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Prologue



Misogyny: A Question of Gender or of Character?




I am most anxious to enlist everyone who can speak or write to join in checking this mad, wicked folly of ‘Women’s Rights’, with all its attendant horrors… Feminists ought to get a good whipping.





A good whipping. Adding injury to insult, as if the list of contemptuous comments and crude value judgements on women was not long enough. A list that begins in antiquity and continues well into the 21st century. Aristotle contended that women embody natural deformities, while the poet Simonide generalised rather more strongly: “Women are the greatest evil that God has ever created.” Both the Old and the New Testaments consider women to be men’s inferiors. “Wives, be subject to your husbands, as to the Lord,” writes St. Paul in his Epistle to the Ephesians, summing up the issue quite neatly.


In Misogyny: The Male Malady, the anthropologist David D. Gilmore traces woman-hating from the jungles of New Guinea to present-day American boardrooms. Philosophers and scientists have played a major role in justifying discrimination. “Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains,” proclaims Jean-Jacques Rousseau at the beginning of his impressive treatise The Social Contract. Nonetheless, in his philosophical novel Emile: or, On Education, he makes it perfectly clear that the upbringing of a free individual only makes sense for boys. Sophie, Emile’s wife-to-be, needs just enough education to become a good wife and mother. Similarly, Kant thought the female sex to be strong on temperament and weak on character, while Hegel considered that women were incapable of “universal faculties.”


Liberal philosophers on the other side of the Channel came to similar conclusions: John Locke considered husbands to be “abler and stronger” when making family decisions, thus justifying the exclusive right of males to own and dispose of property. David Hume took the elevated view in his essay On the Immortality of the Soul that “the inferiority of women’s capacity is equally accounted for. Their domestic life requires no higher faculties either of mind or body.”


Shades of Sexism


The profoundly influential ideas of Charles Darwin gave sexism a seemingly respectable scientific foundation. Darwinism’s central principle was the survival of the fittest, and for various reasons, men were fitter than women, who, with their smaller brains, were “eternally primitive,” beyond being “a real danger to contemporary civilisation.” A whole generation of psychologists and sexologists, from Sigmund Freud to Havelock Ellis, subscribed to Darwin’s ideas, with repercussions still echoing through today’s society.


Since the advent of gender studies, a sizeable number of men from all epochs, including artists, scientists and above all writers, face charges of being sexist. Did not Milton emphasise Adam’s superiority in Paradise Lost? Was Brecht a misogynist who exploited women in “sex for text” deals, as John Fuegi contends in his biography of the playwright? Sara Paretsky has called Raymond Chandler the most misogynist writer in America. It is fair to point out that he faces fierce competition from John Updike, widely criticised for prose that reduces women to sexual objects. Martin Amis could probably compete for the title of Britain’s foremost sexist. His fellow writer Marina Warner once wrote, “I read him with a mongoose fascination for his unrepentant misogyny.”


Which brings us to the question: who was responsible for the monstrous quote at the beginning of this chapter? At first sight, Nietzsche seems a likely suspect. In his philosophical novel Thus Spake Zarathustra, one of the characters remarks, “Are you going to women? Do not forget the whip!” The German philosopher had a penchant for flip phrases like “Women are less than shallow.” However, the same is true of his French colleague Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, who famously asserted that women could only be housewives or harlots. And wasn’t the Swedish dramatist August Strindberg even more sexist, both in plays like Miss Julie and in his autobiography, where he declares that all women are born liars and traitors?


Alas, “Feminists ought to get a good whipping” was written by a woman, not by a man. To be more precise: by perhaps the most powerful woman of the 19th century. Writing to her confidant Sir Theodore Martin in 1870, Queen Victoria expressed her indignation at the fact that Lady Amberley had addressed a public meeting in support of female suffrage. Victoria (1819–1901) herself had quite a paradoxical character. On the one hand, after profusely mourning her dead husband, Prince Albert, she allowed herself a great degree of liberty with her Scottish personal servant John Brown, not to speak of her Indian servant-teacher Abdul Karim, with whom she shared a “deep friendship.” On the other hand, she adamantly demanded that women keep to their roles as mothers and housewives.


Katharine Amberley (1842–74), the mother of Bertrand Russell, was a remarkably emancipated woman. With the consent of her husband, she had an affair with Bertrand’s tutor, the biologist Douglas Spalding. Beyond being active in the suffrage movement, she supported birth control and equal pay for women. Victoria deeply disapproved.


“Person,” not “Man”


Despite her views, Victoria profoundly admired Florence Nightingale, who had studied nursing in the face of intense disapproval on the part of her family and then gone on to memorable achievements in the Crimean War. “The Lady with the Lamp” had to overcome the opposition of doctors and officers, before she could improve sanitary conditions and save the lives of countless soldiers.


Though she spent most of her life in the company of women and had set off on her famous expedition to Balaclava in the company of 38 female voluntary nurses, Nightingale (1820–1910) was, to say the least, reticent as to women’s rights, once remarking that she was “brutally indifferent to the wrongs or the rights of my sex.” Some scholars argue that she had a feminist perspective despite her opposition to suffrage and other issues, but it seems more likely that she was a strong-willed woman with a mission, who adopted men as her role models, and often spoke of herself as “a man of action.”


Disdaining other women was indeed standard practice during the Victorian era. The novelist Mrs Gaskell endorsed Nightingale’s disapproval of women training to become doctors: “I would not trust a mouse to a woman if a man’s judgement was to be had. Women have no judgement.” Writers like Margaret Oliphant and Mrs Humphrey Ward expressed similar views.


1869. One year before Victoria’s derogatory remarks on feminists, an essay found great public interest and stimulated enormous controversy. Why should the leading liberal thinker of the 19th century be lobbying so strongly for women’s rights? What were his motives, and where was all this leading? The Subjection of Women was John Stuart Mill’s cri de coeur, his rallying call to Victorian society, his appeal to reason and to humanity. He attacked the “legal subordination of one sex to the other” as morally wrong, and called for complete equality.


For his pains, Mill (1806–73) was satirised in the press as being the “women’s member” of parliament; caricatures were drawn of him in a dress. He tried in vain to enlist Florence Nightingale’s assistance for his great cause. The literary critic Anne Mozley even questioned his credentials as the self-appointed champion of women’s rights, while Margaret Oliphant considered his criticism of the subjection of married women to be “a gloomy image conjured up in the philosopher’s study.” Many prominent women insisted that they were perfectly satisfied with the status quo.


Male reformers like John Stuart Mill, later followed by the activists of the suffragist-suffragette movement, thus fought a two-front battle: against a masculine establishment and a phalanx of female supporters of the powers-that-be.


Companions, Mentors, Soul- and Bed-mates


Since the beginnings of the emancipation movement, men have been friends and fellow travellers. Take Mary Wollstonecraft, generally considered to be the English feminist of the 18th century. As a girl, Wollstonecraft (1759–97) suffered extreme discrimination within her own family. Her brother received a formal education, later inheriting most of their grandfather’s fortune, while Mary, despite a voracious reading appetite, had to make do with piecemeal education, later earning an uncertain living as governess and lady’s companion. Early friendships with Jane Arden and Fanny Blood, with whom she opened a school that soon went bankrupt, sustained her.


However, during her adult life, a series of loyal male friends stood by her. They included the Reverend Richard Price, a prominent Dissenter, and the publisher Joseph Johnson, who provided both material and moral support through most of her insecure life.


Sadly, Wollstonecraft died at the age of 38 after the birth of her second daughter Mary Shelley, later known as the author of Frankenstein. Her bereaved husband William Godwin commemorated her memory by writing a biography of her that scandalised public opinion, because he freely narrated her love affairs and attempts at suicide. During her lifetime however, Wollstonecraft could rely on a greater degree of assistance from her male friends than from most of her female acquaintances. She encountered men like Price, Johnson and Godwin on equal terms of mutual support.


Mentors, patrons, soulmates: the men in Louise Otto-Peters’ life played similar roles. Germany’s premier feminist was responsible for the country’s first women’s newspaper and association. Her father, a wealthy judge, enabled his daughters to obtain an excellent education with private tutors; he also urged them to develop their own opinions on social and political issues, including the rights of women. Louise (1819–95) became as much a socialist as a feminist, fighting for the rights of factory workers in her early years. One of her most important mentors was Robert Blum, the charismatic revolutionary tragically executed after the 1848 revolution failed.


Louise in her turn supported the revolutionaries. She married August Peters, who had been first sentenced to death and then pardoned, in gaol. Later, when the Prussian government banned her newspaper, August helped her to found a new publication and officiated as its editor. This kind of reciprocal backing is reminiscent of Wollstonecraft’s relations with Price and Godwin.


Germany has the good fortune to possess an equal-rights constitutional provision that America’s women have been denied. This is almost entirely the achievement of Elisabeth Selbert (1896–1986), a strong-willed lawyer, who quickly perceived that the voting rights accorded to German women in 1919 still left them discriminated against in family law, not to speak of the workplace.


Elisabeth’s husband Adam Selbert had introduced her to politics, taking care of the children while she studied law. Elisabeth became a Social Democrat like her husband and was encouraged by Philipp Scheidemann, Lord Mayor of her hometown Kassel, and, for a brief period, Germany’s Chancellor. This support proved vital for her later career.



Forgotten Pioneers


Throughout the fight for women’s rights, some men have played positive roles as companions, mentors and even pioneers. The very word “feminism” for instance is by all accounts a male invention dating back to the year 1837. It is generally attributed to the utopian socialist Charles Fourier, though this claim has been variously disputed. Some scholars ascribe it to Alexandre Dumas, who used the term pejoratively as a way of stigmatising manly women.


Fourier (1772–1837), who coined a large number of terms, had grasped that female subordination to men had to end. His ideas strongly influenced Louise Otto-Peters in Germany. She once quoted his axiom, “By the position that women hold in a country, you can see whether the air is thick with dirty fog or free and clear.” Judged by this standard, the whole of Europe was plagued by dark fog during most of the 19th century.


While Fourier’s claim to a feminist pedestal is largely theoretical – far from supporting women personally, he indulged in a large number of sexual escapades during his life and never married, discovering at the age of 35 that he was particularly attracted to lesbians – Richard Pankhurst’s is eminently practical. Without him, it is unclear when or how the suffragette movement would have started in Britain. Pankhurst (1834–98) was a brilliant lawyer who established the National Society for Women’s Suffrage and drafted the first suffrage bill, characteristically called the Women’s Disabilities Removal Bill. His lasting personal achievement was to infect his wife Emmeline and his daughters Christabel, Sylvia and Adela with his radically enlightened ideas.


At first sight, men’s attitudes towards women and their rights seem to brand them as heroes or villains. Mill, Pankhurst, Peters versus Nietzsche, Hume and Martin Amis. At second sight, the greatly good are seldom without blemish, while the bad boys often have redeeming qualities. Mill for instance firmly believed that, given a choice, women would all opt to stay at home; thus, he was less strident than other reformers about improving working conditions for women.


Nietzsche’s reputation as a woman-hater derives from his “Do not forget the whip” exhortation in Zarathustra and several other comments. According to feminist thinkers like Simone de Beauvoir and Judith Butler however, the whip metaphor was meant ironically as a rhetorical reflection on the Zeitgeist of the late 19th century. Nietzsche’s admirer Ida von Miaskowski commented in her memoir that his behaviour towards women was “so sensitive, so natural and comradely,” that she could not believe he despised women. Nietzsche’s circle of friends included avowed feminists like Lou Andreas Salomé and Malwida von Meysenbug. Beyond this, during his term as professor at Basel University, he belonged to a minority that tried to get women admitted to do their doctorates.


Equally ironically, it proves difficult to find exonerating evidence for Queen Victoria’s call for the whip. Theodore Martin reports that Her Majesty was furious when she wrote him her recommendation on dealing with feminists quoted at the beginning of this chapter and certainly meant what she said. On another occasion, she felt that women ought to be “what God intended, a helpmate for man, but with totally different duties and vocation.”


The Queen’s channels of communication with the Almighty remain her secret. However, other women in high positions echoed her verbal brutality. Lady Lilias Bathurst (1871–1965), who inherited the conservative newspaper Morning Post from her father, recommended the following: “When a suffragette has been convicted, first have her well birched (by a woman), then shave off her hair and finally depart her to New Zealand or Australia.”


The term “women’s rights” suggests a monolithic façade belied by reality. One could, like Mary Ward, firmly endorse higher education for women while denying the need for suffrage. One could, like Eliza Lynn Linton, lead a highly emancipated life and still become the voice of antifeminism during the Victorian era. Linton (1822–98) separated from her husband by mutual agreement and continued her successful career as a pioneer journalist and novelist. On the one hand, she criticised double sexual standards and called for a reform of the divorce laws, on the other, she constantly attacked the “New Woman.”


The terms often used in books and essays to characterise antifeminist women, like “gender traitors,” “Eve’s renegades” etc. reveal a romantic belief in unified sisterhood. The conventional feminist vision of enlightened gender solidarity is however an illusion. Women, like men, are individuals with their own priorities. Collectivising them and implicitly expecting them to subscribe to the gender-justice cause often overestimates the role that sex affiliation plays in their lives.


The same applies to the male feminists, often called Traitors to the Masculine Cause, fighting Against the Tide or operating from Inside the Citadel, to quote the titles of three books on the subject. The implicit assumption being that they were and are almost inexplicably, and thus heroically, betraying their sex. This book concentrates on the role that personal experience on the one hand and liberalism, nationalism, humanism, eugenics and class-bias on the other have played in determining the attitudes of the men who fought for women’s rights.


The characters and achievements of many male feminists figure neither in history nor in “her story.” In Dreamers of a New Day: Women who Invented the Twentieth Century, Sheila Rowbotham heralds women who have been forgotten because they were not in power, nor were they heroic, glamorous figures. The same applies to feminism’s “founding fathers.” They had different backgrounds, varying motivations and divergent methods. One major reason why they have been overlooked is that they did not form a cohesive group. Beyond that, their very existence relativises the master narrative of female heroism in the face of male exploitation. This book tells some of their stories. It concentrates on developments in the U.S., Britain, France and Germany while also portraying personalities and discussing important issues in other European countries.
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From Chivalry to Coherence: Pioneers




It is not biology but the experience of society which restricts each sex to those characteristics and activities defined as feminine or masculine within any one society or era.


Harry Christian, The Making of Anti-Sexist Men





How blinded by biology are men? A simple question, but the answer is often the key to men’s attitudes and actions. Sex is a biological fact; gender by contrast is a complex construct involving social class, ethnic background, economic status, educational standards, early influences and adult experience among other things. Throughout history, reducing women to their sexual affiliation results in their being stereotyped and mostly maligned, though sometimes idealised. By men, and by women as well.


In many ways, the ancient world was the crucible for attitudes to and power used against women. Greece thoroughly subjugated women. They could not vote or own property. In fact, they were the property of their fathers and husbands, often married off at an early age.


Their greatest claim to prominence was as objects, whether as the addressees of love poetry or as protagonists in dramas written by men. At first sight, Aristophanes’ Lysistrata has feminist undertones. The heroine ends the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta by organising a sex strike. The women barricade themselves in the Acropolis and refuse sexual intercourse, while tempting the men by wearing attractive clothes. Ultimately, the men capitulate and the war ends.


Aristophanes (ca. 450–380 BC) in fact stereotyped women into their roles as seducers. Lysistrata gets the women to fight with their bodies, not their minds. The peacemakers exploit their roles as temptresses, though the heroine and her close allies are both intelligent and independent. Thus, the play suggests women have no social, cultural or political influence. Their primacy is purely sexual.


Plato’s ethics, as expressed in The Republic, are more far-reaching. Education and ruling are considered desiderata for both sexes. In the ideal city, men and women are equally capable of being active guardians. The philosopher’s own beliefs however belie these phantasies of an ideal state. Plato (ca. 428–348 BC) was frequently disparaging of women in general, emphasising their physical weakness and their proclivity to deceitfulness.


This indeed illustrates a central paradox in many men with feminist inclinations: the difference between principles and person, between professed convictions and actual actions. Plato goes as far as advocating that women should train naked in the gymnasium alongside the men, thus ensuring their fitness for military service. His statement that cowardly men are reborn as women strongly relativises his “proto-feminism.” Similarly, Plutarch (ca. 46–122 AD) in his work Virtue of Women (Mulierum Virtutes) depicts both sexes with the same virtues. Women however have major roles as advisors and helpmates. Here again, a feminine stereotype, that of feminine docility, comes to the fore.


From Querelle des Femmes to Amorous Friends


These attitudes gradually change in the course of civilisation. While women are often portrayed as villains or shrews in need of being chastised, the Age of Chivalry leads to individual approaches marked by greater respect. Take Juan Rodríguez de la Cámara, a Spanish poet. His sentimental novels include The Triumph of Women, a work that posits female superiority.


Rodríguez (1390–1450) was responding to the misogyny in Alfonso Martinez de Toledo’s Corbacho, a satire that ridiculed female vices such as jealousy and disobedience. Rodríguez reverses the arguments used by Martinez (ca. 1398–1470). His views belong to the subversive tradition of Spanish renaissance literature.


Emphasis on female superiority belonged to the “Querelle des femmes” debate, a genre that propounded the superiority of either the male or the female sex. Martin Le Franc (1410–61) was a highly educated priest whose major work is Le champion des dames, which recalls the nobility of famous women like Joan of Arc. Similarly, François de Billon (1522–66) constructed in his Fort inexpugnable de l’honneur du sexe féminin a kind of citadel for women to help them resist the calumnies of misogynists. These were often rhetorical exercises rather than real pleas for reform.


On the other side of the Channel, wit compensated for a certain lack of clear intention. Restoration poet William Walsh, a close friend of Pope and Dryden, wrote a Dialogue concerning Women, being a Defence of the Sex, this being gallant prose on the part of a man burdened with “an amorous heart.” He dedicated he book to Eugenia, possibly his mistress.


Walsh (1662–1708) was a Restoration rake and the originator of a series of breezy bonmots. One example: He once pointed out that there was no folly he had failed to commit in his devotion to women, apart from marriage. Dryden praised his Dialogue for treating “so nice a subject with so much judgment,” but the real message is that women are taken far less seriously at the end of the 17th century than they were during the lifetimes of Sir Thomas More and Sir Thomas Elyot more than a century earlier. The same applies to A Present for the Ladies written by the Irish Shakespeare-adapter and poet laureate Nahum Tate, who ended his life in a debtor’s prison. Tate’s (1652–1715) historical vindication of the female sex, though influenced by Ovid and Montaigne, lacks coherence.


Almost a hundred years later, Pierre Boudier de Lillemert (ca. 1722–?) achieved a rare feat: his book The Ladies’ Friend became a bestseller in France when published in the late 1750s. Lillemert advocates better education for women, though not in abstract subjects, while criticising female passiveness and what he calls a sense of luxury. In the work’s preface, he denies that it is a parody on women; however, his tone of voice clearly reflects Rousseau’s influence in allotting women subordinated roles in society. The author in fact calls Rousseau an “excellent observer.” Lillemert’s avowed friendship to women seems in the final reckoning to be condescending, though he does point out to his fellow men: “We are born the friends of women and not their rivals, still less their tyrants.”


Similarly imbued with good intentions: the Essai written by a prominent pre-revolutionary poet, Antoine Leonard Thomas. Thomas (1732–85) was famous for his eulogies on great men and won the prize for rhetoric of the French Academy five times. He was a great admirer of typically “feminine” qualities such as sensibility and virtue.


The Essay on the character, manners and esprit of women during different centuries published in 1772 is in fact a compendium of famous women. Thomas was a protégé of the salonière Madame Geoffrin, who awarded him a private pension. He was well acquainted with figures like Diderot, but lacked both originality and clarity in the development of his ideas.


Education is Everything


Demands for educational reform are far more concrete and date back to the 13th century. The Norman lawyer Pierre du Bois (ca. 1255–1322) developed a blueprint for cooperation between European princes and the pope in his Latin work On the Recovery of the Holy Land. Here he advocates equal education for boys and girls in all subjects. However, du Bois’s ulterior motive was that the well-educated women could then serve as wives to the infidels, helping to convert them to the true faith.


By contrast, the great pedagogue John Amos Comenius had humanistic reasons for advocating universal education. Highly cosmopolitan in his views, the Czech educational reformer worked in various European countries. Apparently, John Winthrop putatively invited him to be President of Harvard College. As a Protestant bishop, Comenius (1592–1670) contended that barring women from learning constituted “a denial of the divine will and a waste of their proven capacity to learn.” This openness extended not only to women but also to the poor and mentally retarded; Comenius firmly believed that all sections of the population were entitled to be educated.


Voices of reason developed in both Britain and France. Sir Thomas Elyot’s Defence of Good Women is a humanistic plea that cardinal virtues are inherent in both sexes; better education improves women’s suitability as wives and mothers. Elyot (ca. 1490–1546) was a landowner and a scholar during the reign of Henry VIII. He occupied high public positions such as clerk of the Privy Council and High Sheriff, and then served as an intermediary to the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, Charles V, trying to persuade the latter to take a lenient view of the king’s divorce of Catherine of Aragon.


Though Elyot was loyal to the king, he supported Sir Thomas More’s enlightened views on women’s education. More (1478–1535) was perhaps the greatest Englishman of his time, a consummate lawyer and statesman; he was simultaneously a devout and inflexible Catholic luminary, who persecuted heretics and had Protestants burnt at the stake. More paid for his opposition to Henry VIII’s marriage to Anne Boleyn with his life. In his famous novel Utopia, he envisions an ideal society, where men and women enjoy the same education. Impressively, More practised what he preached. He personally educated his first wife in areas like literature and music and gave his daughters the same high education that his son received. The Lord Chancellor delighted in the erudition of his eldest daughter Margaret, in particular her mastery of Greek and Latin. He once wrote that “rather than allowing my children to grow up ignorant and idle, I would sacrifice all…”


André du Laurens, principal doctor of the French king Henri IV, mirrors More’s mixture of idealism and realism. Laurens (1558–1609) took a dispassionate view of both sexes; he rejected contemporary notions of women as errors of nature and called these barbaric. He was an eminent anatomist, without however subscribing to biologistic speculation on women’s physical inferiority. As Michael Stolberg points out in his essay A Woman Down to Her Bones, Laurens belonged to a group of physicians who were convinced of the “unique and purposeful features of the female skeleton and female genital organs…”


Who Is Superior to Whom? Gender Rankings Past and Present


Laurens’ common sense was signally lacking in a broad variety of treatises on the equality of the female sex. In Female Pre-eminence: or the Dignity and Excellency of that Sex, above the Male, Agrippa von Nettesheim (1486–1535) exalts the “noble and delicate Feminine Race,” seeing Eve as the paragon of creation. The German philosopher was a skilled dialectician, authoring both a comprehensive book on occult arts and a work attacking all fields of learning including the occult. He apparently had a profound knowledge of both alchemy and astrology.


Considering this, Female Pre-eminence is possibly a figment of Agrippa’s heretic views and of his desire to shock public opinion. It was written in 1509, early in his career, and apparently aimed at gaining patronage from Margaret of Austria, Regent of the Netherlands, though it was presented to her 20 years later. The desire to please could well have inspired his fulsome praise of “the noble and delicate Feminine Race” in the preamble to the treatise. It also leads him to assert that menstrual blood has curative powers. Despite the clichés and the exaggerations, the worth of his diatribe lies in the argument that apparent feminine inferiority does not derive from any kind of “natural order,” but rather from unjust treatment.


The same rhetorical sleight of hand is visible more than a century later in François Poullain de la Barre’s Equality of the Two Sexes, published in 1673. Poullain (1647–1725), a fervent Cartesian, believed in the preeminence of reason and argued that male superiority was a figment of “master logic.” For the sake of argument, he later published a pamphlet on the excellence of men, so the question remains whether or not his motives were purely rhetorical, attuned to showing off his dialectical skills.


However, Poullain did focus on the male interest in the status quo, revealing the power play involved in establishing male superiority. Like Elyot, Poullain pleads for better education and echoes Agrippa in his contention that women lacked opportunities and thus underachieved. Simone de Beauvoir quoted his famous maxim, “The mind has no sex,” in her classic The Second Sex.


Claims of female superiority have echoed throughout the centuries; the modern versions generally have an anthropological basis. Ashley Montagu asserts in The Natural Superiority of Women, first published in 1952, that women, as the “mothers of humanity,” are also embodiments of its true spirit.


Writing more than 50 years later, in 2015, fellow anthropologist Melvin Konner went even further: “Women are not equal to men; they are superior in many ways… It is a matter of chromosomes, genes, hormones, and nerve circuits.” In Women After All: Sex, Evolution, and the End of Male Supremacy, he describes maleness as a birth defect. An odd mixture of biology and brave contentions like “glass ceilings are splintering into countless shards of light, and women are climbing male power pyramids in every domain of life,” Konner’s ideas can be considered a form of modern chivalry with both scientific and rhetorical flourishes. This kind of well-meaning determinism blithely ignores upbringing, social patterns and other gender determinants.



Mixed Legacy of the Enlightenment


Sexism of the conventional variety certainly plays a role in Europe’s Enlightenment tradition. The French group of advanced philosophers generally entitled the Encyclopaedists, because many of them collaborated in the publication of the Encyclopaedia, opposed laws limiting women’s rights as being against nature. This was particularly characteristic of the work’s founder Denis Diderot. His views on women were highly paradoxical. While coming out for women’s rights and calling for better education, Diderot (1713–84) simultaneously made no secret of his personal disdain for the female sex. In his essay On Women, he saw them as victims of their uterus, “an organ subject to terrible spasms, which rules her and rouses up in her phantoms of every sort.” As a result, women tended to be cruel, unscrupulous and manipulative among other things.


The same dichotomy between “enlightened” general views and crude personal views applies to other major figures of the French Enlightenment. Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu (1689–1755), author of the famous book on the Spirit of the Laws, presents a good example. His novel Persian Letters is a heretical pamphlet with criticism of prejudice relating to race and class as well as gender. The author became a member of various salons, including one fittingly called the Libertines; Montesquieu was in fact more a libertine than a liberator. He believed neither in women’s enfranchisement nor in their capacity for choice, pitying rather than respecting them.


The Scottish Enlightenment was more dispassionate. John Millar, one of Adam Smith’s leading disciples, made the economic system responsible for social relations of all kinds, including gender relationships. In his major work, The Origin of the Distinction of Ranks, Millar (1735–1801) declared that authority gains legitimacy when used efficiently to satisfy needs. Consequently, brutality towards those in inferior positions has no place in a progressive society.


Millar sees the fact that women in barbarous societies have no right to property as proof of their servile situation. Implicitly, this made Britain a primitive society despite its economic proficiency. However, Millar stops short of any kind of normative comments on injustice; women’s rights do not exist for him as a category. By contrast, his contemporary William Alexander employed a tyrant-slave dialectic when describing marital relations. Alexander (1742–88?), a doctor by profession, openly confronted negative value judgements and roundly asserted that women were equal to men in mental terms, while calling for educational improvements. His History of Women: From the Earliest Antiquity to the Present Time however also emphasises that education should be linked to usefulness and domesticity, while avoiding “more intense and severe studies.”


In Spain, the Enlightenment faced strong opposition from religious and social traditionalists. Ironically, the country’s preeminent feminist was a Benedictine monk of noble origin. Benito Jerónimo Feijóo y Mentenegro was an empiricist and as such an enemy of superstitions and traditional beliefs. This led Feijóo (1676–1764) to publish An Essay on Woman, which took issue with gender stereotypes of female inferiority.


Feijóo’s arguments reflect the shift from women’s supposed moral superiority to a more acute understanding of their intellectual equality. As Professor of Theology and Philosophy at the University of Oviedo, he was well acquainted with the ideas of Locke and Newton, but also with those of Descartes and Bayle.


Though the “Querelle” discussion resonates in his Essay, in intellectual terms, Feijóo ranges between Poulain and the Encyclopaedists. However, his motivation differs: the scholarly monk saw gender equality as a means of modernising Spain, by that time one of the more backward European countries. He praises French women for their erudition and lauds France for providing them with more opportunities to study.



France’s Founding Father


Marie Jean Antoine Nicolas Caritat, Marquis de Condorcet is the great French feminist of the Epoch of the Enlightenment, unique in his idealism and his sense of justice. The Marquis saw women not only as rational, but also as equal beings with the clear right to vote and to take public office. Condorcet (1743–94) was a true humanist, as much against slavery as against sexism. His Plea for the Citizenship of Women of 1790 in which he advocates suffrage is perhaps the most impressive feminist document of the 18th century, surpassing Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Women in both radicalism and scope.


Condorcet is an anti-biologist: he makes education and socialisation, not nature, responsible for women’s place in society. He even contends that true democracy can only exist if women participate. As a philosopher and mathematician, the politician had a broad intellectual background, which led him to illustrious positions such as Secretary of the Academy of Sciences and of the Legislative Assembly after the Revolution. Politically, he sided with the moderate Girondists. When the Jacobins overthrew them in 1793, Condorcet’s position became untenable. Forced into hiding and then imprisoned, he apparently committed suicide.


Condorcet’s feminism is a mixture of reason and passion. His arguments are clearly enunciated and yet, when one reads his famous pamphlet Sur l’admission des femmes au droit de cité (Plea for Citizenship), there is no denying his fervour when he calls for admitting women to the privileges of civil society.


This explains his influence on revolutionary women, most prominently on Olympe de Gouges. Like Condorcet, she was a passionate reformer, demanding more rights for slaves and illegitimate children as well as for women. Gouges (1748–93) attacked women’s exclusion from political rights such as those to vote and modelled her Declaration of the Rights of Woman and Citizens on revolutionary France’s Declaration of the Rights of Man. Her style of writing is more emotional than that of the Marquis; in the introduction to her Declaration, she describes men as being “bizarre, blind, bloated with science and degenerated.” However, the substance of her ideas on equality parallel those of Condorcet, who, together with the Dutch feminist Etta Palm d’Aelder, had called on the National Assembly to extend civil rights to women.


An unlikely ally of Condorcet was the aristocratic soldier and bisexual lecher Charles de Villette. A member of the landed gentry and heir to a large fortune, the Marquis fought in the Seven Years War and received the Saint-Louis cross for bravery in combat. Villette (1736–93) then became one of France’s notorious debauchees, mixing freely with both men and with the celebrated lesbian Mademoiselle Raucourt. Through his mother, he became a great friend and admirer of Voltaire, who died at Villette’s home.


His colourful lifestyle disguised the fact that the libertine was a great intellectual and a literary figure to boot; Voltaire admired Villette’s brilliance, while appreciating his sense of humour and his general humanism.


Villette became an avowed revolutionary, publicly burning his patent of nobility. This did not prevent him from opposing the execution of Louis XVI and he himself was fortunate to have died a natural death. The same courage seems to have motivated him to demand active citizenship for women. In 1790, he called it a “revolting contradiction” that the French assemblies excluded a sex that other countries, including Britain and Russia, had raised to the throne. Beyond demanding civic rights for women in general, he pleaded for financial support of poor women.


Apart from Villette, Condorcet had a number of other allies. Among them were prominent priests. Abbé Sieyès, whose claim to lasting fame rests on his pamphlet What is the Third Estate?, called it a “bizarre contradiction” that women were barred from public life. Abbé Fauchet was active in the Cercle Social club and associated with feminist women like Palm d’Aelder. Abbé Grégoire affirmed women’s intellectual equality and called for universal suffrage.


Other supporters of votes for women included Pierre-Marc Guyomar and Jean-Denis Lanjuinais. However, the victory of the Jacobins precluded any kind of progress and after the Directorate came to power, legislation became restrictive, most prominently in the context of the Code Napoléon.


Germany’s Founding Father


The German Enlightenment thinkers matched the ambivalence of their French counterparts. Kant categorises women as children, who are thus unable to be citizens, their natural capacities being weaker than men’s are. However, his deliberations on sexual objectification have influenced many feminists. The views of other thinkers like the dramatist and art critic Gotthold Ephraim Lessing are similarly biased.


Kant’s friend Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel is the great German exception. Here, we have the rare case of a pioneer from the Establishment. Hippel (1741–96), a highly gifted lawyer, held a number of high positions including Head of Police and Lord Mayor of Königsberg, Prussia’s second largest city. He also authored anonymous works of literature often attributed to Goethe.


A brother in spirit to Condorcet, his private life could hardly have differed more. The French thinker was happily married; his wife Sophie was both a prominent salon hostess who counted Olympe de Gouges among her guests and an intellectual in her own right, having translated both Adam Smith and Thomas Paine into French. She was also the author of Letters on Sympathy. Sophie influenced her husband’s thinking on women’s rights.


Hippel by contrast was a confirmed bachelor, who complained that his parents had neglected to teach him the facts of life. Frustrated after his courtship of a highly placed young woman he tutored failed because of his humble family background, his experiences with women were apparently limited to prostitutes. This makes him an improbable champion of women’s rights; apparently, his personal history failed to warp his judgment.


The German thinker’s signal achievement is his discovery of female individuality. Rather than categorising women and assigning them specific roles, Hippel sees them as persons. Like Condorcet, he demands citizenship for them with all attendant rights and duties. On Improving the Status of Women, published in 1792, two years after Condorcet’s Plea and in the same year as Wollstonecraft’s Vindication, is a landmark, a hundred years ahead of its time. “Why should a woman not be able to say I?” he demands. “Why should women not be persons?” Writing in 1882, the women’s-rights activist Helene Druskowitz said of him: “Those who are a thousand steps ahead of their contemporaries will invariably fail to be heard.”


Decades later, John Stuart Mill attempted to substitute the word “men” by “persons” in the electoral register of the reform bill. Hippel wanted women to enter all professions, including his own. He called for them to become judges and legislators.


Hippel accused the French revolution of betraying its own egalitarian principles and berated men for having constructed “artificial cobwebs” to relegate women to “eternal tutelage.” The Lord Mayor was 50 years old when he wrote these words. He was a man of the world, a pillar of society, and at the same time a tortured soul. As a judge, earlier in his career, he enforced the law by condemning women guilty of infanticide to death. As an anonymous journalist, he wrote articles criticising the inhumanity of the law. Could he have been more courageous? Perhaps he could, but the storm of protest that he faced when a friend betrayed his confidence by publicly identifying Hippel as the author of feminist literature displayed the difficulty of his position.


An avowed Jacobin, Hippel was however proud of belonging to the nobility and had the family title, which had relapsed, renewed. As a man, he was full of contradictions, an odd mixture of great rationality mixed with superstition and sensibility. His belief in complete equality did not extend to sexuality: “If a man is guilty of infidelity, this is unjust; if however a woman philanders, it’s unnatural and ungodly.” Despite this, Hippel was remarkably enlightened in a pragmatic, worldly way.


America’s Sexist Founding Fathers


The situation in America at the time was dispiriting. The Founding Fathers were mostly confirmed patriarchs and the same applied to a broad cross-section of the U.S. revolutionaries, notwithstanding the fact that luminaries like Washington, Jefferson and Franklin had strong friendships with individual women on a very egalitarian basis. However, their support for women’s rights was lukewarm at best. When Abigail Adams wrote her famous letter to her husband John in 1776, the year of the Declaration of Independence, requesting him to “remember the ladies and be more generous and favourable to them than your ancestors,” the future U.S. President responded with scorn, calling her suggestion “saucy.”


The same applies to political thinkers. Thomas Paine for instance bemoans injustice to women in An Occasional Letter on the Female Sex. His ideas on how women are invariably “adored and oppressed” however lack substantial evidence and follow the general logic of the Age of Reason. Here he is in tune with the French Encyclopaedists, possibly influenced by both his Quaker upbringing and John Locke’s ideas of natural rights. Paine (1737–1809), the celebrated author of Common Sense, emphasises the differences between men and women rather than rejecting or relativising them, as Condorcet and Hippel do. He sees them primarily as wives and mothers. Published in 1774, the Occasional Letter precedes his major works and is not followed up by more coherent ideas, though the English revolutionary collaborated with Condorcet on drafting a new French constitution and must have been acquainted with the latter’s Plea for the Citizenship of Women.


By contrast, Charles Brockden Brown, one of the country’s first literary figures, was receptive to the ideas of Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin, while also displaying an affinity to German romanticism. Like Paine, he had a Quaker upbringing; unlike Paine, Brown (1771–1810) faced the issues at stake with clarity and courage.


Alcuin comprises a fictional dialogue between the eponymous schoolmaster and Mrs Carter, a wise widow from Philadelphia. The American Revolution serves as a crucible for the prime emancipation issue: autonomy versus protection. Alcuin plays a typical Enlightenment role: he praises the women as belonging to the superior sex while questioning their rights to enter public life. “Pray, Madam, are you a federalist?” he asks her and she responds by posing the rhetorical question: “What in the name of decency have we women to do with politics?”


Mrs Carter then exposes the gap between the Declaration of Independence’s rhetoric and the reality of laws that bar women and other discriminated groups like blacks, immigrants, men under the age of 21, from voting. Her further arguments expose “decency” as a ploy to trap women into set roles. Alcuin serves as a sounding board for the ideas of a bluestocking that culminate in Mrs Carter’s refusal “to smile at their tyranny, or receive as my gospel, a code built upon such atrocious maxims.” She then concludes: “No, I am no federalist.”


Brown skilfully uses the dialogue mechanism to explore the parameters of the “woman question.” This indeed is a seminal discussion of the issues at stake and, as Anita M. Vickers points out, “Ultimately, Alcuin provides a vehicle for Brown’s emphatic support for women’s rights within a republican society.”



Utopians and Marxists


In the 19th century, the Age of Ideologies, women’s rights received a growing degree of attention and became a greater part of public discourse. Charles Fourier contributed to this. The utopian’s ideas of universal harmony pivot round the “Phalansterium,” an ideal society organised in phalanxes composed of representatives of 810 personality types. His phalanx colonies developed in France and the U.S., but did not stand the test of time.
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