involved in the
battle against the sexual exploitation of young girls, and she showed an
uncompromising commitment to moral reform in endorsing vice tests for
prospective members of parliament. The 1880s and 1890s, of course,
witnessed a general upsurge in moral reform, but this preoccupation can
already be found in Mill’s and Fawcett’s earlier positions and, more
importantly, it fitted well within their framework of mid-Victorian
liberalism. This strand of liberalism contained a strong commitment to the
ideal of a public morality to which the acquisition of moral rectitude, self-
control, temperance and thrift were crucial.

POLITICAL AND SOCIAL REFORM

Political reform was the chief aim of Fawcett, Mill and other liberal
feminists of the mid-Victorian period. Their views of the suffrage movement
and of democracy in general were also inspired by ethical ideals. Democracy
was not primarily about protecting private interests, although Mill and
Fawcett sometimes made use of such arguments. Mill saw the extension of
the vote as a means of political education. Only active participation would
enable the mass of the people to broaden their views and to refine their
judgments.9 His arguments in favour of the vote for women also rested on an
educational aim. The vote would help women to broaden their outlook
beyond the narrow sphere of private life.

Such views also inspired Millicent Fawcett’s enduring struggle for
women’s suffrage. She wrote that she wanted the franchise for women partly
because their specific rights and interests were often disregarded, but even
more so because:
 

It is a great tonic to character, it tends to check the tendency to take a
mean and too personal view of the interests of life…. We want the
electoral franchise not because we are angels oppressed by the
wickedness of ‘the base wretch man’ but because we want women to
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have the ennobling influence of national responsibility brought into
their lives.10

 
Here again, her individualist outlook did not primarily mean protection of
the private sphere and of private interests, but was inspired by an ideal of
individual and public morality. Her confidence that the individual
development of character was fundamentally in harmony with the
development of ‘national responsibility’ was to become a major principle of
the later collectivists as well.

Social reform was to become the battleground for the debate about
individualism and collectivism. In this respect Mill and Fawcett can be
labelled individualists in the sense that they rejected the idea that the poor
had a right to assistance and protection. They were opposed to philanthropy,
which in their view discouraged self-improvement and sustained ‘indolence
and improvidence’. Of course the state was responsible for providing relief
to the poor, as in the Poor Law for example, but this relief should be punitive
and instructional in nature. Mill, for instance, argued that those dependent
on poor relief were to be disenfranchised, and that those who were too poor
to support a family should be prohibited from marriage.11 Millicent Fawcett
wrote that low wages, insecure employment and high costs of living might
make it difficult to meet the duty to support oneself and one’s family through
labour, but nevertheless one ‘should remember that vast numbers, who at the
present time do not save, could save if they had the inclination to do so’. She
added the familiar argument that millions were annually spent in excessive
drinking, and that this sum could provide adequate insurance to support their
widows and other dependants.12

Improvements in education were regarded by both Mill and Fawcett as
being of the utmost importance. Their contributions to discussions about
education paved the way for the Education Act of 1870 and the eventual
introduction of compulsory education in 1876. Together with her husband,
Millicent Fawcett had published a volume of essays and lectures in 1872, in
which education was a central theme. Although the Fawcetts declared
themselves against state intervention,—‘the more it can be avoided the
better’, wrote Henry Fawcett—they made an important exception in the case
of children. If parents failed to meet their responsibilities, the state should
intervene. The Fawcetts were therefore in favour of such policies as labour
protection for children, and of compulsory education. They stressed however
that state intervention should be aimed at fortifying character and
responsibility. Millicent Fawcett thus argued that if parents could not pay
their school fees they should be punished and treated as paupers.13

This individualist approach to social reform, with its emphasis upon the
improvement of character, became more marginal at the end of the century,
but it was never to disappear completely. In the 1880s and 1890s, when social
reform became a major issue, the liberalism of Mill and Fawcett became in
some respects outdated. The growing recognition of the extent of poverty, and



172 Tjitske Akkerman

the acceptance that poverty was to a large extent due to circumstances and not
to character, induced progressive liberals to distance themselves from the older
tradition of individualist liberalism. Such new insights superseded Mill’s and
Fawcett’s feminism. They had, for instance, both opposed protective labour
legislation for women. Until the 1890s this view enjoyed widespread support
in the women’s movement, but in the last decade of the century the feminist
opposition against protective labour legislation withered away as women’s
trade unions began to support the idea. Millicent Fawcett had been on the
whole fairly supportive of women’s trade unions. In 1881 she became actively
involved in Emma Paterson’s Women’s Protective and Provident League. She
agreed with the League’s policy of opposing protective labour legislation for
women. But in the 1890s, when its successor the Women’s Trades Union gave
up its resistance to protective labour legislation, Millicent Fawcett did not
comply.14 Like Mill, who also rejected protective measures for women, she
was committed to equal opportunities for women in the labour market. In their
view, protective legislation deprived women of their status of rational adults
capable of determining their own interests.

To discuss this evolving debate about protective labour legislation for
women exclusively in terms of gender versus class loyalties does not
sufficiently explain why Mill’s and Fawcett’s views with respect to
protective labour legislation for women became outdated in the 1890s. It is
true that by that time the family wage had become the major bargaining
counter of the general labour unions and sweated workers; the ability to
support a wife had become a measure of working-class male respectability.15

In this context an outright rejection of protective labour legislation on the
part of feminists committed to working-class politics became much more
difficult to sustain. However, liberal feminists came to accept the
‘breadwinner model’ too, but not solely due to the pressure of labour unions.

THE END OF THE CENTURY

Perhaps the most important difference between mid-Victorian feminists like
Fawcett and the younger generation of feminists was that Fawcett had no
intimate knowledge of working-class life, in contrast to those feminists who
became increasingly involved in social work. The growing recognition of
widespread poverty developed alongside the growth of charity
organizations, and in 1893 it was estimated that some twenty thousand
women were working as paid officials in philanthropic work.16 In the 1880s,
when settlement houses were first founded, middle-class women began to
live in working-class neighbourhoods. Fawcett’s relations with working-
class women had however been restricted to the level of committees. Her
views became outdated in the eyes of those feminists who began to revise the
predominant ideas of poverty, and the role of the family and the state in the
1890s, after their confrontation with poor working-class life in London’s
East End and other neighbourhoods.
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The 1880s witnessed a growing belief that a category of poor people were
powerless to help themselves, however hard they tried and whatever
inducements were offered. Although there had been economic recessions in
the mid-Victorian period, they never received the official recognition and
status with which the agricultural depression of 1873 and the trade and
industrial depressions of 1879 and 1886 were endowed by the Royal
Commissions appointed to investigate the state of the economy.17 Public
debate was also stimulated by various pamphlets and reports in which
poverty was ‘rediscovered’. The recognition that large sections of the poor
were powerless to help themselves became an important factor in forcing the
social policy debate into an issue of state responsibility or ‘high politics’.

In the mid-Victorian era social policy had been largely confined to the
sphere of local government. Until 1900 the vast bulk of social legislation was
still administered and financed by local government, but in the period 1906–
14 twelve major items of social policy legislation were introduced under the
Liberal government, of which only three were implemented through local
authorities.18 This transition of social policy from the local to the national
level after 1900 had important implications for the women’s movement.
With the evolution of the debate about the centralization of social reform,
not only issues concerning women’s welfare were at stake, but a new
dimension was also added to the fight for suffrage.

Women’s activities in social reform had been accompanied by growing
political participation in local government. While in 1870 only three women
had been elected to public office, this number increased gradually to more
than three thousand in 1914. Women’s suffrage in local government had met
surprisingly little resistance compared with the battle for the parliamentary
vote. The winning of the vote at local level exemplified a pattern of an
increasingly important role being accorded to women as social workers: they
were elected to school boards and Poor Law boards, and eventually to city
councils.19 During the last quarter of the century liberal and socialist
feminists were still broadly committed to the local administration of social
work and to participation in local government. Only after 1900, with the
centralization of social policy, did the arguments for the parliamentary vote
become more urgent.

The evolving debate about social reform did not, however, simply
reinforce the divisions between liberals and socialists. From the 1880s
onwards there was a widespread acceptance among progressive liberals that
they ‘were all socialists now’. This did not imply any commitment to the
class struggle or to the abolition of private property, it merely implied an
obligation to promote social reform. Progressive liberals all recognized that
acts of charity towards the poor were no longer sufficient. Socialism, in its
typical English form, became synonymous with social reform. Joseph
Chamberlain, for instance, declared that of course ‘every kindly act of
legislation by which the community has sought to discharge its
responsibilities and its obligations to the poor is Socialism’.20 In this period,
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that is from the 1880s to World War I, the terms individualism and
collectivism acquired currency.

T.H.GREEN AND HELEN BOSANQUET

The shift on the part of progressive liberals towards collectivism was to some
extent intellectually inspired by T.H.Green, who studied and lectured at
Oxford from 1855 until his death in 1882. At Oxford, in the 1870s and
1880s, he inspired a younger generation of liberals who began to dissociate
liberal theory from laissez-faire individualism. During the 1880s, Green’s
Idealism enjoyed a brief reign as the dominant philosophical school in
Britain.21 Idealism is traditionally characterized by its ‘organicism’, that is
its emphasis upon society as a moral unit rather than an aggregate, and upon
the supreme role of the state as the expression of the general will of the
community. It is thus regarded as crucial to the development of the
collectivist liberalism of Hobhouse and other New Liberals.22 Other of
T.H.Green’s followers, however, remained strongly committed to
individualism and opposed a collectivist approach to social policy. Green’s
intellectual heritage was ambiguous with respect to the debate about
individualism and collectivism. Although he followed Hegel in his
understanding of the state as the spiritual focus of community, his emphasis
on morality as the result of free will and pure motivation was clearly
Kantian, and not a very suitable standpoint from which to support the
enforcement of moral goals by the state.23

Equally ambiguous was Green’s intellectual background regarding
feminism. He did contribute to the emancipation of women in several ways,
witness his efforts for the education of girls and establishing women’s
colleges at Oxford. More importantly, however, Green inspired the
settlement movement, in which women gradually came to outnumber men.
The ideals of community and spirituality which figured so largely in the
women’s movement, particularly in the settlement movement and the
women’s colleges, were to a large extent inspired by the climate at Oxford,
where Green, Canon Samuel Barnett and Toynbee had turned social reform
into a vocation.24 The ambiguity of Green’s contribution to feminism
becomes clear when we examine some of his heirs. The Bosanquets lent a
rather conservative twist to his ideals of community and spirituality, while
Leonard Hobhouse radicalized his views.

Bernard Bosanquet was one of those students of Green who abandoned
his fellowship in order to take up social work in the Charity Society
Organisation (COS) and the university settlements. In 1895 he married
Helen Dendy, a district secretary in the COS. Both jointly and separately
they published numerous essays on the subject of charitable work and social
theory. The Bosanquets can be characterized as transitional liberals. They
were collectivist in invoking Rousseau and Hegel in their conception of
society as an organic community in which the state embodied the general
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will. There could therefore be no antithesis between liberty and state
intervention, as earlier liberals had supposed. The Bosanquets did, however,
remain solidly individualist in their rejection of social rights, which they
feared would sap individual will and initiative.

The Bosanquets were not so much moral reformers as what might be
termed ‘moral regenerationists’, believing that social imperfections were
essentially defects in individual conduct and that the remedy therefore was
the ‘remoralization’ of character.25 They rejected the new perception of
poverty, refuting Charles Booth’s theory that the majority of the poor were
not immoral. Helen Bosanquet rejected the notion that a man could be ‘out
of work through no fault of his own’ and argued that every man was
responsible for his own circumstances.26 The Bosanquets were collectivist in
their emphasis on the importance of the social whole, stressing the place of
the individual as a function in the social organism. The communities to
which one belonged, and foremost the family, were to shape the cooperative
qualities of individuals, without which the evolution and survival of moral
standards were impossible. ‘Broadly speaking, the co-operative individual,
as demanded by civilized life, can only be produced in the family’, Helen
Bosanquet wrote in her book The Family (1906).27 She evoked an ideal of the
traditional patriarchal family, in which cooperation had been based on the
ownership of land. Although this form of cooperation had been eroded by
industrialization, it lingered on in the functional division of labour,
according to which the wife was assigned the care of home and children,
while the husband and adult children provided an income.28 This division of
labour also implied that the man should represent the family in the
community, that is have the right to vote. Bosanquet did not oppose the vote
for women, but restricted it to unmarried women. Notwithstanding this
communitarian view of the position of women in the family and in the
community, Helen Bosanquet was in many respects closer to the
individualist liberalism of Fawcett than to the collectivist bent of new
liberals such as Hobhouse. Like Fawcett she stressed the punitive character
of poor relief, and the importance of education for the improvement of the
opportunities of women on the labour market, but in Helen Bosanquet’s case
the latter applied only to unmarried women. 29

A fundamental difference in views can be detected between Millicent
Fawcett and Helen Bosanquet. Whereas the first was committed to the
principle of equal opportunities for women on the labour market—not only
for single women but also for married women—Bosanquet did not encourage
working-class wives to earn a living. On the other hand, while proffering a
‘breadwinner model’ based on her organic view of the family, she also rejected
collectivist solutions such as the ‘subsidizing of motherhood’. When
compared with the individualism of Fawcett on the one hand and the
collectivism of the New Liberals on the other hand, Bosanquet’s middle
path was particularly unattractive to married working-class women. While
endorsing a gendered division of tasks within the family, she merely stressed
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the duties of wives and mothers but rejected their claim to social rights. Her
rejection of ‘state subsidies’ brought her into conflict with Beatrice Webb,
when they were both members of the Royal Commission on the Poor Law in
the period 1905–9. She remained committed to the individualist view that
individual will and strength of character were the sole means of combating
poverty. Outdoor relief for mothers therefore remained in her view an issue
of charity and not one of justice.30

Followers of T.H.Green, like the Bosanquets, were not altogether in
agreement with the evolving shift within women’s organizations to
collectivist claims such as state subsidies for mothers. T.H.Green also
inspired a half-hearted support of the women’s cause with respect to the
fight for suffrage. Green had inspired the belief that ‘the growth of women’s
power in such a state as England should be through local government’.31 He
never campaigned for votes for women, and he may well have indirectly
inspired the Anti-Suffrage Appeal of 1889, signed by some female members
of Green’s intimate circle, including his wife Charlotte and Mrs Humphrey
Ward. The anti-suffragists were ‘heartily in sympathy’ with the extension of
women’s powers as members of school boards, boards of guardians and
other local public bodies, but when it came to questions of parliamentary
policy, they argued, the experience of women could not provide them with
‘sound judgment’.32 Most of these anti-suffragists changed their mind when
the struggle for the vote reached its zenith in the course of the first decade
of the twentieth century.

The position of these Greenite anti-suffragists should be seen in the
context of a broader commitment to the primacy of local self-government.
There was a strong current in liberalism, from Mill to Green, for regarding
the reinforcement of local democracy as the most effective path towards
active citizenship.33 The last quarter of the century witnessed a marked
increase in social work and women’s participation in local government. This
was the period in which even the Fabians and the Social Democratic
Federation were still committed to the local administration of poor relief.34

The practical involvement of the Greenite circle in social work therefore
provided a context in which the parliamentary vote was regarded as
unimportant and even undesirable, being beyond women’s sphere and
competence.

After 1900 the campaign for women’s suffrage became even more
complicated by the increasing involvement of working-class women.
Through women’s trade unions, the Women’s Co-operative Guild and the
Women’s Labour League the suffrage organizations increasingly recruited
women of the working class. This development brought to the fore the
recurrent issue of whether to relate the demand for equal votes for women to
Labour’s demand for adult suffrage. This became an important test case for
coalitions between feminists and socialists. On the whole, feminism not only
became a broader movement around 1900, but also a much more
complicated and potentially divided movement. Social reform issues such as
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labour protection and family allowances, as well as the parliamentary vote
for women, tested the flexibility of liberal feminism.

GENDERED RIGHTS AND DUTIES

Leonard Hobhouse (1864–1929) was the most important political theorist of
the New Liberal generation. An Oxford student and fellow in the 1880s and
1890s, he became a journalist in the late 1990s, before returning to teaching
in 1907, when he accepted the first chair in sociology at the University of
London, a post he retained until his death in 1929.35 In the early years of the
new century he began to class himself as a liberal socialist or a New Liberal,
emphasizing on the one hand the continuity of liberal thought, and on the
other hand the affinity of liberal and socialist goals.

Hobhouse tried to reconcile the potential conflict between liberal and
socialist goals, or rather between claims to individual rights on the one hand
and to the requirements of social welfare on the other, by formulating an
organic conception of society. Following Green’s theories he argued that the
individual could enjoy no right that conflicted with the common good.
Hobhouse seemed to be suggesting that a proper understanding of the
common good would bring this into harmony with self-development. A true
harmony of individual self-development and collective progress was perhaps
difficult to realize, he admitted, but it was imperative that a conscious effort
be made to strive for this ideal.36 Green had reformulated liberty as positive
freedom in order to demonstrate that certain forms of state intervention—
against drunkards for instance—were justified to further the common good.
Hobhouse continued this argument, suggesting that state coercion was
legitimate in cases where individuals or minorities obstructed the realization
of conditions necessary for the welfare of the community; an example was
the expansion of industrial legislation. These and other principles were
applied to support a greatly increased regulatory role of the state. Many of
the measures Hobhouse advocated, such as the introduction of old age
pensions and health insurance, were in line with the policy of the Liberal
government from 1906 onwards.

Most interesting for our discussion of feminism, however, is Hobhouse’s
support of the Minority Report on the Poor Law, and his backing of women’s
suffrage. Hobhouse was an ardent supporter of social rights and had always
protested against the severity of Poor Law charity. In his view every member
of society was entitled to a guaranteed minimum standard of living. Such
rights, however, depended on a reciprocal relation between the individual
and the state. The state recognized these rights as far as each man and each
class fulfilled the various functions which were necessary to maintain the
well-being of society. Hobhouse used this functionalist view of rights and
duties in order to support such radical measures as a minimum wage, but it
could also have rather conservative implications. Those who failed to
perform any social function forfeited their rights, were subject to punitive



178 Tjitske Akkerman

discipline and might even be treated as criminals. There are still traces of the
moral severity of the Poor Law’s treatment of ‘idlers’ in Hobhouse’s
treatment of the ‘undeserving poor’.37 His justification of state endowments
in exchange for the service of individuals to the community was also
invoked to support the way the minority of Poor Law commissioners dealt
with widowed and deserted mothers. In his best-known work, Liberalism
(1911), Hobhouse supported the Minority Report on this case. He stated:
 

The newer conception of rights and duties comes out clearly in the
argument of the commissioners, that if we take in earnest all that we say
of the duties and responsibilities of motherhood, we shall recognize that
the mother of young children is doing better service to the community and
one more worthy of pecuniary remuneration when she stays at home and
minds her children than when she goes out charring and leaves them to
the chances of the street. We no longer consider it desirable to drive the
mother out to her charring work if we possibly can, nor do we consider
her degraded by receiving public money. We cease in fact to regard the
public money as a dole, we treat it as a payment for a civic service.38

 
Hobhouse, like many other Progressives, was involved with Beatrice Webb’s
Minority Report, participating as he did in a Committee for the Break-Up of
the Poor Law, which Webb had founded to win support for her position in the
Royal Commission on the Poor Law.39 Webb shared Hobhouse’s thesis that
poor mothers were entitled to public assistance. In her version of the
Minority Report she wrote that as the choice had been made to organize
society in such a way that it was to the man that the income necessary for the
support of the family was paid, the community was to keep its end of the
bargain in case of death, desertion, illness or unemployment of the
breadwinner. The concern of the community for children required public
funds for sustenance ‘conditional on the mother’s abstaining from industrial
work, and devoting herself to the care of the children’.40 Webb therefore
recommended a ‘home allowance’, on the principle that mothers should be
formally regarded as non-able-bodied, and that such an allowance should not
imply the loss of other rights such as old-age pensions.41 She and Hobhouse
thus differed from the opponents of the Majority Report—of which Helen
Bosanquet was the most significant—in their endorsement of rights to
assistance in exchange for the social service of raising children.

This principle implied that Hobhouse and Webb never supported
unconditional rights; the latter argued for instance that it was legitimate to
remove children from the care of the mother altogether if she failed to devote
herself to their care or to provide a suitable environment by indulging in
cruel habits.42 We should not forget however that in this period liberals and
socialists did not demand that social rights be unconditional. Moral
standards were widely applied by liberals and socialists alike, not only to the
poor but also to the ‘immoral’ habits of the rich who did not earn their
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income. Not until 1918 did a socialist dare to make the shocking suggestion
that the nation’s wealth was sufficient to provide everyone, immoral or not,
with a minimum subsistence.43 Nor was the principle of unconditional rights
endorsed by feminists in this period. Even after the war the paternalist
element lingered on in the campaign for family allowances, for instance in
the view of the Family Endowment Committee that allowances were only to
be paid to a mother with a certificate proving that the general condition of
her children was satisfactory.44

Among the socialist organizations the Women’s Co-operative Guild was
most consistently in support of benefits for mothers.45 The Guild’s secretary,
Margaret Davies, was a lifelong friend of Hobhouse. As early as 1902 he
discussed with her the possibility of a union of the New Liberals and Labour.46

The Guild, together with the People’s Suffrage Federation, published a
pamphlet about mother’s pensions in the United States, emphasizing that they
were paid directly to the mothers, and that no discrimination was made between
unmarried mothers and deserted mothers.47 On the issue of the ‘endowment of
motherhood’ there was no clear-cut division between socialist and liberal
feminists. This is not to say that the duty of motherhood was generally accepted.
Labour women, for instance, accepted in 1907 the principle that ‘mothers with
children dependent upon them shall receive continued adequate support to
enable them to attend to the children without having to work’. The argument
that ‘endowment’ would make women attend to the highest duty of motherhood,
however, gave rise to heated debate.48 Yet, New Liberals, feminists and socialists
displayed a remarkable level of agreement on the collectivist strategy of
‘subsidizing motherhood’. Although the movement for family allowances
reached its peak during the 1920s, even in the period before 1914 feminists
were observing that the endowment of motherhood was ‘coming to be realized
more and more clearly as the ultimate ideal of the feminist movement’.49

When the Labour Party resolved in 1905 to support only adult suffrage,
‘believing that any Women’s Enfranchisement Bill which seeks merely to
abolish sex disqualification would increase the political power of the
propertied classes’, adult suffrage became an important test case for the
coalition between feminists and socialists.50 The People’s Suffrage
Federation (PSF), presided over by Leonard Hobhouse’s sister Emily, united
socialist feminists and liberal feminists by supporting adult suffrage together
with the vote for women. Margaret Davies, also a member of the Federation,
coined the term ‘democratic suffragist’ to designate the alliance between
these two demands. Leonard Hobhouse wrote the pamphlet Government by
the People for the Federation, in which he argued that the
disenfranchisement of large numbers of the working class and of women
should be abandoned. His argument for equal representation rested on the
same principle as his argument for social rights, that is the principle of
reciprocal obligation. In his view, social rights had to be met by the
obligation of political participation. Now that the state ‘enters more and
more into the working of everyday life its control becomes a concern to
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every man and woman’, Hobhouse argued. With the extension of social
legislation women’s suffrage was more necessary than ever.51 His pamphlet,
like others published by the PSF, painstakingly argued for the common
interests of the working class and women.

Sandra Holton has argued that it was the successful realization of a
democratic suffrage strategy in feminist labour alliances which ensured
the vote for women in 1918. The People’s Suffrage Federation, together
with other suffrage organizations like the Women’s Freedom League and
sections of the National Union, played a crucial role in bringing about an
alliance with the Labour Party in 1912, in transforming the demand for
the vote into a mass social movement and in allying the cause of suffrage
with that of social reform.52 Although the crucial role assigned to this
alliance between liberals, feminists and socialists in the final securing of
the vote may be somewhat overrated, these alliances certainly indicate
that English feminists succeeded rather well in minimalizing the
potential conflict between class and gender loyalties in the period prior
to World War I.53

CONCLUSION

Looking at the evolution of feminist thought from 1860 to 1920, it is clear
that, at least in England, liberal ideas remained dominant throughout this
period. The liberal intellectual tradition was still remarkably vital at the
turn of the century. With the rise of working-class women’s organizations,
feminists succeeded in bringing about successful alliances. It is very
plausible that the realization of a ‘democratic strategy’ in feminist labour
alliances was possible because it could build on an older tradition of
British radicalism. Demands for the extension of the franchise to the
people had been traditionally a very important element in radical
movements, from the Chartists to the popular liberalism of Gladstone and
the early Labour Party.54 In the term ‘democratic suffragist’, coined to
designate the alliance between feminists and labour, we may hear the
resonance of this older, radical commitment to government for and by the
people. In the 1880s and 1890s radicals and liberals were to a large extent
still committed to local government. Among feminists this commitment
even inspired support for an anti-suffrage strategy, but after the turn of the
century the hostility to national politics receded. Yet, from Millicent
Fawcett to Margaret Davies, or from John Stuart Mill to Leonard
Hobhouse, the extension of the franchise—whether local or
parliamentary—implied a support of women’s suffrage and of the cause of
the people.

From the 1890s to World War I, liberal and socialist feminists were able
to reach broad agreement on a social policy based on the principle of a
family wage. The crucial issue was that of social rights for working-class
mothers, and here again liberal and socialist feminists allied in demanding
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the endowment of motherhood. A collectivist view of society had now
become very influential among feminists. Social liberalism succeeded
surprisingly well in providing the intellectual arguments for a moderate
collectivism. The turn to collectivism certainly implied that Victorian
‘individualism’ became outdated in some respects—Millicent Fawcett
belonged to the minority opposing family allowances—but on the other hand
the new liberalism was not altogether new. The belief that individual liberty
was to be in harmony with public morality was one of the outstanding
continuities in feminism throughout this period. The Victorian
‘individualism’ of Millicent Fawcett implied a commitment to moral reform,
and in this way it was clearly different from the dogmatic individualism of
laissez-faire liberalism—whether in its nineteenth-century version or its
revival in the 1980s.
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11 Feminists and sex
How to find lesbians at the turn of the century1

Martha Vicinus

Lesbians are seemingly invisible in feminist history. In order to bring the
lesbian back to the centre of women’s history, I want to suggest that we need
to look beyond feminist organizations, movement leaders or famous writers
and shift our focus to cultural images, theatre stars, fashion and the
ephemera of an age. Through this documentation we can see, I believe, the
ways in which substantial changes in attitudes and behaviour towards
women, and more specifically, lesbians occur. Let me begin with a
discussion of what I see as certain limits in the ways in which we research
and write lesbian history and, by implication, feminist history. Then, through
an example drawn from the period 1890–1925, I will suggest an alternative
way of writing about lesbianism and feminism in modern European history.

Lesbian history has always been characterized by a ‘not knowing’ of what
could be its defining core. Over a decade ago I pointed out a paradoxical tendency:
writers appeared to be both reticent to name same-sex desire and yet over-hasty
to categorize and define women’s sexual behaviours; unfortunately, this still
remains true.2 Our current models all privilege either the visibly marked mannish
woman or the self-identified lesbian; romantic friendships, once the leading
example of a lesbian past, are now either reconfigured in terms that fit these
categories or labelled asexual. Historians seem to accept only what is seen and
what is said as evidence. These limitations have shaped both how we know and
how we imagine the lesbian. I want to argue for the possibilities of the ‘not said’
and the ‘not seen’ as conceptual tools for the writing of lesbian history and, by
implication, feminist history. Recognizing the power of not naming—of the
unsaid—is a crucial means for understanding a past that is so dependent upon
fragmentary evidence, gossip and suspicion. A present limited to the visible,
self-identified lesbian reduces our understanding of both the daily life of the
homosexual and her multiple relationships with the dominant heterosexual society
and its cultural productions. A more open definition of women’s sexual
subjectivity, and of same-sex desire, will enable us not only to retrieve a richer
past, but also to understand the complex threads that bind women’s actions and
desires to the larger world.

The binaries that have dominated our conceptualization of sex and gender
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have been rigorously questioned recently, but too often this questioning has
yielded either polymorphous play or an unstable ‘third sex’ defined by
crossdressing and marginal sexualities.3 In contrast, I believe that the lesbian
is never absent from any definition of women, whatever her avowed sexual
preference. I am arguing here for the primacy of a continuum of women’s
sexual behaviours, in which lesbian or lesbian-like conduct can be both a
part of and apart from normative heterosexual marriage and childbearing. I
am not calling for a return to Adrienne Rich’s notion of a continuum of
‘woman-identified experience’, in which all-female bonding is defined as
unproblematic nurturance and love, in opposition to the divisions wrought
by compulsory heterosexuality.4 Instead, I seek to understand a continuum of
women’s sexual experiences that also contains an irreducible sense of the
dangerous difference implicit in homosexuality. Perhaps no image—
continuum, circle or margin—can embody a subject as pervasive as sexual
desire. But I contend that the lesbian is at the centre rather than the periphery
of any study of women and men. Women’s same-sex love always remains a
threatening affront to male sexual prerogatives; it is also a hazardous act that
can unite and divide women.5 I want to suggest that lesbianism can be
everywhere without being mentioned; the withholding of the name ‘lesbian’
can reinforce its existence as a defined sexual practice.6 In effect, we have
what was unnamed in the past and our own reluctance to name that past; this
determined ignorance reinforces homophobia and impoverishes both lesbian
history and the writing of feminist history itself.

I find it ironic that ‘lesbianism’ continues to depend upon the evidence of
sexual consummation, whereas heterosexuality is confirmed through a variety
of ways. For example, we know of several unconsummated marriages among
middle-class British intellectuals—I draw your attention to the Ruskins,
Carlyles, and George Bernard Shaw and Charlotte Payne Townshend; these
spouses may be failed heterosexuals, but they are not stripped of their sexual
identity. Conversely, even when we have evidence of homosexual practices, it
has often been reinterpreted as asexual sentimentality. The American sculptor
Harriet Hosmer (1830–1908) made a specific distinction in her letters between
kissing her close friends and the pleasures of ‘Laöcooning’ in bed with her
female lover, but her most recent biographer insists that Hosmer was not like
her lesbian friend, Charlotte Cushman (1816–76), the internationally admired
American actress.7 However difficult it may be to interpret the flowery language
of letters written between friends by both women and men during the nineteenth
century, are we not relying too much on a literal language of either sex or
sentimentality? Why is an explicit statement seen as a truth statement and
elision as uncertainty?

OBVIOUS IDENTITIES?

This insistence upon explicitness has led to a privileging of an identity
model of lesbian history. We have focussed on two obvious categories of
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same-sex love: romantic friendships and butch-femme role playing. The
former depends upon our present-day identification of these friendships as
homoerotic, if not homosexual, while the latter depends upon self-
identification by the women themselves. Romantic friends can be called the
‘good girls’—educated, monogamous and gently loving of women.
Numerous examples of these Sapphic loves can be documented throughout
European and American history, for they were an established phase of a
young girl’s initiation into emotional maturity. As a result, it has been
repeatedly claimed that ‘once upon a time’ women could love each other and
society approved.8 This rosy picture of social acceptance, while never fully
endorsed by historians, has seemed boringly asexual to many lesbians of
today. They preferred, in Alice Echols’ phrase, the ‘bad girls’ from an
immediate, retrievable past.9 These 1950s working-class butches drank,
fought and had fun; among lesbians a romantic nostalgia for the bar-dyke
culture of this period is common. Self-identification as either butch or
femme has become the defining sign of one’s true identity.10 Limiting
lesbian sexuality to these two categories, romantic friendships and butch-
femme roles, has led to a dreary narrowing of historical possibilities. Both
are conceptualized so as to leave little room for women who might behave
differently at different times, or who might belong to both categories of
romantic friendships and butch-femme passion—or neither. How are we to
define a married woman who falls in love with a woman? Or a lesbian who
falls in love with a man?11

For Judith Butler the performance of gender, and especially the practices of
butch-femme and drag, offer a more viable politics in our postmodern world
than identity-based politics, which depends upon privileging one identity over
another.12 As a leading philosopher of queer theory, the most exciting theoretical
approach that came up in the 1990s, Butler has fought vigorously against the
notion of homosexuality as a miming of heterosexuality. In effect, she has
taken the definitional uncertainty about ‘what is a lesbian?’ and argued for its
radical potential. If all gender is a performance, then we historians need not
seek a coherent lesbian identity in the past or present. Lesbians are a social
construct produced in the process of relating to others. This is, of course, an
immensely freeing notion for historians.

Nevertheless, the wholesale embracing of a theatrical metaphor denies the
historicity of all lesbian roles, and their specific meanings at different
historical times—indeed, even the possibility of their non-existence in the
past.13 Modern sexual behaviour cannot be divorced from its intersection
with race, class and other social variables, nor can it be wholly a matter of
fashionable metaphorizing. Moreover, the focus of queer theory upon
performance is yet again a privileging of the visible, which returns us to
some of the same difficulties that have characterized identity-based history.
It is as if ‘what is gender?’ is still confined to ‘what is visibly gendered?’.
From its very inception lesbian studies has been concerned with ‘making
visible’ the lesbian of the present and the past. This process of reclamation
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has focussed almost entirely upon the mannish women because she has been
the one most obviously different from other women—and men. What does
this insistence on visibility do to notions of both femininity and feminism?
Are we fixated on visibly marked difference, whether it be a ‘performed’
gender or a gendered identity, because the explicitness of our age demands
clear erotic signals? No wonder so many postmodernist lesbians when they
dress for a party go in butch drag or a campy femininity—the theatricality of
each role provides the necessary erotic marker.

Historians are especially well situated to problematize the privileging of
the visible as sexual sign. Did this defining of external physical signs as the
crucial referent for sexual difference begin with the nineteenth-century medical
profession? Early sexologists argued for an enlarged clitoris or excessive body
hair, or similar physical ‘deformations’.14 Freud’s theory of sexual difference
depends directly upon the male child’s seeing its mother’s lack of a penis.15

Carroll Smith-Rosenberg has pointed out that Richard von Krafft-Ebing made
gender inversion physiologically manifest. The women who ‘aped’ men’s roles
looked like men. But even more, having rooted social gender in biological
sexuality, Krafft-Ebing then made dress analogous to gender. Only by her dress
would you know her.16 There is a curious elision from presumed bodily
deformities to the clothes one wears. In effect, difference becomes defined by
what is visibly different—if we can’t see the bodily hair or the deformed
pudenda, we can see the cigarette, long stride and tie. What we see as ‘different’
means, for the sexologists, the mannish lesbian. But if only the visual marker
of mannishness could signify sexual preference, a so-called femme would be
distinct from a heterosexual woman only by her performance of an extreme
form of femininity, as if to counteract Havelock Ellis’ claim that such women
were the homely leftovers rejected by men.17 Recently, self-identified political
femmes have refused an identity based solely on their relationship to a butch
lover. As Lisa M.Walker has said, ‘because subjects who can “pass” exceed
the categories of visibility that establish identity, they tend to be peripheral to
the understanding of marginalization’. Like Biddy Martin, she too examines
the implicit racism of writers who reify marginalization in terms of ‘the visible
signifier of difference’, whether it be race, class or ‘mannishness’.18

The alternative to ‘making visible’ the lesbian is language.19 But I want to
suggest some of the ways in which we may be in danger of magnifying its
importance in lesbian studies. For both Lillian Faderman and Esther
Newton, the late nineteenth-century sexologists’ language of genital sex
made women sexually self-conscious. For Newton, this ‘new vocabulary
built on the radical idea that women apart from men could have autonomous
sexual feeling’, and thereby freed lesbians from the asexuality of romantic
friendships.20 Radclyffe Hall seemed to confirm Newton’s generalization;
her heroine, Stephen, cannot understand what is wrong with her until she
stumbles upon an annotated copy of the work of sexologist Richard von
Krafft-Ebing in her father’s study. For Faderman, this provision of a sexual
language was a disaster that took away the innocence of romantic friends.
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She describes late nineteenth-century women as ‘fledgling human beings’
who lacked the self-confidence to resist the sexologists’ language of
neurosis.21 Both interpretations, though diametrically opposed, give
inordinate power to language as either a freeing or a disabling means of self-
identification for lesbians. Both critics also reinforce the common
assumption that until middle-class women had a sexual vocabulary, their
relationships were asexual or guiltily furtive.

As Terry Castle has noted, the lesbian is repeatedly treated as if she were
a ghost, whose sexuality cannot be pinned down, and yet she repeatedly
reappears, haunting the heterosexual imaginary. This ghosting of lesbian
desire has enabled historians to deny its reality for too long. We need to learn
from Castle that the ‘apparitional lesbian’ is not absent from history, but to
be found everywhere and, as she suggests, we need ‘to focus on presence
instead of absence, plenitude instead of scarcity’.22 As part of that plenitude,
I return to my earlier argument: if we begin with the possibility of a
continuum of sexual behaviours for all women, then the lesbian is neither
marginal nor phantasmic, but central. We need to remind ourselves again—
as queer theorists have claimed—that sexual behavior is polymorphous,
changeable and impossible to define absolutely. It can only be understood in
relation to the multifarious elements that make up a human identity. At the
same time, we should not lose that sense of ‘dangerous love’, so eloquently
defended by Elizabeth Wilson over a decade ago; risk-taking, romantic
idealism and passionate hedonism are not limited to a heterosexual
imagination.23 Many more women from the past will be part of this sexual
world, temporarily or permanently, when we recognize the sheer variety and
richness of women’s sexual desires—and actions. Truth-claims cannot be
made, but a fuller history can be constructed. Lesbians and lesbian-like
women have had a profound influence upon women and men, challenging
them to rethink and alter their behaviour. Economic independence,
alternative lifestyles, and sometimes non-traditional political and cultural
activities characterize these women. Why then do they remain so peripheral
to our definition of the past?

LESBIAN SUBCULTURE 1880–1920

Parallel to the growing feminist movement of the fin-de-siècle we find a
growing lesbian subculture that interacted with, but grew apart from, the
burgeoning (and highly visible) European male homosexual culture. Both
groups of homosexuals drew their inspiration from the single most important
form of popular entertainment: the theatre. In doing so, they recuperated
current images and rewrote scripts that concluded with heterosexual
marriage or tragic death for their own purposes. Contemporary homosexuals
created their own self-image out of a bricolage of reworked classicism,
popular theatre, decadent art and poetry.24

Historians have assumed that the years 1880–1920 were dominated by the
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sexologists’ definitions of so-called deviant sexuality, but homosexuals
themselves remained largely impervious to their medicalization of desire.
Not until the 1920s, and then only among one strand of homosexuals, did
Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud become
defining forces. The larger society, and especially the middle class,
condemned homosexuality, but urban sophisticates were well attuned to its
many semi-public manifestations. An elaborate code of recognition amidst
concealment existed, which is only now being unravelled.25 Without using
‘the L-word’ in public, women knew how to recognize each other. Women
could also select their own fashion, ‘mannish’ or otherwise, from a range of
visual imagery that suited particular occasions; all could—if they so
wished—‘pass’ as either homo- or heterosexual.

One of the most popular figures among homosexuals was the famous
actress, Sarah Bernhardt, for she embodied neither an explicitly ‘butch’
appearance nor the bourgeois inflections of a Victorian romantic friendship.
As a theatrical figure, in both senses of the word, imitating her seemed
almost irresistible to countless admirers, whatever their sexual preferences.
Cabaret parodies of Bernhardt’s most famous roles were legion—and so too
were her homosexual admirers.26 This French-Jewish actress had
revolutionized the French theatre with her unconventional interpretations of
leading roles in such famous plays as Phèdre, Hernani, La Dame aux
camélias and Théodora. In the 1870s and 1880s she had taken Paris, London
and New York by storm. She never retired, bringing her lavish productions to
English-speaking audiences year after year; the spectacle of this famous
woman was sufficient to overcome any language barrier. Her well-
publicized slim beauty, personal extravagance and sexual liaisons thrilled
admirers everywhere; photographs, postcards (including pornographic
versions of her most famous roles), card games, commemorative plates and
other mementoes of the most famous actress of her time can still be found in
antique markets. Bernhardt never feared controversy, publicly fighting with
the Comédie Française, actively supporting Dreyfus, and openly praising the
suffrage movement. She also included in her intimate circle the mannish
artist, Louise Abbéma.27

In her fifties, at a time when most actresses retired or took supporting
roles, Bernhardt shifted from her famous femme fatales to portray a series of
tragic heroes. She chose her roles carefully, specializing in men who had ‘a
strong mind in a weak body’, claiming that only an older woman was mature
enough to interpret thought-wracked young men.28 Her best-known roles
were her self-consciously light-hearted ‘black Hamlet’ (figure 11.1) in
Shakespeare’s play (1899) and her popular anti-hero, the Duke of
Reichstadt, son of Napoleon, or her ‘white Hamlet’, after the colour of his
uniform (figure 11.2), in Edmond Rostand’s L’Aiglon (1900). Bernhardt’s
vacillating heroes became successful and sexy spokespersons for
homosexual freedom. A sexual desire that could turn to so few visual images
drew from and altered theatrical transvestites.  
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Bernhardt was a favourite among the growing coterie of fin-de-siècle
Paris lesbians. The American heiress, Natalie Barney (1876–1972),
addressed a poem to Bernhardt after seeing her in L’Aiglon. The poem was
published in 1900 as part of a collection of lesbian verse; as if to highlight
her close identification with the Duke, Barney included a portrait of herself
as a page. Her outraged father had the plates and all copies destroyed,

Figure 11.1 Sarah Bernhardt as Hamlet
Source: Author’s collection
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though Barney managed to save a few.29 But Albert Barney could not stop
his daughter, who became one of the best-known lesbian hostesses and
patrons of her day; she was also notorious for her numerous affairs. The
courtesan, Liane de Pougy published a roman à clef, L’ldylle saphique in
1901, describing her tumultuous affair with the young Barney. In one
scene, clearly drawn directly from their relationship, the two lovers watch
Bernhardt play Hamlet. Rather than falling in love with her Hamlet, as so

Figure 11.2 Sarah Bernhardt as the Duke of Reichstadt
Source: Author’s collection
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many heterosexual women did, they identified with him. The Natalie-
figure compares the frustrations of women with Hamlet’s impotent rage
against tyranny, ‘For what is there for women who feel the passion for
action when pitiless Destiny holds them in chains? Destiny made us
women at a time when the law of men is the only law that is recognized’.30

The staginess of this speech echoes Bernhardt’s own grandiose style of
expression.

Natalie Barney and her friends took their identification with the male
impersonator beyond literature and into the public domain. For Barney
crossdressing was an erotic embellishment of lesbian play, and not the
embodiment of her special nature; passing as male was bad form. The
attractiveness of Bernhardt was as much due to her artificial style as her
portrayal of anguished young men. Barney and her coterie took
Bernhardt’s tragic heroes and turned them into romantic exponents of
lesbian love. Barney dressed as Bernhardt’s Hamlet, but added a
provocative garter, as if to draw attention to the erotic nature of her
costume (figure 11.3). She and her various lovers celebrated lesbian
passion by photographing themselves in costumes that ranged from nudity
in the woods of Maine to the breeches and ruffles of eighteenth-century
pages and the flowing gowns of Sappho’s Greece. Renée Vivien, Barney’s
next lover, transformed herself from the upper-class Anglo-American
Pauline Tarn into the mysteriously handsome page, who was re-nèe or
reborn to a new life as a French-writing lesbian.

Bernhardt was also a cult figure among male homosexuals. The amateur
actor, the Marquis of Angelsey, was photographed as the Duke of Reichstadt
(figure 11.4) in ‘a romantic pose and appropriate costume’ in the gossip
column of The Sketch in January 1902.31 H.Montgomery Hyde describes the
Marquis as ‘the most notorious aristocratic homosexual’, immediately
following the Wilde trial; he was ‘an extreme example of the effeminate
transvestite type, and was a gifted female impersonator’.32 Within six years
of coming into his inheritance the Marquis had to declare bankruptcy and
flee to Monte Carlo. The music hall male impersonator, Vesta Tilley, added
to her male wardrobe by buying ‘dozens’ of waistcoats of ‘delicately
flowered silk’ at the sale of his personal effects.33 In the 1930s the lead role
in L’Aiglon was taken over by a well-known homosexual, Jean Weber.34

Weber was proud of his ability to play roles that had previously been
exclusively travesti parts. He continued the tradition of exaggerated
emotionalism and gender ambiguity in his portrayal of the Duke of
Reichstadt, if the surviving publicity still is any guide.

Young suffragists, determined to gain women’s political rights during the
years 1903–13, also projected images of sartorial elegance which could
embody lesbian desire, sexual independence—and political demands. They
too borrowed from the theatre and, given their public actions, were subject
to the accusations of deviant behaviour that the wealthy Paris lesbians
managed to avoid by staging their theatricals in private. Although the



Figure 11.3 Natalie Barney as a Hamlet-like page
Note: Courtesy of George Wickes
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dominant image sought by such leaders as Emmeline Pankhurst, her
daughter Christabel and Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence, was of
unimpeachable high style, many of their followers adopted a more
practical—more masculine—dress. Photographs of women who sold
suffrage newspapers on the street show them dressed in tweed suits, sturdy
boots and neat bow ties. Male impersonators had appropriated specific male
symbols as shorthand for masculinity; they invariably sported such obvious

Figure 11.4 The Marquis of Angelsey as the Duke of Reichstadt
Source: The Sketch, 1 January 1902
Note: Courtesy of the British Museum
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phallic accoutrements as a cigarette or cigar, sword or walking stick, or, at
the very least, a tie. Now suffragists all seemed to be wearing a version of a
man’s tie. Photographs and illustrations of suffragists invariably include a
woman with a tie. It spoke of political and sexual independence—and made
a woman fair game for lewd jostling and obscenities.35

In the eyes of male journalists, medical men and most politicians,
suffragists were assumed to be usurping male power, both in the bedroom
and in parliament. Lesbian innuendo was pervasive. Rumours abounded
about Emmeline Pankhurst’s close relationship with the mannish composer
Ethel Smyth. Commentators spoke darkly of the undue influence of the
‘female celibate pedagogue’ and medical men warned against the contagion
of inversion.36 To outsiders some women flaunted their sexual preference.
Ethel Smyth was simply the most egregious example, but Cecily Hamilton
and Edy Craig, known for their lesbian proclivities, also wore tweed skirts,
shirts, jackets and flowing bow ties.37 Their stylish appearance bears some
resemblance to the trouser-suit of the 1970s, drawing attention to a sexual
independence from men. Both women contributed their theatre expertise to
the Cause, writing and producing suffrage plays, training volunteers for
numerous events, and masterminding the vast, colourful pageants and
marches. These women and others provided confirmation of preexisting
assumptions about politically active women. The popular novelist, Marie
Corelli, dismissed the suffragists with the comment, ‘No man likes to be
libellously caricatured and a masculine woman is nothing more than a
libellous caricature of an effeminate man’.38 What an earlier generation had
left implicit was now explicit: the effeminate male homosexual and the
ravening mannish lesbian endangered society.

Lisa Ticknor has described how long-standing iconographic shorthand,
familiar from Punch, the music halls and comics, was used to portray the
suffragist as an older, unattractive spinster with either a vindictive or an
excitable nature.39 Anti-suffragists rewrote theatrical male impersonation,
turning fantasy into a savage burlesque. Young women in particular needed
male protection, lest they fall victim to a coarse, man-hating virago. The
womanly woman could be saved only by the intervention of paternal
authority. This might be expressed, for example, as an open attack on the
suffragist, portraying her as a hefty, ugly dame, in danger of leading astray
a vulnerable boyish girl (figure 11.5).

The viciousness of this attack on suffrage women in parliament, the press and
cartoons is a reminder that the positive expression of women’s sexual desire,
and specifically lesbian desire, was a dangerous imaginative act with potentially
explosive political and personal consequences. Although early twentieth-century
lesbians and suffragists successfully recovered the theatrical transvestite as an
expression of sexual independence, they did so at a price. The wealthy lesbians
who frequented Barney’s soirées could afford to ignore momentary notoriety,
but suffrage women—homosexual or heterosexual—found themselves largely
unable to control negative publicity. The fashionable elegance of their leaders



Figure 11.5 The Suffragette: Number 1 in a series of Present Day Types’
Source: Bystander, 31 December 1913
Note: Courtesy of the Mansell Collection
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was not sufficient to overcome the widespread assumption that when women
took to the streets they assumed not only male prerogatives but also deviant
sexual desires which were visibly encoded on women’s bodies. By the 1920s
some legislators were calling for legal action against lesbians.40 Barney was
shrewd enough to avoid political radicalism (she became a Fascist sympathizer
during the interwar years); economic privilege and sexual radicalism made her,
Radclyffe Hall and their friends politically conservative.41

CONCLUSION

The history of the lesbian moves from a ghostly presence without a name to
one of overt persecution. But the process is more complicated than current
historiography allows, for contradictory representations coexisted then and
coexist now. By the 1920s the mannish femme damnée, originally drawn in
part from Bernhardt’s languid heroes, became the dominant image of the
twentieth-century lesbian. Yet even this single figure had a complex history,
drawn not only from medical texts but also the stage, poetry and fantasy.
Instead of looking for versions of this single figure throughout history, we
need to see how she came to be historically constructed, beginning with
apparent invisibility and silence. A narrowly political or institutional
interpretation of women’s history cannot capture that important figure’s
origins. We need to turn to the field so despised by both nineteenth- and
twentiethcentury feminists, namely female fashion. Present-day feminist
have by and large neglected fashion, drama and other forms of popular
culture because they have seemed so apolitical or marginal to the concerns
of nineteenthcentury reformers. While many feminists of this period did play
down their sexuality in order to be seen as citizens and rational beings,
lesbians embraced the sexualized images of the theatre. But they did so with
a difference: they imitated the vulnerable, dandified male impersonators,
rather than the bosomy heroines dressed in lace and tulle. Early lesbians
found no nourishment in either liberal feminism or Utopian feminism, both
of which seemed irrelevant to their concerns. As sexual radicals, they
adhered to a conservative social agenda, feeling that it gave them greater
personal freedom. The theatre, that orderly space for misrule, became a rich
source for the fashioning of what we now call the modern lesbian identity.
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12 Beauvoir’s philosophy as the hidden
paradigm of contemporary feminism1

Karen Vintges

‘Her problems are my problems’, ‘I live exactly as Beauvoir’, ‘I am Beauvoir’…
During years of research on the life and work of Simone de Beauvoir I
frequently received such reactions from all types of feminists. Their passionate
response to Beauvoir’s writings and personality was miles away from the
dismissive attitude of some major contemporary feminist theorists who had
summarily condemned Beauvoir’s thinking as outdated and ‘male biased’.2

Numerous ‘ordinary feminists‘, however, enthusiastically identified themselves
with Beauvoir, and it even appeared that she herself was among us!

In this article, we will examine why Beauvoir’s life and work still have
such an impact on women of our times. We will see that her philosophy
already encompasses all the elements of contemporary feminism, and so
much so that it can even count as its paradigm. This, however, is not
immediately visible. To grasp the reasons for their continuing impact on
women of our times we need to go into the philosophical backgrounds of her
life and work. A different picture of Beauvoir from the usual then emerges,
the usual one being that of the pur sang rationalist thinker. As she is usually
seen as a follower of (the early) Sartre, she, as is he, is considered a genuine
Cartesian, valuing consciousness above all, opposing bodily dimensions.3 If
one perceives any difference at all, then it is that she is more of a real
Enlightenment thinker. Iris Murdoch, for instance, ranks her as a
representative of Enlightenment optimism, the historical background being
that ‘she [Beauvoir] belongs to a race whose liberation can still be conceived
as a proper task of Reason and one which is within its power’.4

Against these views on Beauvoir as a Cartesian and Enlightenment thinker
I would like to present another, seemingly contradictory5 interpretation:
Beauvoir as a Rousseauist feminist. Beauvoir was extending to women what
Rousseau claimed for men, and like Rousseau she bridged the gap between
rationalism and romanticism, thereby constructing the paradigm of
contemporary feminism. To demonstrate this thesis I shall first deal with the
broader philosophical framework of Beauvoir’s thinking and the philosophy
of her feminist study The Second Sex more specifically. A closer look will be
taken at her ethics as well as at her life as part of her ethical project. Finally, I
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shall try to outline my new interpretation of Beauvoir in relation to
contemporary feminism, especially in relation to its logic of ‘equality and
difference’, a theme that proved crucial throughout the long history of feminism.

PHILOSOPHICAL FRAMEWORKS

The Second Sex (1949), Beauvoir’s study on the situation of women,
provoked much dispute and discussion in the sixth feminist movement, and
this discussion continues this very day. Exploring the historic situation of
women, Beauvoir concluded that they had been prevented from taking active
control of their own lives. Woman has been the Other throughout culture,
man has been the Self, the subject. Woman has been subjugated to man, who,
partly with woman’s consent, made her merely an extension of himself. For
the first time in history, through the availability of contraceptives and the
access to paid work, women have the chance to develop into a Self as well.
The Second Sex is a passionate appeal to women to do so whenever they can.

The impact of The Second Sex in the fifties was non-existent. It was only
twenty years after its appearance that the book was discovered by the new
feminist movement which had its focus on ‘body politics’. Shulamith
Firestone in her Dialectic of Sex (1970) referred to Beauvoir explicitly;
others like Kate Millett in her Sexual Politics (1971) were highly influenced
by Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, as Millett herself would only later
acknowledge. The same goes for Betty Friedan, whose Feminine Mystique
(1963) started the feminist movement in the United States. Only in 1975 did
she admit that she ‘who had helped start women on the new road’, had been
herself ‘started on the road’ by Beauvoir.6

Control by men of female sexuality and fertility were seen as central to
the oppression of women, and free contraception and abortion on demand
were a key issue. Economic autonomy was another. Women had started to
enter the job market but the economic evolution of woman’s condition, as
Beauvoir had announced it in The Second Sex, had yet to be accomplished.
Socialist feminism took up this theme and found its theoretical inspiration in
Beauvoir as well. However, with respect to the theme of the liberation of
female sexuality, after a few years the new women’s movement radicalized
into an explicit ‘romanticism’, stressing the difference between men and
women, masculinity and femininity.7 Women’s capacities were regarded as
superior, rather than inferior to men’s. Instead of becoming equal to men,
women should develop their own values, which would amount to a complete
cultural revolution. Feminism would bring harmony by breaking down the
barriers between mind and body, work and love, thereby bringing mankind
a fuller freedom.8

On a theoretical level this view was expressed by an overtly disapproving
reaction towards Enlightenment feminism: both socialist and liberal
feminism were now seen as adapting women to male standards, encouraging
them to emancipate in order to become identical to men. Modern feminism
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aspired to be more than just another emancipation movement. It was not
simply striving after social equality between men and women, and the
abolition of women’s oppression—it wanted to offer fundamental
alternatives to the dominant culture. This so-called cultural feminism soon
became dominant in feminist theory and Beauvoir’s The Second Sex was
marginalized and even criticized as extremely misogynist. Beauvoir had
been embraced by part of the emerging women’s movement in the 1960s, but
now she was criticized intensely by other sections. The Second Sex was
condemned as a ‘male’ view of women that had been superseded by the new,
‘real’ feminism. Psychoanalytical theory now became important as a source
of knowledge about female sexuality—for instance in Juliet Mitchell’s
Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974)—and as an inspiration for the
articulation of a different form of thinking and writing compared with the
masculine ‘logocentric’ approach. Feminist theoreticians such as Luce
Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, as well as French writers, such as Hélène Cixous,
sought to develop an écriture féminine, arguing that what lies outside the
dominant subject form in Western society is femininity. Because it has been
excluded from culture, the feminine would be culture-critical above all and
its articulation was seen as a revolutionary project. These French feminists
all mentioned Beauvoir in one way or another as an extremely important
figure but distanced themselves from her so-called male philosophical point
of view.9 The dichotomy between equality and difference now became
central to the agenda, and Beauvoir’s work was seen as typical of the
egalitarian approach.

However, it would seem that the philosophy of The Second Sex has
generally not been recognized. On those rare occasions when the text is
discussed from a philosophical perspective, only the Sartrean notions it
contains are highlighted. Because Beauvoir applied the notions of Sartre’s
early work Being and Nothingness (1943), she is accused of unleashing
Cartesian male thinking on (the subject of) women. Male values are said to
dominate in her work because she is believed to place consciousness above
the body, thinking above feeling, activity over passivity and transcendence
above nature.10 She is even said to have joined the ranks of our culture’s long
tradition of misogyny, insofar as she despises women and rejects the female
body.11 However, Beauvoir did not simply copy Sartre’s ideas and her
thinking does not fit his Cartesianism at all. By way of her ethical theory, she
developed a new version of the existentialist philosophy in which solidarity
with fellow human beings, corporality and emotion had a very great place.

Beauvoir’s general philosophical framework can be traced back to an
affinity with a ‘phenomenological’ perspective, especially in the field of
philosophical anthropology, a perspective which approaches humans as
situated beings. She shares this approach, which is influenced by Heidegger
and others, with Merleau-Ponty and Lévinas. The point of departure of the
phenomenological perspective is that humans are always involved in the
world, and so can only be understood within the total, highly complex
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context of that world. The person should thus be understood within his or her
situation. Not only are humans always involved in the world but they are also
seen as beings who continually give meaning to their situation. Thus,
humans are objective subjectivity and subjective objectivity. Their bodily
existence in time and place always has a signifying component. A work in
which Beauvoir expresses this phenomenological approach most clearly is
her essay on the Marquis de Sade, entitled Must we burn De Sade? (1952).
Here she presents an entirely different concept of man compared to that of
Sartre, which amounts to an altogether different concept of emotion. For
Sartre emotion is ‘bad faith’ and self-deceit. For Beauvoir, on the other hand,
emotion is a positive experience, through which contact with others occurs.
In her essay on Sade, not being able to experience emotion represents a lack
of full humanity. It is through emotion that we become a ‘psycho-
physiological unity’ and achieve ‘immediate communication’ with the other.
In the experience of emotion there is a confluence of body and mind, which
can be contrasted to pure, individuated consciousness. Beauvoir herself says
that she and Sartre disagreed about emotion from the start: ‘He had no taste,
he said, for all those disordered physical reactions—violent palpitations of
the heart, trembling, or giddiness—which paralyse verbal communication.’
Not only had Sartre no sense for emotion, he is contemptuous of it. Emotion
is not authentic, because it is not lucid: ‘If you gave way to tears or nerves
or sea-sickness, he said, you were simply being weak.’12

Beauvoir, on the contrary, speaks of feelings as ‘an experience of
fulfilment’. For her, they are a ‘direct contact with the world’.13 We find the
same leitmotiv in her discussions of ethics. Here, too, the emotional
dimension emerges as the meeting-place with fellow human beings. Her
ethical essay, Pyrrhus et Cinéas (1944) opens as follows:‘I knew a child who
cried because the concierge’s little son had died. His parents let him cry, but
then became irritated: “He wasn’t your brother”. The child dried his tears.’
But these parents were wrong, Beauvoir continues. True, the little boy is not
my brother. But if I cry for him, he is no longer a stranger. Who my
neighbour is cannot be determined in advance: ‘my tears decide’. Here
again, emotion resolves the difference between myself and the other.14

In The Ethics of Ambiguity (1946), Beauvoir argues that the world reveals
itself to us only ‘through rejection, desire, hate and love’. It is through them
that we really meet other people. For Sartre meeting other people is an
illusion because emotion belongs in fact to consciousness. To feel emotion is
a free choice of the mind. Thus the splendid isolation of the lucid
consciousness is always there and real contact with fellow beings is in the
final analysis unthinkable. Beauvoir clearly rejects Satre’s solipsism. Her
essay Must we burn De Sade? should, in my opinion, be regarded as an
indirect response to Sartre’s solipsism. Both Sartre and Sade saw love as an
impossibility and emphasized the conflict, the enmity and the separation
between people. Beauvoir deplored Sade’s inability to forget himself as a
consciousness and put forward emotion as the ability to achieve contact with
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the other. It would appear that we can replace Sade’s name with that of
Sartre, and that we can read the covert message of her article as: Must we
burn Sartre?.

Beauvoir’s position in her essay on Sade can be traced back to her earlier
work, The Ethics of Ambiguity. This book contains in fact a consistent
attempt to reconcile Sartre’s thoughts about the ontological freedom of man
with the phenomenological perspective in philosophical anthropology. In his
work Being and Nothingness Sartre had affirmed a lucid, supremely
conscious way of life as the only authentic human existence. In The Ethics
of Ambiguity, Beauvoir on the contrary develops a theory of human beings as
essentially situated. She argues that the human condition is ambiguous. As
situated beings, we are a psycho-physiological unity. But, she continues, our
ontological freedom, our status as pure and isolated consciousness, is always
there at the background of our existence, and this is the reason why life is a
continuous moral project. By a moral transformation of the will, a
‘conversion’, we continually have to situate ourselves, rising from this
background of pure, individuated consciousness to the level of incarnated,
i.e. situated, beings. Only in this way are we able to overcome the distance
and separation between ourselves and others, and engage with them as our
fellow human beings.

However, she adds that our situation can be such that we cannot realize
our ontological freedom by such a moral conversion. The historical situation
of women and slaves has stunted their ability to exercise fully their
ontological freedom. Beauvoir emphasizes the influence of social
circumstances on the life of individuals. Every person is always situated, i.e.
embedded, in time and place, and as such every person lives as a
psychophysiological unity. But his situation can be such that he is unable to
experience actively and realize the potentiality of his ontological freedom.
Social freedom is therefore a necessary condition for situating ourselves on
the basis of our ontological freedom. We may conclude that Beauvoir
succeeded in reconciling Sartre’s notion of ontological freedom with the
idea of human beings as a psycho-physiological unities, a reconciliation
Sartre himself did not achieve.

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE SECOND SEX

Having sketched the philosophical stance of Simone de Beauvoir, we have
cleared the decks to deal with the philosophy of The Second Sex. This
seminal text should be placed in the context of Beauvoir’s reworking of
Sartre’s theory in The Ethics of Ambiguity. But the two texts are rarely
studied together from such a philosophical vantage point: when the
philosophical framework of The Second Sex is at stake, only the Sartrean
notions it contains are treated. Because Beauvoir applied these concepts she
is accused of unleashing ‘male thinking’ on the subject of women.

Such a critique was formulated, for instance, by Genevieve Lloyd, in her
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The Man of Reason (1984). According to Lloyd, transcendence in Sartre
signifies nothing less than an abhorrence of the female body and therefore The
Second Sex, in which Beauvoir uses this concept, is masculine and sexist as
well. In the final section of Being and Nothingness, Sartre indeed regards the
female body as a dangerous threat to freedom, that is to pure consciousness
(the so-called pour-soi).15 All ‘holes’ threaten the pour-soi. They seduce the
subject into becoming mere flesh and so fill the hole. And Sartre continues:
 

The obscenity of the feminine sex is that of everything which ‘gapes
open’…. In herself woman appeals to a strange flesh which is to
transform her into a fullness of being by penetration and dissolution.
Conversely woman senses her condition as an appeal precisely because
she is ‘in the form of a hole’…. Beyond any doubt her sex is a mouth and
a voracious mouth which devours the penis.16

 
Thus the female body emerges as the opposite of transcendence, in fact as its
enemy par excellence, and Sartre’s philosophical framework seems sexist
indeed, for it defines the female body in opposition to consciousness.

The question now is in which form Sartre’s conceptual framework
appears in The Second Sex: is it applied in its original form, and is the female
body also seen by Beauvoir as the enemy par excellence of freedom? There
are passages which would suggest this. Beauvoir sometimes speaks in very
negative terms about female bodily functions, such as menstruation,
pregnancy and labour.17 In addition, however, we also find an emphasis on
the fact that the body is not a thing, but an ‘experienced’ reality. The real
human body, Beauvoir contends, ‘is not the body-object described by
biologists…but the body as lived in by the subject’:
 

It is not merely as a body, but rather as a body subject to taboos, to laws,
that the subject is conscious of himself and attains fulfilment—it is with
reference to certain values that he evaluates himself. And, once again, it
is not upon physiology that values can be based; rather, the facts of
biology take on values that the existent bestows upon them.18

 
Referring to the insights of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, she asserts that
the body is not a thing, but a ‘situation’.19 By doing so, she approaches the
body explicitly from the phenomenological perspective: the perception of
the human being as objective subjectivity and subjective objectivity.
Reductionist biological notions of woman are subjected to permanent and
incisive criticism throughout The Second Sex. Women’s bodies always
contain a dimension of meaning for Beauvoir. She claims that the position of
woman as ‘Other’ throughout history was by no means the inevitable
consequence of woman’s bodily functions. It was the outcome of an
historically contingent process, in which the biology of woman has been
appropriated by men to relegate her to the specific role of the ‘Other’. It was
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the oppression of women that made it impossible for them to develop into an
autonomous Self.

Through the central role of the thesis of woman as historic Other in The
Second Sex, it is clear that whenever Beauvoir talks about the female body,
she has the situated body in mind, i.e. the body which is embedded in and
experienced through socio-cultural practices and meanings. Her approach of
woman as situated human being made it impossible for her to share Sartre’s
high-handed dismissal of the female body as the antithesis of consciousness.
The real object of criticism in The Second Sex is not the female body but the
traditional situation of women. If women gain active control over their own
lives they will also experience their bodily functions including menstruation,
pregnancy and labour in different ways.

Removing the female body from Sartre’s dualistic ontology and ranking
it at a socio-cultural level, Beauvoir not only transformed the very core of
Sartre’s sexist conceptual framework, but his Cartesianism as well.
Cartesian thinking, with its strong distinction between mind and body, is left
behind by phenomenology, fusing the two in the concept of man as always
‘situated’: a body in time and place which is always experienced and as such
is a unity of flesh and consciousness. Therefore, Beauvoir’s appeal to
women to grasp their chances to develop into a Self cannot be considered a
plea for women to become pure rational selves. Beauvoir wanted women to
become autonomous selves, but her plea is for the sensitive ‘situated’ self,
with true emotions. And here is our first clue to her Rousseauism. She—like
Sartre—identified the good life with dependence on self. Human beings
should live as self-responsible, authentic beings and not live ‘through’
others. But, in contrast to Sartre, it is not the rational, lucid self but the
‘situated’, sensitive self she is after. Beauvoir now claimed for women what
Rousseau saw as the prerogative of men: to develop a sensitive self with its
own sentiments and inclinations.

As Charles Taylor puts it, Rousseau was bridging rationalism and
romanticism because his discourse on emotions and the sensitive self was
forged against the background of the view of man as a disengaged rational
self, developed by Descartes and Locke among others. Rousseau remained
on the modern side of the watershed, because he presupposed the triumph of
the new identity of disengaged reason over the premodern notion of personal
identity as embedded in an ontic logos. Only in this context could our
subjective sentiments acquire a decisive value.20

The parallel with Beauvoir’s mission is very clear in this respect. She also
formulated her view of (wo)man as sensitive self against the background of
the disengaged rational self that dominated Sartre’s theory, bridging rationalism
and romanticism in a way similar to Rousseau. The impact of Rousseau’s
work was enormous in his time. People wept and embraced each other. It was
his appeal to become a sensitive self that moved them and that they somehow
recognized as ‘being in the air’. Beauvoir also articulated something that was
‘in the air’. But this time it was for women. They now felt the longing to
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become autonomous selves as well. Beauvoir voiced her plea to women not
only in The Second Sex but also in her philosophical novels and her
autobiography. There, she expressed it very attractively, with all the romantic
melancholy and feelings of solitude that had also made Rousseau’s writings
so alluring. It is this appeal that still moves women all over the world and
inspires in them a desire to become ‘selves’. Like Rousseau, Beauvoir received
a flood of letters from readers who wrote that she had saved their lives. Her
work has had a resonance with women worldwide, who recognize themselves
in her words and recognize each other in having read them. Her funeral was
crowded and flowers are always on her grave.21

‘ART OF LIVING’

We shall now look at Beauvoir’s ethics more specifically. We saw that she
spoke in terms of a moral conversion: man is an ontologically free being but
has to search situatedness by a moral conversion. According to her, only life
as an incarnated, sensitive being is ethical because only thereby is manfully
realizing his ontological freedom. In the first part of The Ethics of Ambiguity
Beauvoir underpinned this idea theoretically. She introduced a distinction
between ‘being free’ and ‘willing oneself free’ (se vouloir libre, also:
vouloir vivre), between ‘ontological’ or ‘original’ freedom on the one hand,
and ‘moral’ freedom on the other. By willing ourselves free we identify
positively with the fact that we are free and have to make choices
continually. We don’t turn away from the world indifferently, but we commit
ourselves by actively involving ourselves with other people. But why should
we call this a moral attitude? If we will ourselves free and become actively
involved with the world and people around us, can’t we then equally become
involved in ‘evil doings’? This is, however, impossible, because ‘willing
oneself free’ also implies that we want freedom as such: we take up a
position against every form of oppression, both of ourselves and of others.
Willing oneself free thus entails a positive involvement with other people
that is not passive in nature. We do not adopt a noncommittal attitude to
others, but oblige ourselves to become concerned with their fate and welfare.
This is why Beauvoir saw ‘willing oneself free’ as a moral attitude and why
she spoke in terms of a moral conversion.

Through the configuration of conversion, Beauvoir brought together both
the continuing presence of ontological freedom, and the active involvement
with other people. Given the ever-present ontological freedom of man, the
element of pure consciousness he carries within himself, radical separation
will always be the background of our existence. This means that in the end
we can never speak for another person and universalizing moral theories are
invalid. In opposition to such an abstract moral theory, Beauvoir introduced
a different approach, an ‘ethics of ambiguity’. Man’s ambiguous condition is
the reason why universal moral laws cannot exist. However, the existence of
the concrete can certainly be the locus of a moral dimension. In this way,
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Beauvoir managed to retain the sting from Sartre’s existentialism—his idea
of the radical separation between people—and to achieve a reconciliation
between that existentialist barb and a moral perspective.

At the end of The Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir was still seeking to
ground a positive morality. Later she distanced herself from this ‘moralism’.
The universal side of her ethics is thereafter only found in the form of a
negative moral code which states that no person may be oppressed. For the
elaboration of a positive ethics we must turn to her literary work and her
autobiography. For Beauvoir, philosophical literature was an essential part
of philosophy. In this genre, the subjective truth, i.e. the truth of concrete
experiences of people in concrete situations, can be explored without forcing
them into abstract schemes or formulas. Because Beauvoir also saw the
subjective dimension as the location of ethics, her novels can be seen as the
continuation of her philosophical reflections on the foundations of ethics.

If we look at her novel The Mandarins (1954), this becomes immediately
apparent. Not only are moral decisions the central theme in the novel, we
also witness the emergence here of a specific type of positive ethics: the
notion of a personal morality in the form of a self-identity that is shaped by
a specific life-project. Beauvoir even introduces a separate term for this type
of project. One of the young people in the social milieu depicted in the
novel, Lambert, for whom the writer Henri has an exemplary function, urges
the latter to write novels which can provide a leitmotiv for personal actions:
‘First of all; Lambert asserts, ‘we need an ethics, an art of living.’ Later on,
he implores of Henri: ‘You have a sense of what is real. You ought to teach
us how to live for the moment.’ At first, Henri protests:
 

‘Formulating an ethics, an art of living, doesn’t exactly enter into my
plans.’ His eyes shining, Lambert looked up at Henri. ‘Oh, I stated that
badly. I wasn’t thinking of a theoretical treatise. But there are things that
you consider important, there are values you believe in.’22

 
In thex end, Henri makes it his task to capture a coherent identity for himself
and decides to start writing again. Beauvoir introduced the concept ‘art of
living’ here as an equivalent to ethics. This concept expresses in compact
form how moral decisions are made: it not only articulates the fact that ethics
take on the form of a concrete, individual approach to life, but also
represents the attitude that moral decisions come about in a continual
creative process without the application of general methods, moral laws or
rules. In The Mandarins ethics take on the form of a fully open ethos (with
the negative moral code that no person may be oppressed, continuing to
work in the background). Beauvoir considers man an open collection of
heterogeneous elements. His life is ‘pulverized by events, scattered,
broken’.23 However, it is man’s task to bring together that abundance of
elements into a unity.

In two lectures, Que peut la littérature? (‘What is the power of literature?’,
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1965) and Mon experience d’écrivain (‘My experience as a writer’, 1966),
Beauvoir emphasized that human life is fragmented, or ‘detotalized’: we are
never the total of our experiences. One emotion will always escape us as we
experience another. Our memory is incapable of forging the diversity of all
recollections into a unity. Only literature can succeed in reconciling the
irreconcilability of all our experiences. Literature alone is able to pursue two
themes simultaneously, just as a symphony can develop various themes at the
same time. Literature is the means by which we can fashion an identity out of
our countless, dispersed experiences: writing is self-creation. However, this
does not concern the creation of a psychological entity. Beauvoir never lost
her disgust for the ‘inner-self. The ‘I’ is a construction in writing. Henri realizes
that: The truth of one’s life is outside oneself, in events, in other people, in
things; to talk about oneself, one must talk about everything else.’24

Beauvoir’s concept of the necessity of a conscious construction of one’s
own identity out of a heterogeneous collection of elements is diametrically
opposed to Sartre’s thinking. In essence, his theory requires us to remain
free from an identity. Consciousness has to remain empty because otherwise
we would become a thing, and our human existence would not be authentic.
It is true Sartre also saw man as a being who creates himself, and he stated
every human life is characterized by a projet fondamental. But this
fundamental project can only be reconstructed in retrospect from a person’s
actions. For Sartre, self-creation cannot form a way of living. We must not
live as though there is an ‘I’ which guides our actions and to which our
experiences manifest themselves. We have to be aware of the emptiness of
our consciousness, and of the task of continually creating ourselves. No
identity can be stuck on us, either by ourselves, or by others. Compared to
the anarchism or nomadism of Sartre, Beauvoir emerges as a ‘moralist’; in
her thinking, everything a person does should contribute to his own identity.
 

Renouncing all previous anger and desires and giving preference to the
emotions of the moment means smashing human existence into worthless
fragments, erasing the past. [Instead,] it is the task of everyone to realise
his individual unity by involving his past in aims for the future.25

 
Man should assume his responsibility for a specific collection of moral
values by providing himself with a coherent identity. This does not imply a
finished or closed identity; it remains open to the future, although being
based on the past, this openness is limited.26 Reflecting on the past, we have
to remain conscious of who and what we are. Beauvoir stated that she wrote
her autobiography because she loved constructing herself so that she could
continue to create herself from a firm base.27 Life for her was ‘an
undertaking that had a clear direction’.28 In this light, Beauvoir’s
autobiographical work emerges as the core of her oeuvre. It forms the
conscious construction of an individual identity and way of life and as such
reflects her attitudes to ethics as an art of living. We should interpret her
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autobiography as ethical self-creation rather than as self-analysis. For
Beauvoir, the self is something to be stylized on the surface rather than
examined in depth. Her autobiography is not aimed at revealing an inner
world beneath or behind her active life, but at charting and styling that active
life. She used the inventory technique in order to weigh and determine
herself continually. According to the task she had set herself within the
framework of her art of living ethics, she thus designed a coherent identity
for herself as she went along.

In her autobiography Beauvoir told us that Rousseau was one of her most
beloved writers and that she read and reread his Confessions endlessly.
Rousseau created himself in his autobiography as well. Although he spoke in
terms of confession and truth, he also mentioned the character of
autobiography as fiction. Gutman, in my view, correctly states that in his
Confessions Rousseau wanted ‘to create a “self” which can serve to define
himself, to himself and to others, in the face of a hostile social order’. To
create a unitary self Rousseau used the self-technique of ‘enumeration of
each and every experience that has made one what and who one is.’29 It is
also in this respect that Beauvoir can be seen as a Rousseauist feminist,
trying, by the self-technique of writing, to create a self as a woman
intellectual in the face of a hostile social order.30

BEAUVOIR’S PHILOSOPHY AS PARADIGM OF THE ‘SIXTH
FEMINIST WAVE’

Finally, I would like to discuss the relationship of The Second Sex to
contemporary feminism, focussing on the equality-difference debate in feminist
theory. Should women be considered as different from men, or is this way of
thinking an essentialist trap and should we merely think in terms of ‘sameness’
between men and women? We have seen that equality and difference were two
main approaches in contemporary feminism. However, a third important point
of view came to the fore in the course of the debate. Out of ‘Romantic’ feminist
thought that stressed the difference between man and woman, a so-called
postmodern feminism emerged, which carried the deconstruction of the subject
‘woman’ a stage further. Contemporary postmodernist thinkers such as Jacques
Derrida and Michel Foucault harboured a deep suspicion towards the supposed
unity of the subject, and they sought to escape from the restrictions of the
unitary self. According to this Neo-Nietzschean philosophy, all ethics and
morality are themselves already a power mechanism; they limit man to being
a creature with a so-called inner life, a creature who can and must continually
give an account of his actions. In this way man acquires an identity and as
such becomes predictable and controllable: the self is fashioned into an ‘ordre
interieur’ that is actually the mainstay of the dominant social order. To move
beyond this invisible prison-house, other ways of living and forms of
subjectivity have to be developed.31

Feminist theoreticians, such as, for instance, Rosi Braidotti in her Nomadic
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Subjects (1994) retheorized the feminine subject in a similar way. If we assume
that a unitary subject is unavoidably a product of power mechanisms, we can
no longer speak in terms of ‘woman’ as an essential feminine subject who has
to be liberated. Moreover, we may no longer assume the identity of the feminine
as an essence that can be articulated. Instead, we should unravel and deconstruct
fixed meanings of femininity, so that an open space is created that permits the
shaping of new ways of thinking and living. Postmodern feminism, with its
suspicion of any fixed subject ‘woman’, expresses the political mood of the
feminist movement as we approach the end of the twentieth century. Differences
between women have come to dominate the agenda of the women’s movement,
and universal similarities between women are no longer taken for granted.
Postmodern feminism can thus be seen as the third important approach in
contemporary feminism, paradoxically stressing the difference between women
rather than their common identity.

In my opinion, Beauvoir’s philosophy in many ways prefigures and
anticipates postmodern feminism, and it may help us to clarify the meaning
of all three varieties of contemporary feminist thought discussed above. Let
us begin to look at the first two approaches through the prism of The Second
Sex. Equality and difference are frequently thought of as contradictory ideas,
even though some have advocated combining them in a pragmatic way.32

Beauvoir’s philosophy, however, enables us to perceive the linkages
between the two approaches and thereby clarifies the way they go together
in the feminist movement. The universal demand for social freedom,
necessary for people to develop into a self, provides the negative moral code
of The Second Sex. Equality between men and women—equality in not
being oppressed—is the background against which new personal identities
of women can emerge. In The Second Sex, we find no ready-made model for
a common, new identity for women; only the prediction that cultural
differences between men and women will remain, following the
disappearance of women’s oppression:
 

There will always be certain differences between man and woman; her
eroticism, and therefore her sexual world, have a special form of their
own, and therefore can not fail to engender a sensuality, a sensitivity of a
special nature. This means that her relations to her own body, to that of the
male, to the child, will never be identical with those the male bears to his
own body, to that of the female, and to the child; those who make much
of ‘equality in difference’ could not with good grace refuse to grant me
the possible existence of differences in equality.33

 
Equality and difference are interwoven in the philosophy of this text in a way
that perfectly captures their continuing dialectic in contemporary feminism.
The two seemingly contradictory principles can be quite well combined
when one is seen as the precondition of the other; social and political
equality are a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the emergence of
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new female, but not perforce feminine, identities. Both can be seen as part of
a larger project that aims at enlarging the freedom for women to decide for
themselves how they will live.

The Second Sex was severely criticized by cultural feminists who thought
it merely implied the injunction for women to become identical to men. A
closer scrutiny of the text discloses that its aim is exactly the opposite,
namely to make women free so that they can create new situations, new
cultural meanings and new ways of experiencing what life as a woman can
be. Surveying the entire corpus of Beauvoir’s philosophy, including her
autobiographical writings, we feel confident to affirm that she really was a
thinker of our times, as even the crucial themes of postmodernism are
integral to her thought. She, like Sartre, was thoroughly familiar with
Surrealism and other modernist movements from which postmodernism
inherited its suspicion of the unitary deep self. Beauvoir shared Sartre’s
disgust for the ‘deep inner self’, but in addition she distanced herself from
his ideas of man as a subject. She knew people did not live the lives of such
a self at all; women are not a self, they have to capture one in a bitter contest
against all kinds of constraints that are still powerfully present. But what
they must win is a ‘situated’ self, instead of chasing after the mirage of the
deep psychological one.

In her own life Beauvoir wanted to develop an ‘art of living’ that could be
inspiring to other women and would give them guidance on how to give
meaning to their own lives. She wanted to develop an experimental style, a
model of what life as an active and creative woman could be like. She herself
sought to live in accordance with the ideas developed in The Second Sex, but
she did so as a singular and contingent project—an art of living. In this way
she reconciled avant la lettre the postmodernist aversion of the fixed subject
and the cultural feminist project to develop alternatives for the dominant
patriarchal culture.

Beauvoir’s philosophy thus encompasses all three approaches of
contemporary feminism. Between three and four million copies of The
Second Sex have by now been sold.34 It must surely be considered the most
important theoretical work in contemporary feminism. As we have pointed
out above, her autobiographical oeuvre ought to be seen as an integral part
of her philosophical ‘system’. Taking a close look at her thought, it becomes
clear that all the themes of contemporary feminism were already present in
her work. In this sense we feel justified to conclude that Beauvoir has set the
agenda for the women’s movement of the late twentieth century, and that her
philosophy can be called paradigmatic for contemporary feminism. She and
her texts will remain with us for some time to come.
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13 Contemporary feminism between
individualism and community

Jet Bussemaker

An analysis of contemporary feminism creates its own problems. There is no
historical distance to help us analyse its peculiarities and its similarities to
former ‘waves’, as we are still living in this wave, or at least in its wake. In
addition the multiplicity of events and ideas makes it extremely hard to do
justice to this richness. Since we already talk about feminisms in the case of
other waves, we should certainly do so in the case of this one. In order to
grasp its main ideas we could analyse the writings of important authors such
as Betty Friedan, Kate Millett, Shulamith Firestone, Juliet Mitchell and
Adrienne Rich. Or we might concentrate on central topics such as abortion,
equal rights or sexual harassment, or on the organizational culture of the
women’s movement with its non-hierarchical structures and anarchic
tendencies. Another possibility would be to focus on theoretical debates
about the relationship between feminism and Marxism, the role of
psychoanalysis, the concept of patriarchy, the relationship between equality
and difference, or the differences between women in relation to sexuality,
class and ethnicity.

Whatever the starting-point, the meaning of the concept ‘feminism’ must
be brought into question. There is no universal language to describe the
problems and needs of women; the debates on its definition are an inherent
part of feminism itself. It matters whether one describes the position of
women in terms of oppression or in terms of relative disadvantage. It also
makes a difference whether preference is given to a language of equality or
to one which highlights the differences between men and women. The idea
that the meaning of feminism is obvious has, as Delmar writes, even
‘become an obstacle to understanding feminism, in its diversity and in its
differences, and in its specificity as well’.1 A general working definition, as
proposed in the introduction of this book, is only useful insofar as it opens
up the plurality of historical feminisms for analysis.

I shall select one way of looking at contemporary feminism: the
relationship between liberal, individualist visions of feminism on the one
hand, and more socially and community-oriented perspectives on the other.2

In order to show the specific meaning of ‘sixth wave’ feminism, I shall focus
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on two major factors affecting the formation of national feminisms: the
context of expanding welfare states and the development of political
cultures. The development of welfare states made possible the demand of
social rights for women as well as the ideal of self-development and personal
autonomy, both of which could be formulated in a situation where the state
guaranteed a ‘decent, human life’ to all its citizens.

Contemporary feminism presupposed a strongly egalitarian ethos that was
extremely critical towards all traditional forms of power and authority and so,
in a broader context along with other social and political movements,
contributed to a debate on the foundations of social and political cohesion or
‘community’ that seriously affected the entire political culture of late twentieth-
century Western society. Precisely how, depended greatly on geographical
settings. If we restrict ourselves to the North Atlantic world, we can distinguish
an Anglo-American society, where more acquisitive, market-place values
predominate, as against continental Europe, with a greater influence of
communal value orientations, both social democratic and Christian democratic.
This distinction will be an underlying theme in my contribution. For example,
to label women as a ‘we’, with a certain sense of group identity, may be
interpreted differently in different nations. In the United States, tradition
encourages people to identify themselves as Americans, with basic economic
rights. In the Netherlands, however, personal identity tends to be more
embedded in humanist values, and group identity is a strategy of dominant
society for a peaceful coexistence of different belief systems, such as
Protestantism and Catholicism. In France a tradition of political citizenry
dominates: the only acceptable group identification derives from where one
stands in political life.3 Below, I will refer to such cultural differences, focussing
on some less familiar examples from the Netherlands.

My main thesis is that, in the long run, notions based on an individualistic
political culture and an individualist psychology have dominated
contemporary feminism, but that the significance of these notions has
differed greatly between the Anglo-American and the European continental
societies. Even though socialist, Christian democratic and other
communalistic and solidarity movements have contested the supremacy of
individualism from time to time, it was the dialectic between feminism and
individualism that gave the movement its radical edge in continental Europe.
Anglo-American individualism was, by and large, more wedded to a
marketoriented and atomistic view of society, which sometimes constituted
a threat to, rather than an opportunity for, contemporary feminism.

FEMINISM, INDIVIDUALISM AND SOCIAL RELATIONS

The distinction between individualist and relational ideas on gender and
society is, of course, not restricted to contemporary feminism. It can be
traced back to the origins of modernity and was certainly relevant to
nineteenth-century feminism.4 In general terms we can describe the
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differences as follows: the first approach privileges the rights and claims to
self-development of individual persons who are endowed with an
autonomous rationality, which is logically and morally prior to society. The
second approach sees social relations as the basic reality, maintaining that
the individual exists and can only exist in relation to others, and thus in
communities. These relationships may vary from traditional heterosexual
families to all other social arrangements and communities, but in all cases an
individual can only become a morally responsible human agent through
social interaction with others.

The distinction outlined above comes close to Karen Offen’s opposition
between individualist and relational feminism. In her view, individualist
feminism traditionally emphasized abstract concepts of human rights and
celebrated the quest for independence and autonomy in all fields of life,
while playing down or even dismissing as insignificant most socially defined
roles and minimizing discussion of gendered behaviour. By contrast, the
relational tradition proposes, according to Offen, a gender-based but
egalitarian vision of social organization. It features the primacy of a
companionate, non-hierarchical, male-female couple as the basic unit of
society, emphasizing women’s rights as rights for women and insisting on
women’s distinctive contributions to civilization.5 According to Offen,
contemporary feminism has mainly drawn on the individualist tradition,
formulating its primary demands in the language of equal rights and equal
treatment, bypassing the socio-political context as well as the relational
aspects of most women’s lives. She criticizes this approach, because it
denies the lived experience of many women and thereby leaves the realm of
daily toil and trouble, as well as the field of compassion and love, effectively
claimed by opponents who have succeeded in mobilizing public fear against
the feminist movement. As an alternative, Offen proposes to reintegrate
individualistic, rights-based claims into a more socially conscious relational
framework that emphasizes responsibility to others. Offen thus puts
relational feminism first, as a framework for individualist feminism. She is
certainly right in her assertion that strong individualism prevails in Western
society as well as in a major part of feminism, but she does not discuss the
other available option: that of putting individualistic feminism first and
integrating aspects of relational feminism within it—an option which needs
serious consideration and to which I will return in my conclusion.

To appreciate the powerful impact of the individualist tradition, we can
refer to the struggle of contemporary feminists in the legal-constitutional
sphere. This struggle is especially relevant in the American case, where it is
closely related to debates around individualism, communitarianism and
group identity. But it is also important for European feminism—though in
different ways, which are linked to differences in conceptions of citizenship,
gender and legal traditions in European countries. Moreover, the
supranational legislation of the European Union and the decisions of the
European Court of Justice have been of particular importance in a number of
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gender-related issues. The differences between the American and European
political traditions have also influenced the ways in which feminists on both
shores of the Atlantic have formulated critiques of the darker sides of an
‘atomistic’ and ‘egotistical’ individualism. In comparison with Western
European countries, especially the continental ones, individualism is more
strongly developed, with much further reaching consequences in the United
States. It is striking that Offen, as well as other authors from the US, are
extremely critical towards individualism.6 I doubt, however, if this criticism
is transmittable to continental Europe. This does not mean, of course, that
the distinction of individual versus relational feminism does not apply in the
European case, but it does mean that European feminisms emerged in a great
variety of political cultures, in which ideas about the individual and the role
of the state differed from those prevailing in the United States.

THE CONTEXT OF THE WELFARE STATE

In postwar Western Europe the welfare state expanded rapidly. The new
interventionist social policies fundamentally reshaped the relations between
the individual, the family and the state. Gender is a crucial element in
understanding these developments, which deeply affected the relationship
between work and care, individual rights and community values.7 In most
European countries there was a widely shared belief that the male
breadwinner/female carer family was the basic unit of society and should
therefore be protected by the state. The ideology of the ‘male breadwinner
family’ has historically cut across the established typologies of welfare
states, and has been particularly entrenched in continental Europe and
Britain.8 Nonetheless, there are major differences between national welfare
states, with some relying almost exclusively on the male breadwinner model,
while others are more generous towards married or single women. Historical
analysis of the strength of women’s agencies, women’s movements and
welfare states—though more detailed for the prewar than for the postwar
period9—has, however, revealed that there is no straightforward link
between a strong feminist movement and welfare policies contributing to
full citizenship for women.10 The British case shows, for example, that a
powerful feminist movement may, paradoxically, have contributed to the
granting of family allowances and other provisions, which resulted in strong
breadwinner-based arrangements.11

Women’s movements originated in the sixties in different types of welfare
states and breadwinner arrangements. What all these states had in common
was a proliferation of institutions that concerned themselves with the quality
of life, and especially with the quality of family life. In the emerging welfare
states, ‘politics’ overflowed into a broad field of social regulation, which
penetrated deeply into the web of society in a way traditional parliamentary
legislation never did. The range and generosity of state welfare benefits do
not appear to be of such crucial importance in this respect as the political
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culture, but the type of welfare state has to some extent influenced the form
and content of feminist thinking and organization. We might expect, for
example, that countries with strong ‘breadwinner regimes’ may have given
rise to a powerful women’s movement with a clear focus on individual
rights. As an example, I will examine the Dutch situation.12

The Dutch welfare state was characterized by strong ‘breadwinner’
arrangements, Christian Democrat domination, the phenomenon of
pillarization13 and by a great emphasis on community values. Moreover, the
Dutch case is fascinating because, from a comparative perspective, the
welfare state was not well developed before World War II, but became one
of the most generous welfare states in the postwar period.14 The immediate
postwar years witnessed a broadly shared desire among political parties to
revert to former patterns of home life as soon as possible. This explains the
emphasis in the 1950s in political and public discourses on the importance
of private domesticity, as well as the prevalence of a rather conservative
family policy.15 But while traditional values were prized when it came to
morality and family life, the various political movements displayed great
enthusiasm for modernization on economic issues. These two ideas must be
seen as two sides of the same coin; a stable, traditional family life was
thought of as a prerequisite for a dynamic economy.

In the 1950s there was a widely held belief that keeping housewives in the
home was one of the victories of the welfare state. Catholics, in particular,
who dominated the discussion on gender relations and family life,
disseminated the idea of working women as contradictory to modern
conceptions of good living, and incompatible with social virtues. One could
say that relational frameworks were dominant with regard to social rights
and family policy. Differences between male breadwinners and female
carers were not presumed to be discriminatory, but a recognition of natural
differences in ability, talents and tasks between men and women. The
relationship between them was understood in terms of a Catholic tradition of
equal dignity in difference—meaning that men and women had
complementary tasks concerning the public good. Postwar welfare
provisions were built on social and communitarian reasoning, and took
serious account of people’s social circumstances. These circumstances,
however, presupposed the traditional family as the basic unit of society and
thus legitimized gender inequality in social arrangements.

Together with the incorporation of gender differences in social rights,
however, women—particularly married women—obtained some important civil
rights. In 1947 joint parental control was formally legalized. In 1955 the
marriage-bar, which prevented married women from working in the civil
service, was withdrawn. In 1956 the civil disability of married women in legal
contracts was abolished. In public parlance, the idea of a ‘completed
emancipation’ became almost commonplace. This was part of a slowly
developing, more general change in discourse on the relation between
individuals and public life: citizens were regarded as responsible and
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emancipated individuals rather than as docile subjects. These changes paved
the way for more egalitarian conceptions of gender relations, although no one
could foresee the emergence of a new ‘wave’ of feminism in the late 1960s.

The rather slow and cautious changes of the late 1950s and early 1960s
towards a more democratic culture in general, and more equal gender
relations and family life in particular, have only recently begun to receive the
attention of historians. I believe these changes to be significant since they
help to explain the rapid spread of democratic and feminist vocabularies
later in the 1960s. Feminism was part of a broad change in attitudes to social
problems, such as the new urgency of personal autonomy, the democratic
critique of an authoritarian-bureaucratic public administration and a social
approach towards individual discontent and complaints, including the
famous ‘housewife syndrome’. The Catholics played an important role in
paving the way for these changes. The Catholic Party in the Netherlands was
especially interested in individual well-being, as well as self-expression and
the political significance of personal feelings, whilst it criticized the welfare
state for adopting too utilitarian an approach in the early 1960s. Femininity
became a metaphor for empathy and social involvement in the public sphere,
related to humanist values.16 Whereas femininity had been restricted to
family life and motherhood in the 1950s, its meaning was now extended to
public life as a condition for social well-being and happiness, thus turning
gender into a potentially politically relevant category.17 The change in the
vocabulary of Catholics was symptomatic of a broader transformation of
political culture across Europe; the focus was on ‘social equality’ rather than
‘natural hierarchy’.

Besides the occasional publication on women’s problems,18 neither a
feminist vocabulary nor a feminist movement were as yet in place. It was
Joke Kool-Smit, an Amsterdam journalist and university lecturer, who first
turned the language of ‘completed emancipation’ into a vocabulary of
women’s liberation. This is one of the most striking features of
contemporary women’s liberation and feminism: the recourse to a new
language—the language of liberation rather than of emancipation.19 Kool-
Smit’s cautiously formulated 1967 article The Discomfort of Women is now
commonly regarded as the starting-point for Dutch contemporary feminism.
The article opens, like many others from that period, with a reference to
Simone de Beauvoir. Kool-Smit analyses the problems of middle-class
women, who should be happy but are not; whose existence extends no
further than their house and who enjoy a tenuous contact with the outside
world. Women, she writes, must become more like men. To this end, women
must learn to think in terms and vocabularies that, traditionally, have been
reserved for men: ‘It is really time that women permit themselves the healthy
egoism that has been taken for granted among men since time
immemorial’.20 Kool-Smit made a deliberate move from a language of
female virtues to one about women’s interests, and so extended the language
of enlightened self-interest to women. Women should no longer see
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themselves as docile citizens and obedient housewives but as individuals
with their own interests.

The vocabulary of enlightened self-interest is, of course, part of the history
of individualism. The quotation above exemplifies the ambiguous relationship
between feminism and individualism: finding support in an individualist
tradition of self-interest on the one hand, and criticizing this tradition on the
other, due to its exclusion of women, as well as because of its emphasis on
economic values. Kool-Smit distanced herself from a purely economic
conception of self-interest. The ‘healthy egoism’ she proposes for women
should be different. It is not a destructive passion but a respectable desire
which will also be productive for others, particularly for men and children,
who will gain a spouse and mother with her own thoughts and experiences.
Kool-Smit regards feminism as an invisible hand which in due time will usher
in a positive, generous society for all, an invisible hand which is accompanied
by a ‘morality of sentiments’ in which personal relationships, trust and social
values are high on the agenda. The attempt to encourage enlightened self-
interest might be seen as a logical outcome of the (Dutch) welfare state, which
promised greater well-being, self-development and full citizenship rights for
all inhabitants. Feminism tended to follow the logic of the welfare state as far
as equal rights and social justice were concerned, but it changed the unit of
welfare and justice from the traditional family to individuals, that is to individual
men and women. Feminist individualism, therefore, differed from a purely
economic market individualism as well as from the ‘rugged’ variety prevailing
in mainstream American culture.

AUTHORITY, EGALITARIANISM AND FEMINISM

Despite her radical vindication of egoism for women, Joke Kool-Smit was
not radical in her politics. Her political programme remained within the
limits of parliamentary politics—in her case the politics of the Social
Democratic Party. In terms of political theory, her approach might be
understood as belonging to the radical end of the liberal spectrum. Diana
Coole describes liberal feminists as ‘demanding the welfare provisions—
nurseries and so on—that would allow more genuine equality of
opportunity’, and concludes that their exponents’ goal has essentially been
for a competitive society, with the sexual division of labour now largely
rejected in favour of access to jobs on the basis of merit.21 More radical in the
sense of debunking theoretical frameworks, reclaiming language, recasting
identities and criticizing parliamentary strategies were the left-wing Marxist
and radical feminists. The first radical left-wing feminist group in the
Netherlands was Dolle Mina (‘Mad Mina’)—a name inherited from a late
nineteenth-century feminist, Wilhelmina Drucker. The Dolle Minas
translated personal problems into political ones. In 1970 they asserted that
‘the liberation of women and of men, as well as existing discrimination, are
political phenomena’, explicitly politicizing gender issues.
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Not only was the content of ideas radical but so was the form in which
they were presented. Dolle Minas became well known through their public
actions in which they burned bras, cordoned off men’s toilets in order to
demonstrate the lack of women’s facilities, and whistled at men on the street.
The eyes of the world were soon on them—often even to their own surprise.
This was partly a consequence of their spectacular tactics, but it also
demonstrated a certain international sensitivity to the issues involved. In
those years, feminist demands were articulated throughout the Northern
Atlantic world. Apart from shocking campaigns, Dolle Minas were also
involved in more serious matters, such as the theorizing of patriarchy and
gender oppression in Marxist terms. The Dolle Minas were typically highly
educated women embarking on a career. Their aim was to speak not only for
themselves but also for, and to, ‘ordinary women in the street’. The majority
of their ideas derived from American and British authors, such as Shulamith
Firestone and Juliet Mitchell, whose work circulated on both shores of the
Atlantic.

While the Dolle Minas frequently used a socialist language, the culture of
the movement was rather individualistic, and sometimes even anarchistic. They
rejected the model of a traditional political organization with formal
membership and the election of official spokespersons. Later on, Dutch
feminists went on to organize themselves into—again rather informal—‘fem-
soc’ (feminism—socialism) groups where they could experiment with new
ideas and forms of political action. Many of them also set up consciousness-
raising groups, privileging individual experiences and emotions. Anja
Meulenbelt’s book De schaamte voorbij (The Shame is Over’), recounting
her own personal history with men in the left-wing and Marxist movement,
was extremely important to this phase of Dutch feminism.22

The women’s movement was, of course, not the only movement
criticizing traditional forms of power and authority. It was part of new
valueorientations towards postmaterialism, self-development and autonomy,
which political scientists have called ‘the Silent Revolution’.23 The forceful
egalitarian ethos which emerged during the 1960s throughout the Western
world, provided the political background for this change in political
orientation. In the United States the black movement in particular was
important, whilst in continental Europe the student movement was at the
forefront of activities. Social movements radically challenged the authority
of parliamentary decision-making.

As far as the Netherlands are concerned, we should add here a more
general critique of the typical hierarchical social organization of a pillarized
society in the 1960s. There was a broadly shared dissatisfaction in the 1960s
with the notion of self-evident authority, whether it referred to the father, the
priest or the official. This critique had several origins: the student movement,
intellectuals and new elites, and initiators of new political parties. They were
all extremely critical of the centralistic, high-handed culture of public
administration, which gave citizens very little opportunity to participate in
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the decision-making process, in which public debate was scarce and in
which authority could hardly be discussed. As this critique became louder
and more influential in the course of the 1960s, the situation was termed a
‘de-pillarization’ of Dutch society. In this context, feminists criticized the
despotic character of family relations and patriarchal power. As a result, they
castigated a specific form of communitarian and socially oriented
organization: the oppressive, authoritarian and stifling variant found in
Dutch society in the 1950s.24 The distinctive Dutch tradition of humanist
values and inter-group tolerance also gave rise to groups which criticized the
traditional, pillarized society, from within the social welfare scheme of
operations, receiving attention and help through government subsidy to
establish new institutions, as was the case with a lot of feminist initiatives.
The effect of this development was two-fold: it was able to satisfy the
requirement for radical innovation on the one hand, but on the other often
meant traditional state control.25

However, the feminist critique of authority was not just one of many—it
added a critique of the relationship between the private and the public
sphere, as well as of the definition of the personal and the political. And of
course feminists contested notions of ‘natural’ differences between
femininity and masculinity. From this perspective they not only defined
gender as a political category, but also defined as political the hierarchy
between men and women in the private sphere.

The radical critique of authority and power of contemporary feminism
manifested itself in two ways. First, feminist critiques of patriarchal power
and authority were not new. More contemporary critiques rested on the
revolutionary force of individualist thinking during the Enlightenment, and its
feminist spokespersons, who criticized the marriage laws, the authority of
fathers and the assumed parallel between the power of the father and the king.
Relations of hierarchy and obedience in the family as a model for governmental
structures had, of course, already come up for criticism. Nevertheless, sixth-
wave feminism rediscovered these criticisms as ‘forgotten history’, and restated
them loud and clear. The language of absolute power, and notions such as the
father’s role as head of the family were radically rejected and were replaced
by a call for equal civil, political and social rights, as well as for equal
opportunities. Patriarchy manifested itself not only in men’s public power, but
also in their dominant roles in the home. Feminists have accused some more
recent welfare policies of transforming private patriarchy into public patriarchy
of the state,26 but patriarchy appears to have undergone a clear transformation
since the 1960s. Welfare provisions are rarely patriarchal only and tend to
combine both disciplinary and emancipatory goals.

A second manifestation of feminism’s radical thinking was its critique
of modern, functionalist arguments about social cohesion in general, and
family life in particular. Modern functionalism with regard to family life
and gender became influential in the postwar period, in Europe as well as
in the United States. The development of psychological, sociological and
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pedagogical functionalist notions transformed both academia and society
as a whole. Entire generations grew up under the influence of Spock and
Bowlby. Their visions were less hierarchical than traditional thinking, but
their notions of permissive, child-centred attitudes required a great deal of
attention from mothers. Motherhood was presumed not only natural, but
also something that had to be learned; rearing children had to be in line
with psychological and pedagogical ideas. The ‘psy-complex’ generated
new ideas of gender relations and family life founded on a notion of
functionalism. Although the husband did not have absolute power over his
spouse, a division of power was still presumed, based on arguments of
necessity and practical organization. As a consequence, women’s interests
were subsumed under those of the family. As Okin makes clear,
functionalism has played a clear role in history since Aristotle, particularly
where gender and family issues are concerned, and it continues to do so.
Taking Erik Erikson and Talcott Parsons as examples, Okin analyses the
power of functionalist discourse:
 

Through textbooks, advertising, child-rearing manuals, and countless
other channels, the prescriptive ‘nature’ which was imposed on women
by their reproductive biology, in combination with the assumption of the
conventional family structures, was virtually unopposed by any
alternative views.27

 
The ‘modern’ functionalist view was influential in many postwar welfare
states. Although the expanding welfare state changed ‘traditional’ visions of
authority within the family and helped erode the power of fathers, it also
helped to spread new functionalist views of the relationship between the
family and society, and thus of gender relations, through a network of social
and psychological professionals. Feminism commented on both these
traditions by putting authority and obedience up for discussion.

The egalitarian and anti-authoritarian ethos of sixth-wave feminism was part
of a political culture that cleared the ground for the individualist-
communitarian debate about the foundations of social and political cohesion
or ‘community’. The specific feminist contribution to this was a critique of
the ‘natural’ character of the family as well as the notion that family life is
governed by altruism and empathy in contrast to a competitive world of self-
interest outside. Feminism radically changed views on family life, social
cohesion and community values. What was to take its place, however,
remained an unresolved issue.

FEMINISM, INDIVIDUALISM AND COMMUNAL THINKING

Of course, feminists had alternatives in mind. In the first instance, feminism
expressed itself in a language of collectivism founded upon shared
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experiences of oppression and discrimination as women, and upon notions
of sisterhood and solidarity. In the second place, feminists developed ideas
on new forms of non-hierarchical living arrangements, with and without
children and men. They found inspiration in the ideas of the feminist
Utopian socialists. They shared a strategy of liberation through the
development of a separate women’s cultural movement, as well as radical
ideas on solidarity and sisterhood, on sexuality and the oppression of the
body, and on notions of sexual pleasure as a relevant topic for political
discussion.28 In the long run, and over the course of time, however, we might
say that individualist notions dominated relational ones; contemporary
feminism seems to have achieved more in terms of individual rights than in
changing the structures of society.29

A strategy of individual rights has become popular since the 1970s.
Equality policies have been implemented in many European countries,
including the Netherlands. Women’s participation in the labour market has
grown rapidly, while traditional ‘breadwinner’ models have been abandoned
in favour of formal equal treatment. In most European countries gender
equality has become an important goal of governmental policies. Article 1 of
the Dutch constitution states that discrimination on grounds of religion,
philosophy, political conviction, race, sex or any other grounds is illegal. In
1994, after years of discussion and political struggle, the general law on
equal treatment passed through parliament—a law based on individual
rights, and not on discriminated or oppressed groups, thus fitting well with
the individualist tradition. In the last decades, however, feminists have begun
to doubt the ideal of equality and equal rights, which often seems to result in
sameness, a double burden for women, or a decline of rights for women as
well as men. Therefore, Dutch feminists coined the slogan ‘as badly off is
also equal’. Nonetheless, the strategy of individual rights has been rather
successful.

Feminism has been less successful in changing structures. Women’s joint
role of employee and carer, for example, still proves problematic, due to a
combination of labour-market structures, lack of public childcare facilities,
and the accordance of a disproportionately large share of caring and
childrearing responsibilities in the private sphere to women. If progress is
being made, it is well-educated middle-class women who tend to benefit
rather than lower-class women, single mothers and migrant women. In
general, feminism has not been very strong in the social and political
articulation of more contemporary forms of community life.

As a result of the imbalance in achievements in terms of individual rights
and in changing the structures of society, feminism, as well as other progressive
movements, did not have a really strong defence against developments of
market-oriented neoliberalism on the one hand and of family-oriented
neoconservatism on the other, both of which became popular in the 1980s in
various countries. During the 1980s individualism became a topic of discussion
in itself, often being related to gender issues. While the support for individualism
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vis-à-vis the market was growing, the support for individualism in the context
of the family and social relations declined.

In the Dutch case, the Christian Democrats (the result of the merger of
several different denominational parties) are the best example of this shift in
ideas. They supported more individualism vis-à-vis the market, but were
extremely critical towards individualism vis-à-vis small communities, including
the family. They associated feminism with individualism in a disparaging
manner and championed community values such as personal responsibility
and morality as an alternative. Such an argument poses problems for feminism
because ‘community’ seems to refer, whether explicitly or implicitly, to
traditional community networks such as the family and village life, while
individual rights concerning female labour-market participation are associated
with ‘a monoculture of individual economic independence, which submits the
whole society to a materialistic motif, as a Christian Democrat spokesman
once said.30 Although Dutch Christian Democrats, as well as most conservatives
and liberals, still view the protection of the social fabric as a task of the state,
some of them come close to the ruder versions of individualism which are
associated with Reaganomics and Thatcherism.

From this perspective we might speak of a backlash against feminist
ideals, spurred on by neoconservative and neoliberal rhetoric, as is most
clearly the case in Britain.31 But it could also be argued that the lack of a
strong feminist critique of this rhetoric is an indication that many problems
have been solved and that we should no longer seek the protection of the
state. A vocabulary of individual independence has indeed won more
attention in feminism and in the political culture generally. Although such a
perspective is far more attractive to well-educated, middle-class women than
to women who suffer discrimination on the grounds of race and class (a
distinction however, which is less sharp in European continental countries
than in the United States and, to a lesser extent, the United Kingdom), it
demonstrates the huge influence of feminist ideas among younger
generations, for whom feminism—whether or not one feels it necessary to
refer explicitly to the ‘ism’—has become one of the self-evident facts of life.

This does not mean, however, that there is either a simple ‘backlash’ or no
feminism at all because all problems are by now believed to be solved. It is
more a change in topics and style, as well as a change in generations. In line
with developments in the United States, where younger women such as
Naomi Wolf and Kate Roiphe publish on new ways of feminist thinking, the
Netherlands now have their own pamphlet struggle. In 1994 the pamphlet
Macha Macha! was published. The author blamed the older generation for
victimizing women, exaggerating the differences between men and women
and wanting too much (a career, children, a pleasant family life and public
support). As an alternative, problems should be solved on an individual
level, with or without a boyfriend or husband. A year later, a group of
writers, calling themselves ‘the Hard Core’, responded with a brochure
entitled Indeed, feminist, but not emancipated, in which they deplored the
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continuing inequality between the sexes, but also argued for diversity within
feminism and varied ways of living.32

Although neither publication succeeded in delineating a new or original
perspective, or new strategies for achieving the much-advertised diversity,
both received broad public attention. This indicates that the feminist debate
is still—or rather, is once again—important for contemporary political
culture. From this perspective it may be more accurate to look forward to a
subsequent stage of modern feminism (or even of a ‘seventh wave’) than to
regard these pamphlets as the harbingers of the impending end of feminism.

CONCLUSION

The relation between feminism, individualist visions and
communityoriented visions of social and political life has not lost its
meaning. Communitarianism has important things to say for feminism—the
importance of the social context in which equality and justice are shaped, the
meaning of civil society and notions about the importance of friendship and
social relations with other people, to name but a few.33 But in the historical
context in which the sixth wave arose, feminism must also be seen as a
critique on central notions of Communitarianism, especially as long as the
traditional family and village unit are held up as examples of community
life. Feminism itself was the result of contradictions in the postwar political
culture and the welfare state, with the emphasis on self-development and
individual social rights on the one hand, and the stabilization of a classic
model of family life on the other. In this historical situation, a defence of
communitarian values can easily be incorporated in a neoconservative
vocabulary of moral duties instead of rights.

From this perspective, the individualistic focus is logical and, in my
opinion, still of value. Whilst I would not agree that feminism in most
European countries has become individualistic in an egoistic and atomistic
sense, I do believe that a number of acute problems still exist concerning the
issues of how to handle gender differences in contemporary political culture
and particularly in the restructuring of the welfare state. Communitarian
notions of civil life and responsibility might be very useful in correcting
individualist notions of equal rights and autonomy. In the same way,
relational feminist arguments are vital to the process of analysing and
discussing the possible dangers of an individualistic approach—such as, for
example, an abstract idea of universalist rights which may occasion the
denial of differences and responsibility for others. However, even though we
should distrust strong vocabularies on individualism, we should not reject
the concept of individualism wholesale. In any case, the overlap in terms of
content (feminism owes a great deal to individualism) and in terms of
historical background (feminism was part of a broader movement which put
the individual centre stage) makes it impossible to reject individualism as
such. To do so would amount to a denial of the emancipatory resources of
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abstract individualism for feminism and in the perspective of Western
political history. From Mary Wollstonecraft to John Stuart Mill and beyond,
feminists have built upon the emancipatory and revolutionary aspects of
individualism, without abstaining from a critique of other aspects of the
philosophical tradition of individualism.34

In the context of the contemporary European welfare states, I would like
to put forward the reverse of Offen’s recommendation to integrate
individualist ideas into a framework of relational feminism.35 The integration
of relational and communal feminist ideas into a framework of individualist
feminism might be more in tune with the historical background of the
welfare state, as well as being in accordance with the main cultural trends of
our time.

We should be aware of the enormous influence feminism has had upon
society as a whole since the 1960s. Many women nowadays claim not to be
feminists, and then proceed with arguments we might easily label as such
(for example, claiming equal rights, independence and sexual pleasure). But
this also shows that many women do not wish to be identified with a specific
image of contemporary feminism; they do not want to be seen as victims of
patriarchy or as opponents of or competitors with men. In one respect their
language is more individualistic than that of leading feminists in the 1960s
and 1970s, the emphasis now being on individual autonomy and
independence. At the same time their language is more relational and
communal, in terms of a concern for relationships with partners. In other
words, the language of a younger feminist generation is predominantly
individualistic, while it does not neglect relational constituents.

Integrating relational and communitaristic elements into a framework of
individualism will change the concept of individualism itself. Instead of an
abstract, egotistic, market-oriented or utilitarian notion of individualism, a
democratic socially oriented variety of individualism may develop. This
approach respects individualist values while trying to keep them in
perspective, without neglecting the role of community. Fundamental
values of moderate democratic individualism might include human dignity,
autonomy, privacy and self-development. None of these values is
considered an isolated attribute. Rather, each presupposes the existence of
the others. In the final analysis, such a model of individualism relies on the
willingness of citizens to contribute to the common good, as well as on
their desire to exercise their freedom to contribute to the dignity,
autonomy, privacy and self-development of others. This democratic
individualism might profit from the opportunities of modern life and avoid
some of its disadvantages. Among these opportunities are (economic)
independence, equality and pluralism in living arrangements and
lifestyles. Among the possible disadvantages are egotism, the rejection of
difference, racism and—indeed—anti-feminism.
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