But the best result is this. Many years later I was told that the great
specialist had admitted to friends of his that he had altered his treatment of
neurasthenia since reading “The Yellow Wallpaper.”

It was not intended to drive people crazy, but to save people from being
driven crazy, and it worked.

SOURCE: “Why I Wrote ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’” appeared in the October 1913 issue of The
Forerunner.

Introduction to Women and Economics

Women and Economics is Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s most sociological, as
well as most theoretical, work of nonfiction. In this highly acclaimed book,
Gilman seeks to show that the traditional division of labor (breadwinner
husband/stay-at-home wife) is inherently problematic. Contrary to the (still
prevalent) commonsense rhetoric, which holds that in the traditional division
of labor women are equal partners to men (or that both the man and the
woman are dependent on each other), Gilman maintains that the traditional
division of labor renders women economically dependent on men and, hence,
necessarily strips women of their freedom. In this arrangement, the woman
receives both her social status and her economic viability not through her own
labor, but through that of her husband. This makes her labor not her “own,”
but a property of the male. Indeed, as the opening quote in this chapter
reflects, rather than viewing the woman in the traditional family as an “equal
partner” to her husband, Gilman compares the traditional position of the
woman to the domesticated horse: neither the horse nor the woman is “free.”
Specifically, Gilman argues that if women were compensated for their work in
the home (and not “given” the status of their husband), poor women with lots
of children would get the most money (for they are doing the most work),
while women with no children and those who do no work in the home (i.e.,
those who have nannies, maids, etc.) would get no compensation. But, of
course, the fact is that poor women (i.e., women married to unemployed or
working-class men) do the most amount of work and receive the least amount
of money. They work long and hard, cleaning, cooking, and raising children.
Meanwhile, rich women (women married to wealthy men) do the least
amount of work and have the most money to spend, because these women
have domestic help, servants, and nannies who perform the household and
childrearing labor for them. As Gilman states,

Whatever the economic value of the domestic industry of women is, they do not get it. The women
who do the most work get the least money, and the women who have the most money do the least



work. Their labor is neither given nor taken as a factor in economic exchange. It is held to be their
duty as women to do this work; and their economic status bears no relation to their domestic
labors, unless an inverse one. (Gilman 1898/1998:8)

For those who argue that “a woman’s place is in the home” because of her
child-bearing responsibilities, Gilman argues that “women’s work” is actually
mostly house service (cooking, cleaning, mending, etc.), not child service
(bearing children, breastfeeding, etc.). Thus, Gilman contends that the
traditional division of labor is not biologically driven. On this point, Gilman
asserts,

The poor man’s wife has far too much of other work to do to spend all her time in waiting on her

children. The rich man’s wife could do it, but does not, partly because she hires some one to do it
for her, and partly because she, too, has other duties to occupy her time. (ibid.:94).

Most provocatively, however, Gilman maintains that her economic
dependency makes the woman more akin to a horse than an equal partner in
traditional marriage. As Gilman states,

The horse, in his free natural condition, is economically independent. He gets his living by his own
exertions irrespective of any other creature. The horse, in his present condition of slavery, is
economically dependent. He gets his living at the hands of his master; and his exertions, though
strenuous, bear no direct relation to his living. . . . The horse works, it is true; but what he gets to

eat depends on the power and will of his master. His living comes through another. He is
economically dependent. (ibid.:4)

Translated into the human condition, Gilman remarks,

From the day laborer to the millionaire, the wife’s worn dress or flashing jewels, her low roof or
her lordly one, her weary feet or her rich equipage,—these speak of the economic ability of the
husband. The comfort, the luxury, the necessities of life itself, which the woman receives, are
obtained by the husband and given her by him. And, when the woman, left alone with no man to
“support” her, tries to meet her own economic necessities, the difficulties which confront her prove
conclusively what the general economic status of the woman is. (ibid.:5)

In short, like a horse, women are subject to the “power and will of another”
because their domestic labor, for which no wages are received in return,
belongs not to themselves but to their husbands. Women are thus rendered
economically dependent.

Consequently, Gilman argues, rather than develop their own capabilities,
women reduce themselves to attracting a viable life partner. Economically,
this makes sense for women, because “their profit comes through the power
of sex-attraction,” not through their own talents (ibid.:33). As evidence for
this state of affairs, Gilman remarks that

when we honestly care as much for motherhood as we pretend, we shall train the woman for her

duty, not the girl for her guileless maneuvers to secure a husband. We talk about the noble duties of
the mother, but our maidens are educated for economically successful marriage. (ibid.:100)

Thus, the problem with women’s economic dependence on men is that their
energies are focused on “catching” a man rather than on being productive
citizens. Gilman saw it as a tragic waste that women were forced to spend



their time and energy on grooming and “finding a man” rather than on
intellectual concerns. Moreover, in denying her capabilities, she reduces
herself to being, literally, the “weaker sex.” As Gilman states,

The degree of feebleness and clumsiness common to women, the comparative inability to stand,

walk, run, jump, climb, and perform other race-functions common to both sexes, is an excessive

sex-distinction; and the ensuing transmission of this relative feebleness to their children, boys and
girls alike, retards human development. . . . The relative weakness of women is a sex-distinction. It

is apparent in her to a degree that injures motherhood, that injures wifehood, that injures the

individual. (ibid.:24)

This brings us back to the issue of socialization with which we began this
section. Women (especially middle- and upper-class women) are encouraged
not to use, but to deny, their talents and capabilities:

The daughters and wives of the rich fail to perform even the domestic service expected of the

women of poorer families. They are from birth to death absolutely nonproductive in goods of labor

of economic value, and consumers of such goods and labor to an extent limited only by the
purchasing power of their male relatives. (ibid.:85)

This is the sociobiological tragedy that Gilman perceives: she contends that
women are not “underdeveloped men, but the feminine half of humanity in
undeveloped form.” Women are “oversexed,” there is too much emphasis on
their sex distinction. Rather than a healthy “survival of the fittest” in which
women would be taught to be strong and productive, bourgeois women are
mandated to be soft and weak, dependent, emotional, and frail.

It is this emphasis on economic dependency that distinguishes Gilman’s
perspective from that of Marx. Marx implied that bourgeois women are
privileged because of their economic status, but both Marx’s coauthor
Friedrich Engels and Gilman see bourgeois women as economically
dependent and, therefore, also oppressed (though both Engels and Gilman
also fully recognize that bourgeois women are economically privileged in
comparison to poor women). Specifically, in The Origin of Family, Private
Property and the State (1884; see pp. 89—-100), Engels maintained that in
traditional marriage, the man “is the bourgeois; the wife represents the
proletariat.” Gilman similarly suggests that just as the proletariat are exploited
by the bourgeoisie, so, too, women are exploited by men.

Despite significant institutional advances in educational and professional
opportunities, legal rights, and other spheres, some of the social and cultural
gender inequities that Gilman discussed are still readily apparent today.
Television shows such as Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire, The Bachelor,
Joe Millionaire, and I Wanna Marry Harry implicitly affirm that “catching” a
(rich) man is a sensible career path for a woman, and that a woman’s most
important asset is her body. From this point of view, a woman would be better
off focusing on her looks than on what Gilman considered “matters of real
importance.” Similarly, the popularity of silicone breast implants and the



Girls Gone Wild culture industry seem to reflect that women continue to be
“oversexed” in Gilman’s terms (although certainly one might argue that men’s
bodies are often objectified as well). So too, the Real Housewives series
seems to affirm the stereotype of the empty-headed female, as the “wives”
devote themselves to grooming, shopping, lunching, gossiping, and feuding.
The advice of Melissa Gorga, who appeared on the reality television show
Real Housewives of New Jersey and has recently written a book called Love,
Italian Style: The Secrets of My Hot and Happy Marriage, is especially
alarming for feminists. Seemingly oblivious to feminist challenges of taken-
for-granted notions of “masculinity” and “femininity,” as well as to women’s
glowing success in roles that had previously been deemed “masculine” (such
as medicine and law), Gorga states, “When gender roles are confused, sexual
roles are, too... . In our marriage, Joe is always the man, doing masculine
things. I’'m the woman, and I do female things, including housework”
(Berman 2013).

Sadly, however, there also are many contemporary societies where women
still lack basic legal and civil rights, in addition to enduring major cultural
and social inequality. For instance, M. Steven Fish (2003) finds that though
the average literacy gap between the sexes in most non-Muslim countries is 7
percentage points; it is 20 percentage points in Iran, 23 in Egypt, and 28 in
Syria. Many women in these countries, in addition to restricted educational
opportunities, are confronted with significantly inferior health care while
being denied basic legal rights. One particularly notorious country in regards
to the denial of women’s rights is Pakistan. The Human Rights Commission
of Pakistan reported 791 honor killings in 2010 and 913 in 2011 (Ahmed and
Prakash 2013). Of course, violence against women is not only a problem in
the Middle East. A 2013 World Health Organization study found that more
than one in three woman around the globe is a victim of domestic violence,
with the highest rates of abuse in Southeast Asia (37.7 percent) (World Health
Organization 2013).

Clearly much work still needs to be done to ensure that women are entitled
to the same legal and social rights that men have enjoyed for decades if not
centuries.
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Photo 5.3 Malala Yousafzai received the Nobel Prize in 2014, the youngest person (at age 17) ever to
do so. Yousafzai was shot in the face by the Taliban for her activism regarding rights to education for
women, especially in the Swat Valley where the Taliban had banned girls from attending school.

From Women and Economics (1898)

Charlotte Perkins Gilman

PRrEFACE

This book is written to offer a simple and natural explanation of one of the
most common and most perplexing problems of human life,—a problem
which presents itself to almost every individual for practical solution, and
which demands the most serious attention of the moralist, the physician, and
the sociologist—

To show how some of the worst evils under which we suffer, evils long
supposed to be inherent and ineradicable in our natures, are but the result of
certain arbitrary conditions of our own adoption, and how, by removing those
conditions, we may remove the evil resultant—

To point out how far we have already gone in the path of improvement, and
how irresistibly the social forces of to-day are compelling us further, even
without our knowledge and against our violent opposition,—an advance
which may be greatly quickened by our recognition and assistance—

To reach in especial the thinking women of to-day, and urge upon them a
new sense, not only of their social responsibility as individuals, but of their
measureless racial importance as makers of men.



It is hoped also that the theory advanced will prove sufficiently suggestive
to give rise to such further study and discussion as shall prove its error or
establish its truth.

Charlotte Perkins Stetson
I

Since we have learned to study the development of human life as we study the
evolution of species throughout the animal kingdom, some peculiar
phenomena which have puzzled the philosopher and moralist for so long,
begin to show themselves in a new light. We begin to see that, so far from
being inscrutable problems, requiring another life to explain, these sorrows
and perplexities of our lives are but the natural results of natural causes, and
that, as soon as we ascertain the causes, we can do much to remove them.

In spite of the power of the individual will to struggle against conditions, to
resist them for a while, and sometimes to overcome them, it remains true that
the human creature is affected by his environment, as is every other living
thing. The power of the individual will to resist natural law is well proven by
the life and death of the ascetic. In any one of those suicidal martyrs may be
seen the will, misdirected by the ill-informed intelligence, forcing the body to
defy every natural impulse,—even to the door of death, and through it.

But, while these exceptions show what the human will can do, the general
course of life shows the inexorable effect of conditions upon humanity. Of
these conditions we share with other living things the environment of the
material universe. We are affected by climate and locality, by physical,
chemical, electrical forces, as are all animals and plants. With the animals, we
farther share the effect of our own activity, the reactionary force of exercise.
What we do, as well as what is done to us, makes us what we are. But, beyond
these forces, we come under the effect of a third set of conditions peculiar to
our human status; namely, social conditions. In the organic interchanges
which constitute social life, we are affected by each other to a degree beyond
what is found even among the most gregarious of animals. This third factor,
the social environment, is of enormous force as a modifier of human life.
Throughout all these environing conditions, those which affect us through our
economic necessities are most marked in their influence.

Without touching yet upon the influence of the social factors, treating the
human being merely as an individual animal, we see that he is modified most
by his economic conditions, as is every other animal. Differ as they may in
color and size, in strength and speed, in minor adaptation to minor conditions,
all animals that live on grass have distinctive traits in common, and all
animals that eat flesh have distinctive traits in common,—so distinctive and



so common that it is by teeth, by nutritive apparatus in general, that they are
classified, rather than by means of defence or locomotion. The food supply of
the animal is the largest passive factor in his development; the processes by
which he obtains his food supply, the largest active factor in his development.
It is these activities, the incessant repetition of his exertions by which he is
fed, which most modify his structure and develope his functions. The sheep,
the cow, the deer, differ in their adaptation to the weather, their locomotive
ability, their means of defence; but they agree in main characteristics, because
of their common method of nutrition.

The human animal is no exception to this rule. Climate affects him, weather
affects him, enemies affect him; but most of all he is affected, like every other
living creature, by what he does for his living. Under all the influence of his
later and wider life, all the reactive effect of social institutions, the individual
is still inexorably modified by his means of livelihood: “the hand of the dyer
is subdued to what he works in.” As one clear, world-known instance of the
effect of economic conditions upon the human creature, note the marked race-
modification of the Hebrew people under the enforced restrictions of the last
two thousand years. Here is a people rising to national prominence, first as a
pastoral, and then as an agricultural nation; only partially commercial through
race affinity with the Phoenicians, the pioneer traders of the world. Under the
social power of a united Christendom—united at least in this most unchristian
deed—the Jew was forced to get his livelihood by commercial methods
solely. Many effects can be traced in him to the fierce pressure of the social
conditions to which he was subjected: the intense family devotion of a people
who had no country, no king, no room for joy and pride except the family; the
reduced size and tremendous vitality and endurance of the pitilessly selected
survivors of the Ghetto; the repeated bursts of erratic genius from the human
spirit so inhumanly restrained. But more patent still is the effect of the
economic conditions,—the artificial development of a race of traders and
dealers in money, from the lowest pawnbroker to the house of Rothschild; a
special kind of people, bred of the economic environment in which they were
compelled to live.

One rough but familiar instance of the same effect, from the same cause,
we can all see in the marked distinction between the pastoral, the agricultural,
and the manufacturing classes in any nation, though their other conditions be
the same. On the clear line of argument that functions and organs are
developed by use, that what we use most is developed most, and that the daily
processes of supplying economic needs are the processes that we most use, it
follows that, when we find special economic conditions affecting any special
class of people, we may look for special results, and find them.



In view of these facts, attention is now called to a certain marked and
peculiar economic condition affecting the human race, and unparalleled in the
organic world. We are the only animal species in which the female depends
on the male for food, the only animal species in which the sex-relation is also
an economic relation. With us an entire sex lives in a relation of economic
dependence upon the other sex, and the economic relation is combined with
the sex-relation. The economic status of the human female is relative to the
sex-relation.

It is commonly assumed that this condition also obtains among other
animals, but such is not the case. There are many birds among which, during
the nesting season, the male helps the female feed the young, and partially
feeds her; and, with certain of the higher carnivora, the male helps the female
feed the young, and partially feeds her. In no case does she depend on him
absolutely, even during this season, save in that of the hornbill, where the
female, sitting on her nest in a hollow tree, is walled in with clay by the male,
so that only her beak projects; and then he feeds her while the eggs are
developing. But even the female hornbill does not expect to be fed at any
other time. The female bee and ant are economically dependent, but not on
the male. The workers are females, too, specialized to economic functions
solely. And with the carnivora, if the young are to lose one parent, it might far
better be the father: the mother is quite competent to take care of them herself.
With many species, as in the case of the common cat, she not only feeds
herself and her young, but has to defend the young against the male as well.
In no case is the female throughout her life supported by the male.

In the human species the condition is permanent and general, though there
are exceptions, and though the present century is witnessing the beginnings of
a great change in this respect. We have not been accustomed to face this fact
beyond our loose generalization that it was “natural,” and that other animals
did so, too.

To many this view will not seem clear at first; and the case of working
peasant women or females of savage tribes, and the general household
industry of women, will be instanced against it. Some careful and honest
discrimination is needed to make plain to ourselves the essential facts of the
relation, even in these cases. The horse, in his free natural condition, is
economically independent. He gets his living by his own exertions,
irrespective of any other creature. The horse, in his present condition of
slavery, is economically dependent. He gets his living at the hands of his
master; and his exertions, though strenuous, bear no direct relation to his
living. In fact, the horses who are the best fed and cared for and the horses
who are the hardest worked are quite different animals. The horse works, it is



true; but what he gets to eat depends on the power and will of his master. His
living comes through another. He is economically dependent. So with the
hard-worked savage or peasant women. Their labor is the property of another:
they work under another will; and what they receive depends not on their
labor, but on the power and will of another. They are economically dependent.
This is true of the human female both individually and collectively.

In studying the economic position of the sexes collectively, the difference is
most marked. As a social animal, the economic status of man rests on the
combined and exchanged services of vast numbers of progressively
specialized individuals. The economic progress of the race, its maintenance at
any period, its continued advance, involve the collective activities of all the
trades, crafts, arts, manufactures, inventions, discoveries, and all the civil and
military institutions that go to maintain them. The economic status of any race
at any time, with its involved effect on all the constituent individuals, depends
on their world-wide labors and their free exchange. Economic progress,
however, is almost exclusively masculine. Such economic processes as
women have been allowed to exercise are of the earliest and most primitive
kind. Were men to perform no economic services save such as are still
performed by women, our racial status in economics would be reduced to
most painful limitations.

To take from any community its male workers would paralyze it
economically to a far greater degree than to remove its female workers. The
labor now performed by the women could be performed by the men, requiring
only the setting back of many advanced workers into earlier forms of
industry; but the labor now performed by the men could not be performed by
the women without generations of effort and adaptation. Men can cook, clean,
and sew as well as women; but the making and managing of the great engines
of modern industry, the threading of earth and sea in our vast systems of
transportation, the handling of our elaborate machinery of trade, commerce,
government,—these things could not be done so well by women in their
present degree of economic development.

This is not owing to lack of the essential human faculties necessary to such
achievements, nor to any inherent disability of sex, but to the present
condition of woman, forbidding the development of this degree of economic
ability. The male human being is thousands of years in advance of the female
in economic status. Speaking collectively, men produce and distribute wealth;
and women receive it at their hands. As men hunt, fish, keep cattle, or raise
corn, so do women eat game, fish, beef, or corn. As men go down to the sea
in ships, and bring coffee and spices and silks and gems from far away, so do
women partake of the coffee and spices and silks and gems the men bring.



The economic status of the human race in any nation, at any time, is
governed mainly by the activities of the male: the female obtains her share in
the racial advance only through him.

Studied individually, the facts are even more plainly visible, more open and
familiar. From the day laborer to the millionaire, the wife’s worn dress or
flashing jewels, her low roof or her lordly one, her weary feet or her rich
equipage,—these speak of the economic ability of the husband. The comfort,
the luxury, the necessities of life itself, which the woman receives, are
obtained by the husband, and given her by him. And, when the woman, left
alone with no man to “support” her, tries to meet her own economic
necessities, the difficulties which confront her prove conclusively what the
general economic status of the woman is. None can deny these patent facts,—
that the economic status of women generally depends upon that of men
generally, and that the economic status of women individually depends upon
that of men individually, those men to whom they are related. But we are
instantly confronted by the commonly received opinion that, although it must
be admitted that men make and distribute the wealth of the world, yet women
earn their share of it as wives. This assumes either that the husband is in the
position of employer and the wife as employee, or that marriage is a
“partnership,” and the wife an equal factor with the husband in producing
wealth.

Economic independence is a relative condition at best. In the broadest
sense, all living things are economically dependent upon others,—the animals
upon the vegetables, and man upon both. In a narrower sense, all social life is
economically interdependent, man producing collectively what he could by
no possibility produce separately. But, in the closest interpretation, individual
economic independence among human beings means that the individual pays
for what he gets, works for what he gets, gives to the other an equivalent for
what the other gives him. I depend on the shoemaker for shoes, and the tailor
for coats; but, if I give the shoemaker and the tailor enough of my own labor
as a house-builder to pay for the shoes and coats they give me, I retain my
personal independence. I have not taken of their product, and given nothing of
mine. As long as what I get is obtained by what I give, I am economically
independent.

Women consume economic goods. What economic product do they give in
exchange for what they consume? The claim that marriage is a partnership, in
which the two persons married produce wealth which neither of them,
separately, could produce, will not bear examination. A man happy and
comfortable can produce more than one unhappy and uncomfortable, but this
is as true of a father or son as of a husband. To take from a man any of the



conditions which make him happy and strong is to cripple his industry,
generally speaking. But those relatives who make him happy are not therefore
his business partners, and entitled to share his income.

Grateful return for happiness conferred is not the method of exchange in a
partnership. The comfort a man takes with his wife is not in the nature of a
business partnership, nor are her frugality and industry. A housekeeper, in her
place, might be as frugal, as industrious, but would not therefore be a partner.
Man and wife are partners truly in their mutual obligation to their children,—
their common love, duty, and service. But a manufacturer who marries, or a
doctor, or a lawyer, does not take a partner in his business, when he takes a
partner in parenthood, unless his wife is also a manufacturer, a doctor, or a
lawyer. In his business, she cannot even advise wisely without training and
experience. To love her husband, the composer, does not enable her to
compose; and the loss of a man’s wife, though it may break his heart, does not
cripple his business, unless his mind is affected by grief. She is in no sense a
business partner, unless she contributes capital or experience or labor, as a
man would in like relation. Most men would hesitate very seriously before
entering a business partnership with any woman, wife or not.

If the wife is not, then, truly a business partner, in what way does she earn
from her husband the food, clothing, and shelter she receives at his hands? By
house service, it will be instantly replied. This is the general misty idea upon
the subject,—that women earn all they get, and more, by house service. Here
we come to a very practical and definite economic ground. Although not
producers of wealth, women serve in the final processes of preparation and
distribution. Their labor in the household has a genuine economic value.

For a certain percentage of persons to serve other persons, in order that the
ones so served may produce more, is a contribution not to be overlooked. The
labor of women in the house, certainly, enables men to produce more wealth
than they otherwise could; and in this way women are economic factors in
society. But so are horses. The labor of horses enables men to produce more
wealth than they otherwise could. The horse is an economic factor in society.
But the horse is not economically independent, nor is the woman. If a man
plus a valet can perform more useful service than he could minus a valet, then
the valet is performing useful service. But, if the valet is the property of the
man, is obliged to perform this service, and is not paid for it, he is not
economically independent.

The labor which the wife performs in the household is given as part of her
functional duty, not as employment. The wife of the poor man, who works
hard in a small house, doing all the work for the family, or the wife of the rich
man, who wisely and gracefully manages a large house and administers its



functions, each is entitled to fair pay for services rendered.

To take this ground and hold it honestly, wives, as earners through domestic
service, are entitled to the wages of cooks, housemaids, nursemaids,
seamstresses, or housekeepers, and to no more. This would of course reduce
the spending money of the wives of the rich, and put it out of the power of the
poor man to “support” a wife at all, unless, indeed, the poor man faced the
situation fully, paid his wife her wages as house servant, and then she and he
combined their funds in the support of their children. He would be keeping a
servant: she would be helping keep the family. But nowhere on earth would
there be “a rich woman” by these means. Even the highest class of private
housekeeper, useful as her services are, does not accumulate a fortune. She
does not buy diamonds and sables and keep a carriage. Things like these are
not earned by house service.

But the salient fact in this discussion is that, whatever the economic value
of the domestic industry of women is, they do not get it. The women who do
the most work get the least money, and the women who have the most money
do the least work. Their labor is neither given nor taken as a factor in
economic exchange. It is held to be their duty as women to do this work; and
their economic status bears no relation to their domestic labors, unless an
inverse one. Moreover, if they were thus fairly paid,—given what they
earned, and no more,—all women working in this way would be reduced to
the economic status of the house servant. Few women—or men either—care
to face this condition. The ground that women earn their living by domestic
labor is instantly forsaken, and we are told that they obtain their livelihood as
mothers. This is a peculiar position. We speak of it commonly enough, and
often with deep feeling, but without due analysis.

In treating of an economic exchange, asking what return in goods or labor
women make for the goods and labor given them,—either to the race
collectively or to their husbands individually,—what payment women make
for their clothes and shoes and furniture and food and shelter, we are told that
the duties and services of the mother entitle her to support.

If this is so, if motherhood is an exchangeable commodity given by women
in payment for clothes and food, then we must of course find some relation
between the quantity or quality of the motherhood and the quantity and
quality of the pay. This being true, then the women who are not mothers have
no economic status at all; and the economic status of those who are must be
shown to be relative to their motherhood. This is obviously absurd. The
childless wife has as much money as the mother of many,—more; for the
children of the latter consume what would otherwise be hers; and the
inefficient mother is no less provided for than the efficient one. Visibly, and



upon the face of it, women are not maintained in economic prosperity
proportioned to their motherhood. Motherhood bears no relation to their
economic status. Among primitive races, it is true,—in the patriarchal period,
for instance,—there was some truth in this position. Women being of no value
whatever save as bearers of children, their favor and indulgence did bear
direct relation to maternity; and they had reason to exult on more grounds
than one when they could boast a son. To-day, however, the maintenance of
the woman is not conditioned upon this. A man is not allowed to discard his
wife because she is barren. The claim of motherhood as a factor in economic
exchange is false to-day. But suppose it were true. Are we willing to hold this
ground, even in theory? Are we willing to consider motherhood as a business,
a form of commercial exchange? Are the cares and duties of the mother, her
travail and her love, commodities to be exchanged for bread?

It is revolting so to consider them; and, if we dare face our own thoughts,
and force them to their logical conclusion, we shall see that nothing could be
more repugnant to human feeling, or more socially and individually injurious,
than to make motherhood a trade. Driven off these alleged grounds of
women’s economic independence; shown that women, as a class, neither
produce nor distribute wealth; that women, as individuals, labor mainly as
house servants, are not paid as such, and would not be satisfied with such an
economic status if they were so paid; that wives are not business partners or
co-producers of wealth with their husbands, unless they actually practise the
same profession; that they are not salaried as mothers, and that it would be
unspeakably degrading if they were,—what remains to those who deny that
women are supported by men? This (and a most amusing position it is),—that
the function of maternity unfits a woman for economic production, and,
therefore, it is right that she should be supported by her husband.

The ground is taken that the human female is not economically
independent, that she is fed by the male of her species. In denial of this, it is
first alleged that she is economically independent,—that she does support
herself by her own industry in the house. It being shown that there is no
relation between the economic status of woman and the labor she performs in
the home, it is then alleged that not as house servant, but as mother, does
woman earn her living. It being shown that the economic status of woman
bears no relation to her motherhood, either in quantity or quality, it is then
alleged that motherhood renders a woman unfit for economic production, and
that, therefore, it is right that she be supported by her husband. Before going
farther, let us seize upon this admission,—that she is supported by her
husband.

Without going into either the ethics or the necessities of the case, we have



reached so much common ground: the female of genus homo is supported by
the male. Whereas, in other species of animals, male and female alike graze
and browse, hunt and kill, climb, swim, dig, run, and fly for their livings, in
our species the female does not seek her own living in the specific activities
of our race, but is fed by the male.

Now as to the alleged necessity. Because of her maternal duties, the human
female is said to be unable to get her own living. As the maternal duties of
other females do not unfit them for getting their own living and also the
livings of their young, it would seem that the human maternal duties require
the segregation of the entire energies of the mother to the service of the child
during her entire adult life, or so large a proportion of them that not enough
remains to devote to the individual interests of the mother.

Such a condition, did it exist, would of course excuse and justify the pitiful
dependence of the human female, and her support by the male. As the queen
bee, modified entirely to maternity, is supported, not by the male, to be sure,
but by her co-workers, the “old maids,” the barren working bees, who labor
so patiently and lovingly in their branch of the maternal duties of the hive, so
would the human female, modified entirely to maternity, become unfit for any
other exertion, and a helpless dependant.

Is this the condition of human motherhood? Does the human mother, by her
motherhood, thereby lose control of brain and body, lose power and skill and
desire for any other work? Do we see before us the human race, with all its
females segregated entirely to the uses of motherhood, consecrated, set apart,
specially developed, spending every power of their nature on the service of
their children?

We do not. We see the human mother worked far harder than a mare,
laboring her life long in the service, not of her children only, but of men;
husbands, brothers, fathers, whatever male relatives she has; for mother and
sister also; for the church a little, if she is allowed; for society, if she is able;
for charity and education and reform,—working in many ways that are not the
ways of motherhood.

It is not motherhood that keeps the housewife on her feet from dawn till
dark; it is house service, not child service. Women work longer and harder
than most men, and not solely in maternal duties. The savage mother carries
the burdens, and does all menial service for the family tribe. The peasant
mother toils in the fields, and the workingman’s wife in the home. Many
mothers, even now, are wage-earners for the family, as well as bearers and
rearers of it. And the women who are not so occupied, the women who belong
to rich men,—here perhaps is the exhaustive devotion to maternity which is
supposed to justify an admitted economic dependence. But we do not find it



even among these. Women of ease and wealth provide for their children better
care than the poor woman can; but they do not spend more time upon it
themselves, nor more care and effort. They have other occupation.

In spite of her supposed segregation to maternal duties, the human female,
the world over, works at extra-maternal duties for hours enough to provide
her with an independent living, and then is denied independence on the
ground that motherhood prevents her working!

If this ground were tenable, we should find a world full of women who
never lifted a finger save in the service of their children, and of men who did
all the work besides, and waited on the women whom motherhood prevented
from waiting on themselves. The ground is not tenable. A human female,
healthy, sound, has twenty-five years of life before she is a mother, and
should have twenty-five years more after the period of such maternal service
as is expected of her has been given. The duties of grand-motherhood are
surely not alleged as preventing economic independence.

The working power of the mother has always been a prominent factor in
human life. She is the worker par excellence, but her work is not such as to
affect her economic status. Her living, all that she gets,—food, clothing,
ornaments, amusements, luxuries,—these bear no relation to her power to
produce wealth, to her services in the house, or to her motherhood. These
things bear relation only to the man she marries, the man she depends on,—to
how much he has and how much he is willing to give her. The women whose
splendid extravagance dazzles the world, whose economic goods are the
greatest, are often neither houseworkers nor mothers, but simply the women
who hold most power over the men who have the most money. The female of
genus homo is economically dependent on the male. He is her food supply.

I1

Knowing how important a factor in the evolution of species is the economic
relation, and finding in the human species an economic relation so peculiar,
we may naturally look to find effects peculiar to our race. We may expect to
find phenomena in the sex-relation and in the economic relation of humanity
of a unique character,—phenomena not traceable to human superiority, but
singularly derogatory to that superiority; phenomena so marked, so morbid, as
to give rise to much speculation as to their cause. Are these natural inferences
fulfilled? Are these peculiarities in the sex-relation and in the economic
relation manifested in human life? Indisputably these are,—so plain, so
prominent, so imperiously demanding attention, that human thought has been
occupied from its first consciousness in trying some way to account for them.
To explain and relate these phenomena, separating what is due to normal race-



development from what is due to this abnormal sexuo- economic relation, is
the purpose of the line of study here suggested.

As the racial distinction of humanity lies in its social relation, so we find
the distinctive gains and losses of humanity to lie also in its social relation.
We are more affected by our relation to each other than by our physical
environment.

Disadvantages of climate, deficiencies in food supply, competition from
other species,—all these conditions society, in its organic strength, is easily
able to overcome or to adjust. But in our inter-human relations we are not so
successful. The serious dangers and troubles of human life arise from
difficulties of adjustment with our social environment, and not with our
physical environment. These difficulties, so far, have acted as a continual
check to social progress. The more absolutely a nation has triumphed over
physical conditions, the more successful it has become in its conquest of
physical enemies and obstacles, the more it has given rein to the action of
social forces which have ultimately destroyed the nation, and left the long
ascent to be begun again by others.

There is the moral of all human tales:

"Tis but the same rehearsal of the past,—

First Freedom, and then Glory; when that fails,
Wealth, Vice, Corruption,—barbarism at last.

And History, with all her volumes vast,

Hath but one page.!

The path of history is strewn with fossils and faint relics of extinct races,—
races which died of what the sociologist would call internal diseases rather
than natural causes. This, too, has been clear to the observer in all ages. It has
been easily seen that there was something in our own behavior which did us
more harm than any external difficulty; but what we have not seen is the
natural cause of our unnatural conduct, and how most easily to alter it.

Rudely classifying the principal fields of human difficulty, we find one
large proportion lies in the sex-relation, and another in the economic relation,
between the individual constituents of society. To speak broadly, the troubles
of life as we find them are mainly traceable to the heart or the purse. The
other horror of our lives—disease—comes back often to these causes,—to
something wrong either in economic relation or in sex-relation. To be ill-fed
or ill-bred, or both, is largely what makes us the sickly race we are. In this
wrong breeding, this maladjustment of the sex-relation in humanity, what are



the principal features? We see in social evolution two main lines of action in
this department of life. One is a gradual orderly development of monogamous
marriage, as the form of sex-union best calculated to advance the interests of
the individual and of society. It should be clearly understood that this is a
natural development, inevitable in the course of social progress; not an
artificial condition, enforced by laws of our making. Monogamy is found
among birds and mammals: it is just as natural a condition as polygamy or
promiscuity or any other form of sex-union; and its permanence and integrity
are introduced and increased by the needs of the young and the advantage to
the race, just as any other form of reproduction was introduced. Our moral
concepts rest primarily on facts. The moral quality of monogamous marriage
depends on its true advantage to the individual and to society. If it were not
the best form of marriage for our racial good, it would not be right. All the
way up, from the promiscuous horde of savages, with their miscellaneous
matings, to the lifelong devotion of romantic love, social life has been
evolving a type of sex-union best suited to develope and improve the
individual and the race. This is an orderly process, and a pleasant one,
involving only such comparative pain and difficulty as always attend the
assumption of new processes and the extinction of the old; but accompanied
by far more joy than pain.

But with the natural process of social advancement has gone an unnatural
process,—an erratic and morbid action, making the sex-relation of humanity a
frightful source of evil. So prominent have been these morbid actions and evil
results that hasty thinkers of all ages have assumed that the whole thing was
wrong, and that celibacy was the highest virtue. Without the power of
complete analysis, without knowledge of the sociological data essential to
such analysis, we have sweepingly condemned as a whole what we could
easily see was so allied with pain and loss. But, like all natural phenomena,
the phenomena of sex may be studied, both the normal and the abnormal, the
physiological and the pathological; and we are quite capable of understanding
why we are in such evil case, and how we may attain more healthful
conditions.

So far, the study of this subject has rested on the assumption that man must
be just as we find him, that man behaves just as he chooses, and that, if he
does not choose to behave as he does, he can stop. Therefore, when we
discovered that human behavior in the sex-relation was productive of evil, we
exhorted the human creature to stop so behaving, and have continued so to
exhort for many centuries. By law and religion, by education and custom, we
have sought to enforce upon the human individual the kind of behavior which
our social sense so clearly showed was right.



But always there has remained the morbid action. Whatever the external
form of sex-union to which we have given social sanction, however Bible and
Koran and Vedas have offered instruction, some hidden cause has operated
continuously against the true course of social evolution, to pervert the natural
trend toward a higher and more advantageous sex-relation; and to maintain
lower forms, and erratic phases, of a most disadvantageous character.

Every other animal works out the kind of sex-union best adapted to the
reproduction of his species, and peacefully practises it. We have worked out
the kind that is best for us,—best for the individuals concerned, for the young
resultant, and for society as a whole; but we do not peacefully practise it. So
palpable is this fact that we have commonly accepted it, and taken it for
granted that this relation must be a continuous source of trouble to humanity.
“Marriage is a lottery,” is a common saying among us. “The course of true
love never did run smooth.” And we quote with unction Punch’s advice to
those about to marry,—”Don’t!” That peculiar sub-relation which has dragged
along with us all the time that monogamous marriage has been growing to be
the accepted form of sex-union—prostitution—we have accepted, and called
a “social necessity.” We also call it “the social evil.” We have tacitly admitted
that this relation in the human race must be more or less uncomfortable and
wrong, that it is part of our nature to have it so.

Now let use examine the case fairly and calmly, and see whether it is as
inscrutable and immutable as hitherto believed. What are the conditions?
What are the natural and what the unnatural features of the case? To
distinguish these involves a little study of the evolution of the processes of
reproduction.

Very early in the development of species it was ascertained by nature’s
slow but sure experiments that the establishment of two sexes in separate
organisms, and their differentiation, was to the advantage of the species.
Therefore, out of the mere protoplasmic masses, the floating cells, the
amorphous early forms of life, grew into use the distinction of the sexes,—the
gradual development of masculine and feminine organs and functions in two
distinct organisms. Developed and increased by use, the distinction of sex
increased in the evolution of species. As the distinction increased, the
attraction increased, until we have in all the higher races two markedly
different sexes, strongly drawn together by the attraction of sex, and fulfilling
their use in the reproduction of species. These are the natural features of sex-
distinction and sex-union, and they are found in the human species as in
others. The unnatural feature by which our race holds an unenviable
distinction consists mainly in this,—a morbid excess in the exercise of this
function.



It is this excess, whether in marriage or out, which makes the health and
happiness of humanity in this relation so precarious. It is this excess, always
easily seen, which law and religion have mainly striven to check. Excessive
sex-indulgence is the distinctive feature of humanity in this relation.

To define “excess” in this connection is not difficult. All natural functions
that require our conscious co-operation for their fulfilment are urged upon our
notice by an imperative desire. We do not have to desire to breathe or to
digest or to circulate the blood, because that is done without our volition; but
we do have to desire to eat and drink, because the stomach cannot obtain its
supplies without in some way spurring the whole organism to secure them. So
hunger is given us as an essential factor in our process of nutrition. In the
same manner sex-attraction is an essential factor in the fulfilment of our
processes of reproduction. In a normal condition the amount of hunger we
feel is exactly proportioned to the amount of food we need. It tells us when to
eat and when to stop. In some diseased conditions “an unnatural appetite” sets
in; and we are impelled to eat far beyond the capacity of the stomach to
digest, of the body to assimilate. This is an excessive hunger.

We, as a race, manifest an excessive sex-attraction, followed by its
excessive indulgence, and the inevitable evil consequence. It urges us to a
degree of indulgence which bears no relation to the original needs of the
organism, and which is even so absurdly exaggerated as to react unfavorably
on the incidental gratification involved; an excess which tends to pervert and
exhaust desire as well as to injure reproduction.

The human animal manifests an excess in sex-attraction which not only
injures the race through its morbid action on the natural processes of
reproduction, but which injures the happiness of the individual through its
morbid reaction on his own desires.

What is the cause of this excessive sex-attraction in the human species?
The immediately acting cause of sex-attraction is sex-distinction. The more
widely the sexes are differentiated, the more forcibly they are attracted to
each other. The more highly developed becomes the distinction of sex in
either organism, the more intense is its attraction for the other. In the human
species we find sex-distinction carried to an excessive degree. Sex-distinction
in humanity is so marked as to retard and confuse race-distinction, to check
individual distinction, seriously to injure the race. Accustomed as we are
simply to accept the facts of life as we find them, to consider people as
permanent types instead of seeing them and the whole race in continual
change according to the action of many forces, it seems strange at first to
differentiate between familiar manifestations of sex-distinction, and to say:
“This is normal, and should not be disturbed. This is abnormal, and should be



removed.” But that is precisely what must be done.

Normal sex-distinction manifests itself in all species in what are called
primary and secondary sex-characteristics. The primary are those organs and
functions essential to reproduction; the secondary, those modifications of
structure and function which subserve the uses of reproduction ultimately, but
are not directly essential,—such as the horns of the stag, of use in sex-combat;
the plumage of the peacock, of use in sex-competition. All the minor
characteristics of beard or mane, comb, wattles, spurs, gorgeous color or
superior size, which distinguish the male from the female,—these are
distinctions of sex. These distinctions are of use to the species through
reproduction only, the processes of race-preservation. They are not of use in
self-preservation. The creature is not profited personally by his mane or crest
or tail-feathers: they do not help him get his dinner or kill his enemies.

On the contrary, they react unfavorably upon his personal gains, if, through
too great development, they interfere with his activity or render him a
conspicuous mark for enemies. Such development would constitute excessive
sex-distinction, and this is precisely the condition of the human race. Our
distinctions of sex are carried to such a degree as to be disadvantageous to our
progress as individuals and as a race. The sexes in our species are
differentiated not only enough to perform their primal functions; not only
enough to manifest all sufficient secondary sexual characteristics and fulfil
their use in giving rise to sufficient sex-attraction; but so much as seriously to
interfere with the processes of self-preservation on the one hand; and, more
conspicuous still, so much as to react unfavorably upon the very processes of
race-preservation which they are meant to serve. Our excessive sex-
distinction, manifesting the characteristics of sex to an abnormal degree, has
given rise to a degree of attraction which demands a degree of indulgence that
directly injures motherhood and fatherhood. We are not better as parents, nor
better as people, for our existing degree of sex-distinction, but visibly worse.
To what conditions are we to look for the developing cause of these
phenomena?

Let us first examine the balance of forces by which these two great
processes, self-preservation and race-preservation, are conducted in the world.
Self-preservation involves the expenditure of energy in those acts, and their
ensuing modifications of structure and function, which tend to the
maintenance of the individual life. Race-preservation involves the expenditure
of energy in those acts, and their ensuing modifications of structure and
function, which tend to the maintenance of the racial life, even to the
complete sacrifice of the individual. This primal distinction should be clearly
held in mind. Self-preservation and race-preservation are in no way identical



processes, and are often directly opposed. In the line of self-preservation,
natural selection, acting on the individual, developes those characteristics
which enable it to succeed in “the struggle for existence,” increasing by use
those organs and functions by which it directly profits. In the line of race-
preservation, sexual selection, acting on the individual, developes those
characteristics which enable it to succeed in what Drummond has called “the
struggle for the existence of others,” increasing by use those organs and
functions by which its young are to profit, directly or indirectly. The
individual has been not only modified to its environment, under natural
selection, but modified to its mate, under sexual selection, each sex
developing the qualities desired by the other by the simple process of choice,
those best sexed being first chosen, and transmitting their sex-development as
well as their racial development.

The order mammalia is the resultant of a primary sex-distinction developed
by natural selection; but the gorgeous plumage of the peacock’s tail is a
secondary sex-distinction developed by sexual selection. If the peacock’s tail
were to increase in size and splendor till it shone like the sun and covered an
acre,—if it tended so to increase, we will say,—such excessive sex-
distinction would be so inimical to the personal prosperity of that peacock
that he would die, and his tail-tendency would perish with him. If the pea-hen,
conversely, whose sex-distinction attracts in the opposite direction, not by
being large and splendid, but small and dull,—if she should grow so small
and dull as to fail to keep herself and her young fed and defended, then she
would die; and there would be another check to excessive sex-distinction. In
herds of deer and cattle the male is larger and stronger, the female smaller and
weaker; but, unless the latter is large and strong enough to keep up with the
male in the search for food or the flight from foes, one is taken and the other
left, and there is no more of that kind of animal. Differ as they may in sex,
they must remain alike in species, equal in race-development, else destruction
overtakes them. The force of natural selection, demanding and producing
identical race-qualities, acts as a check on sexual selection, with its
production of different sex-qualities. As sexes, they perform different
functions, and therefore tend to develope differently. As species, they perform
the same functions, and therefore tend to develope equally.

And as sex-functions are only used occasionally, and race-functions are
used all the time,—as they mate but yearly or tri-monthly, but eat daily and
hourly,—the processes of obtaining food or of opposing constant enemies act
more steadily than the processes of reproduction, and produce greater effect.

We find the order mammalia accordingly producing and suckling its young
in the same manner through a wide variety of species which obtain their



living in a different manner. The calf and colt and cub and kitten are produced
by the same process; but the cow and horse, the bear and cat, are produced by
different processes. And, though cow and bull, mare and stallion, differ as to
sex, they are alike in species; and the likeness in species is greater than the
difference in sex. Cow, mare, and cat are all females of the order mammalia,
and so far alike; but how much more different they are than similar!

Natural selection developes race. Sexual selection developes sex. Sex-
development is one throughout its varied forms, tending only to reproduce
what is. But race-development rises ever in higher and higher manifestation
of energy. As sexes, we share our distinction with the animal kingdom almost
to the beginning of life, and with the vegetable world as well. As races, we
differ in ascending degree; and the human race stands highest in the scale of
life so far.

When, then, it can be shown that sex-distinction in the human race is so
excessive as not only to affect injuriously its own purposes, but to check and
pervert the progress of the race, it becomes a matter for most serious
consideration. Nothing could be more inevitable, however, under our sexuo-
economic relation. By the economic dependence of the human female upon
the male, the balance of forces is altered. Natural selection no longer checks
the action of sexual selection, but co-operates with it. Where both sexes
obtain their food through the same exertions, from the same sources, under
the same conditions, both sexes are acted upon alike, and developed alike by
their environment. Where the two sexes obtain their food under different
conditions, and where that difference consists in one of them being fed by the
other, then the feeding sex becomes the environment of the fed. Man, in
supporting woman, has become her economic environment. Under natural
selection, every creature is modified to its environment, developing perforce
the qualities needed to obtain its livelihood under that environment. Man, as
the feeder of woman, becomes the strongest modifying force in her economic
condition. Under sexual selection the human creature is of course modified to
its mate, as with all creatures. When the mate becomes also the master, when
economic necessity is added to sex-attraction, we have the two great
evolutionary forces acting together to the same end; namely, to develope sex-
distinction in the human female. For, in her position of economic dependence
in the sex-relation, sex-distinction is with her not only a means of attracting a
mate, as with all creatures, but a means of getting her livelihood, as is the case
with no other creature under heaven. Because of the economic dependence of
the human female on her mate, she is modified to sex to an excessive degree.
This excessive modification she transmits to her children; and so is steadily
implanted in the human constitution the morbid tendency to excess in this
relation, which has acted so universally upon us in all ages, in spite of our



best efforts to restrain it. It is not the normal sex-tendency, common to all
creatures, but an abnormal sex-tendency, produced and maintained by the
abnormal economic relation which makes one sex get its living from the other
by the exercise of sex-functions. This is the immediate effect upon individuals
of the peculiar sexuo-economic relation which obtains among us.

I11

In establishing the claim of excessive sex-distinction in the human race, much
needs to be said to make clear to the general reader what is meant by the term.
To the popular mind, both the coarsely familiar and the over-refined, “sexual”
is thought to mean “sensual”; and the charge of excessive sex-distinction
seems to be a reproach. This should be at once dismissed, as merely showing
ignorance of the terms used. A man does not object to being called
“masculine,” nor a woman to being called “feminine.” Yet whatever is
masculine or feminine is sexual. To be distinguished by femininity is to be
distinguished by sex. To be over-feminine is to be over-sexed. To manifest in
excess any of the distinctions of sex, primary or secondary, is to be over-
sexed. Our hypothetical peacock, with his too large and splendid tail, would
be over-sexed, and no offence to his moral character!

The primary sex-distinctions in our race as in others consist merely in the
essential organs and functions of reproduction. The secondary distinctions,
and this is where we are to look for our largest excess—consist in all those
differences in organ and function, in look and action, in habit, manner,
method, occupation, behavior, which distinguish men from women. In a troop
of horses, seen at a distance, the sexes are indistinguishable. In a herd of deer
the males are distinguishable because of their antlers. The male lion is
distinguished by his mane, the male cat only by a somewhat heavier build. In
certain species of insects the male and female differ so widely in appearance
that even naturalists have supposed them to belong to separate species.
Beyond these distinctions lies that of conduct. Certain psychic attributes are
manifested by either sex. The intensity of the maternal passion is a sex-
distinction as much as the lion’s mane or the stag’s horns. The belligerence
and dominance of the male is a sex-distinction: the modesty and timidity of
the female is a sex-distinction. The tendency to “sit” is a sex-distinction of the
hen: the tendency to strut is a sex-distinction of the cock. The tendency to
fight is a sex-distinction of males in general: the tendency to protect and
provide for is a sex-distinction of females in general.

With the human race, whose chief activities are social, the initial tendency
to sex-distinction is carried out in many varied functions. We have
differentiated our industries, our responsibilities, our very virtues, along sex
lines. It will therefore be clear that the claim of excessive sex-distinction in



humanity, and especially in woman, does not carry with it any specific
“moral” reproach, though it does in the larger sense prove a decided evil in its
effect on human progress.

In primary distinctions our excess is not so marked as in the farther and
subtler development; yet, even here, we have plain proof of it. Sex-energy in
its primal manifestation is exhibited in the male of the human species to a
degree far greater than is necessary for the processes of reproduction,—
enough, indeed, to subvert and injure those processes. The direct injury to
reproduction from the excessive indulgence of the male, and the indirect
injury through its debilitating effect upon the female, together with the
enormous evil to society produced by extra-marital indulgence,—these are
facts quite generally known. We have recognized them for centuries; and
sought to check the evil action by law, civil, social, moral. But we have
treated it always as a field of voluntary action, not as a condition of morbid
development. We have held it as right that man should be so, but wrong that
man should do so. Nature does not work in that way. What it is right to be, it
is right to do. What it is wrong to do, it is wrong to be. This inordinate
demand in the human male is an excessive sex-distinction. In this, in a certain
over-coarseness and hardness, a too great belligerence and pride, a too great
subservience to the power of sex-attraction, we find the main marks of
excessive sex-distinction in men. It has been always checked and offset in
them by the healthful activities of racial life. Their energies have been called
out and their faculties developed along all the lines of human progress. In the
growth of industry, commerce, science, manufacture, government, art,
religion, the male of our species has become human, far more than male.
Strong as this passion is in him, inordinate as is his indulgence, he is a far
more normal animal than the female of his species,—far less over-sexed. To
him this field of special activity is but part of life,—an incident. The whole
world remains besides. To her it is the world. This has been well stated in the
familiar epigram of Madame de Staél,—”Love with man is an episode, with
woman a history.” It is in woman that we find most fully expressed the
excessive sex-distinction of the human species,—physical, psychical, social.
See first the physical manifestation.

To make clear by an instance the difference between normal and abnormal
sex-distinction, look at the relative condition of a wild cow and a “milk cow,”
such as we have made. The wild cow is a female. She has healthy calves, and
milk enough for them; and that is all the femininity she needs. Otherwise than
that she is bovine rather than feminine. She is a light, strong, swift, sinewy
creature, able to run, jump, and fight, if necessary. We, for economic uses,
have artificially developed the cow’s capacity for producing milk. She has
become a walking milk-machine, bred and tended to that express end, her



value measured in quarts. The secretion of milk is a maternal function,—a
sex-function. The cow is over-sexed. Turn her loose in natural conditions,
and, if she survive the change, she would revert in a very few generations to
the plain cow, with her energies used in the general activities of her race, and
not all running to milk.

Physically, woman belongs to a tall, vigorous, beautiful animal species,
capable of great and varied exertion. In every race and time when she has
opportunity for racial activity, she developes accordingly, and is no less a
woman for being a healthy human creature. In every race and time where she
is denied this opportunity,—and few, indeed, have been her years of freedom,
—she has developed in the lines of action to which she was confined; and
those were always lines of sex-activity. In consequence the body of woman,
speaking in the largest generalization, manifests sex-distinction
predominantly.

Woman’s femininity—and “the eternal feminine” means simply the eternal
sexual—is more apparent in proportion to her humanity than the femininity of
other animals in proportion to their caninity or felinity or equinity. “A
feminine hand” or “a feminine foot” is distinguishable anywhere. We do not
hear of “a feminine paw” or “a feminine hoof.” A hand is an organ of
prehension, a foot an organ of locomotion: they are not secondary sexual
characteristics. The comparative smallness and feebleness of woman is a sex-
distinction. We have carried it to such an excess that women are commonly
known as “the weaker sex.” There is no such glaring difference between male
and female in other advanced species. In the long migrations of birds, in the
ceaseless motion of the grazing herds that used to swing up and down over
the continent each year, in the wild, steep journeys of the breeding salmon,
nothing is heard of the weaker sex. And among the higher carnivora, where
longer maintenance of the young brings their condition nearer ours, the hunter
dreads the attack of the female more than that of the male. The
disproportionate weakness is an excessive sex-distinction. Its injurious effect
may be broadly shown in the Oriental nations, where the female in curtained
harems is confined most exclusively to sex-functions and denied most fully
the exercise of race-functions. In such peoples the weakness, the tendency to
small bones and adipose tissue of the over-sexed female, is transmitted to the
male, with a retarding effect on the development of the race. Conversely, in
early Germanic tribes the comparatively free and humanly developed women
—tall, strong, and brave—transmitted to their sons a greater proportion of
human power and much less of morbid sex-tendency.

The degree of feebleness and clumsiness common to women, the
comparative inability to stand, walk, run, jump, climb, and perform other



race-functions common to both sexes, is an excessive sex-distinction; and the
ensuing transmission of this relative feebleness to their children, boys and
girls alike, retards human development. Strong, free, active women, the
sturdy, field-working peasant, the burden- bearing savage, are no less good
mothers for their human strength. But our civilized “feminine delicacy,”
which appears somewhat less delicate when recognized as an expression of
sexuality in excess,—makes us no better mothers, but worse. The relative
weakness of women is a sex-distinction. It is apparent in her to a degree that
injures motherhood, that injures wifehood, that injures the individual. The
sex-usefulness and the human usefulness of women, their general duty to their
kind, are greatly injured by this degree of distinction. In every way the over-
sexed condition of the human female reacts unfavorably upon herself, her
husband, her children, and the race.

In its psychic manifestation this intense sex-distinction is equally apparent.
The primal instinct of sex-attraction has developed under social forces into a
conscious passion of enormous power, a deep and lifelong devotion,
overwhelming in its force. This is excessive in both sexes, but more so in
women than in men,—not so commonly in its simple physical form, but in the
unreasoning intensity of emotion that refuses all guidance, and drives those
possessed by it to risk every other good for this one end. It is not at first sight
easy, and it may seem an irreverent and thankless task, to discriminate here
between what is good in the “master passion” and what is evil, and especially
to claim for one sex more of this feeling than for the other; but such
discrimination can be made.

It is good for the individual and for the race to have developed such a
degree of passionate and permanent love as shall best promote the happiness
of individuals and the reproduction of species. It is not good for the race or
for the individual that his feeling should have become so intense as to
override all other human faculties, to make a mock of the accumulated
wisdom of the ages, the stored power of the will; to drive the individual—
against his own plain conviction—into a union sure to result in evil, or to hold
the individual helpless in such an evil union, when made.

Such is the condition of humanity, involving most evil results to its
offspring and to its own happiness. And, while in men the immediate
dominating force of the passion may be more conspicuous, it is in women that
it holds more universal sway. For the man has other powers and faculties in
full use, whereby to break loose from the force of this; and the woman,
specially modified to sex and denied racial activity, pours her whole life into
her love, and, if injured here, she is injured irretrievably. With him it is
frequently light and transient, and, when most intense, often most transient.



With her it is a deep, all-absorbing force, under the action of which she will
renounce all that life offers, take any risk, face any hardships, bear any pain. It
is maintained in her in the face of a lifetime of neglect and abuse. The
common instance of the police court trials—the woman cruelly abused who
will not testify against her husband—shows this. This devotion, carried to
such a degree as to lead to the mismating of individuals with its personal and
social injury, is an excessive sex-distinction.

But it is in our common social relations that the predominance of sex-
distinction in women is made most manifest. The fact that, speaking broadly,
women have, from the very beginning, been spoken of expressively enough as
“the sex,” demonstrates clearly that this is the main impression which they
have made upon observers and recorders. Here one need attempt no farther
proof than to turn the mind of the reader to an unbroken record of facts and
feelings perfectly patent to every one, but not hitherto looked at as other than
perfectly natural and right. So utterly has the status of woman been accepted
as a sexual one that it has remained for the woman’s movement of the
nineteenth century to devote much contention to the claim that women are
persons! That women are persons as well as females,—an unheard of
proposition!

In a “Handbook of Proverbs of All Nations,” a collection comprising many
thousands, these facts are to be observed: first, that the proverbs concerning
women are an insignificant minority compared to those concerning men;
second, that the proverbs concerning women almost invariably apply to them
in general,—to the sex. Those concerning men qualify, limit, describe,
specialize. It is “a lazy man,” “a violent man,” “a man in his cups.” Qualities
and actions are predicated of man individually, and not as a sex, unless he is
flatly contrasted with woman, as in “A man of straw is worth a woman of
gold,” “Men are deeds, women are words,” or “Man, woman, and the devil
are the three degrees of comparison.” But of woman it is always and only “a
woman,” meaning simply a female, and recognizing no personal distinction:
“As much pity to see a woman weep as to see a goose go barefoot.” “He that
hath an eel by the tail and a woman by her word hath a slippery handle.” “A
woman, a spaniel, and a walnut-tree,—the more you beat ’em, the better they
be.” Occasionally a distinction is made between “a fair woman” and “a black
woman”; and Solomon’s “virtuous woman,” who commanded such a high
price, is familiar to us all. But in common thought it is simply “a woman”
always. The boast of the profligate that he knows “the sex,” so recently
expressed by a new poet,—“The things you will learn from the Yellow and
Brown, they’ll ’elp you an’ ’eap with the White”; the complaint of the angry
rejected that “all women are just alike!”—the consensus of public opinion of
all time goes to show that the characteristics common to the sex have
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predominated over the characteristics distinctive of the individual,—a marked
excess in sex-distinction.

From the time our children are born, we use every means known to
accentuate sex-distinction in both boy and girl; and the reason that the boy is
not so hopelessly marked by it as the girl is that he has the whole field of
human expression open to him besides. In our steady insistence on
proclaiming sex-distinction we have grown to consider most human attributes
as masculine attributes, for the simple reason that they were allowed to men
and forbidden to women.

A clear and definite understanding of the difference between race-attributes
and sex-attributes should be established. Life consists of action. The action of
a living thing is along two main lines,—self-preservation and race-
preservation. The processes that keep the individual alive, from the
involuntary action of his internal organs to the voluntary action of his external
organs,—every act, from breathing to hunting his food, which contributes to
the maintenance of the individual life,—these are the processes of self-
preservation. Whatever activities tend to keep the race alive, to reproduce the
individual, from the involuntary action of the internal organs to the voluntary
action of the external organs; every act from the development of germ-cells to
the taking care of children, which contributes to the maintenance of the racial
life,—these are the processes of race-preservation. In race-preservation, male
and female have distinctive organs, distinctive functions, distinctive lines of
action. In self-preservation, male and female have the same organs, the same
functions, the same lines of action. In the human species our processes of
race-preservation have reached a certain degree of elaboration; but our
processes of self-preservation have gone farther, much farther.

All the varied activities of economic production and distribution, all our
arts and industries, crafts and trades, all our growth in science, discovery,
government, religion,—these are along the line of self-preservation: these are,
or should be, common to both sexes. To teach, to rule, to make, to decorate, to
distribute,—these are not sex-functions: they are race-functions. Yet so
inordinate is the sex-distinction of the human race that the whole field of
human progress has been considered a masculine prerogative. What could
more absolutely prove the excessive sex-distinction of the human race? That
this difference should surge over all its natural boundaries and blazon itself
across every act of life, so that every step of the human creature is marked
“male” or “female,”—surely, this is enough to show our over-sexed condition.

Little by little, very slowly, and with most unjust and cruel opposition, at
cost of all life holds most dear, it is being gradually established by many
martyrdoms that human work is woman’s as well as man’s. Harriet Martineau



must conceal her writing under her sewing when callers came, because “to
sew” was a feminine verb, and “to write” a masculine one. Mary Somerville
must struggle to hide her work from even relatives, because mathematics was
a “masculine” pursuit. Sex has been made to dominate the whole human
world,—all the main avenues of life marked “male,” and the female left to be
a female, and nothing else.

But while with the male the things he fondly imagined to be “masculine”
were merely human, and very good for him, with the female the few things
marked “feminine” were feminine, indeed; and her ceaseless reiterance of one
short song, however sweet, has given it a conspicuous monotony. In garments
whose main purpose is unmistakably to announce her sex; with a tendency to
ornament which marks exuberance of sex-energy, with a body so modified to
sex as to be grievously deprived of its natural activities; with a manner and
behavior wholly attuned to sex-advantage, and frequently most
disadvantageous to any human gain; with a field of action most rigidly
confined to sex-relations; with her overcharged sensibility, her prominent
modesty, her “eternal femininity,”—the female of genus homo is undeniably
over-sexed.

This excessive distinction shows itself again in a marked precocity of
development. Our little children, our very babies, show signs of it when the
young of other creatures are serenely asexual in general appearance and habit.
We eagerly note this precocity. We are proud of it. We carefully encourage it
by precept and example, taking pains to develope the sex-instinct in little
children, and think no harm. One of the first things we force upon the child’s
dawning consciousness is the fact that he is a boy or that she is a girl, and
that, therefore, each must regard everything from a different point of view.
They must be dressed differently, not on account of their personal needs,
which are exactly similar at this period, but so that neither they, nor any one
beholding them, may for a moment forget the distinction of sex.

Our peculiar inversion of the usual habit of species, in which the male
carries ornament and the female is dark and plain, is not so much a proof of
excess indeed, as a proof of the peculiar reversal of our position in the matter
of sex-selection. With the other species the males compete in ornament, and
the females select. With us the females compete in ornament, and the males
select. If this theory of sex-ornament is disregarded, and we prefer rather to
see in masculine decoration merely a form of exuberant sex-energy,
expending itself in non-productive excess, then, indeed, the fact that with us
the females manifest such a display of gorgeous adornment is another sign of
excessive sex-distinction. In either case the forcing upon girl-children of an
elaborate ornamentation which interferes with their physical activity and



unconscious freedom, and fosters a premature sex-consciousness, is as clear
and menacing a proof of our condition as could be mentioned. That the girl-
child should be so dressed as to require a difference in care and behavior,
resting wholly on the fact that she is a girl,—a fact not otherwise present to
her thought at that age,—is a precocious insistence upon sex-distinction, most
unwholesome in its results. Boys and girls are expected, also, to behave
differently to each other, and to people in general,—a behavior to be briefly
described in two words. To the boy we say, “Do”; to the girl, “Don’t.” The
little boy must “take care” of the little girl, even if she is larger than he is.
“Why?” he asks. Because he is a boy. Because of sex. Surely, if she is the
stronger, she ought to take care of him, especially as the protective instinct is
purely feminine in a normal race. It is not long before the boy learns his
lesson. He is a boy, going to be a man; and that means all. “I thank the Lord
that I was not born a woman,” runs the Hebrew prayer. She is a girl, “only a
girl,” “nothing but a girl,” and going to be a woman,—only a woman. Boys
are encouraged from the beginning to show the feelings supposed to be proper
to their sex. When our infant son bangs about, roars, and smashes things, we
say proudly that he is “a regular boy!” When our infant daughter coquettes
with visitors, or wails in maternal agony because her brother has broken her
doll, whose sawdust remains she nurses with piteous care, we say proudly that
“she is a perfect little mother already!” What business has a little girl with the
instincts of maternity? No more than the little boy should have with the
instincts of paternity. They are sex-instincts, and should not appear till the
period of adolescence. The most normal girl is the “tom-boy,”—whose
numbers increase among us in these wiser days,—a healthy young creature,
who is human through and through, not feminine till it is time to be. The most
normal boy has calmness and gentleness as well as vigor and courage. He is a
human creature as well as a male creature, and not aggressively masculine till
it is time to be. Childhood is not the period for these marked manifestations of
sex. That we exhibit them, that we admire and encourage them, shows our
over-sexed condition.

IV

Having seen the disproportionate degree of sex-distinction in humanity and its
greater manifestation in the female than in the male, and having seen also the
unique position of the human female as an economic dependant on the male
of her species, it is not difficult to establish a relation between these two facts.
The general law acting to produce this condition of exaggerated sex-
development was briefly referred to in the second chapter. It is as follows: the
natural tendency of any function to increase in power by use causes sex-
activity to increase under the action of sexual selection. This tendency is
checked in most species by the force of natural selection, which diverts the




energies into other channels and developes race-activities. Where the female
finds her economic environment in the male, and her economic advantage is
directly conditioned upon the sex-relation, the force of natural selection is
added to the force of sexual selection, and both together operate to develope
sex-activity. In any animal species, free from any other condition, such a
relation would have inevitably developed sex to an inordinate degree, as may
be readily seen in the comparatively similar cases of those insects where the
female, losing economic activity and modified entirely to sex, becomes a
mere egg-sac, an organism with no powers of self-preservation, only those of
race-preservation. With these insects the only race-problem is to maintain and
reproduce the species, and such a condition is not necessarily evil; but with a
race like ours, whose development as human creatures is but comparatively
begun, it is evil because of its check to individual and racial progress. There
are other purposes before us besides mere maintenance and reproduction.

It should be clear to any one accustomed to the working of biological laws
that all the tendencies of a living organism are progressive in their
development, and are held in check by the interaction of their several forces.
Each living form, with its dominant characteristics, represents a balance of
power, a sort of compromise. The size of earth’s primeval monsters was
limited by the tensile strength of their material. Sea monsters can be bigger,
because the medium in which they move offers more support. Birds must be
smaller for the opposite reason. The cow requires many stomachs of a liberal
size, because her food is of low nutritive value; and she must eat large
quantities to keep her machine going. The size of arboreal animals, such as
monkeys or squirrels, is limited by the nature of their habitat: creatures that
live in trees cannot be so big as creatures that live on the ground. Every
quality of every creature is relative to its condition, and tends to increase or
decrease accordingly; and each quality tends to increase in proportion to its
use, and to decrease in proportion to its disuse. Primitive man and his female
were animals, like other animals. They were strong, fierce, lively beasts; and
she was as nimble and ferocious as he, save for the added belligerence of the
males in their sex-competition. In this competition, he, like the other male
creatures, fought savagely with his hairy rivals; and she, like the other female
creatures, complacently viewed their struggles, and mated with the victor. At
other times she ran about in the forest, and helped herself to what there was to
eat as freely as he did.

There seems to have come a time when it occurred to the dawning
intelligence of this amiable savage that it was cheaper and easier to fight a
little female, and have it done with, than to fight a big male every time. So he
instituted the custom of enslaving the female; and she, losing freedom, could
no longer get her own food nor that of her young. The mother ape, with her



maternal function well fulfilled, flees leaping through the forest,—plucks her
fruit and nuts, keeps up with the movement of the tribe, her young one on her
back or held in one strong arm. But the mother woman, enslaved, could not
do this. Then man, the father, found that slavery had its obligations: he must
care for what he forbade to care for itself, else it died on his hands. So he
slowly and reluctantly shouldered the duties of his new position. He began to
feed her, and not only that, but to express in his own person the thwarted uses
of maternity: he had to feed the children, too. It seems a simple arrangement.
When we have thought of it at all, we have thought of it with admiration. The
naturalist defends it on the ground of advantage to the species through the
freeing of the mother from all other cares and confining her unreservedly to
the duties of maternity. The poet and novelist, the painter and sculptor, the
priest and teacher, have all extolled this lovely relation. It remains for the
sociologist, from a biological point of view, to note its effects on the
constitution of the human race, both in the individual and in society.

When man began to feed and defend women, she ceased proportionately to
feed and defend herself. When he stood between her and her physical
environment, she ceased proportionately to feel the influence of that
environment and respond to it. When he became her immediate and all-
important environment, she began proportionately to respond to this new
influence, and to be modified accordingly. In a free state, speed was of as
great advantage to the female as to the male, both in enabling her to catch
prey and in preventing her from being caught by enemies; but, in her new
condition, speed was a disadvantage. She was not allowed to do the catching,
and it profited her to be caught by her new master. Free creatures, getting
their own food and maintaining their own lives, develope an active capacity
for attaining their ends. Parasitic creatures, whose living is obtained by the
exertions of others, develope powers of absorption and of tenacity,—the
powers by which they profit most. The human female was cut off from the
direct action of natural selection, that mighty force which heretofore had
acted on male and female alike with inexorable and beneficial effect,
developing strength, developing skill, developing endurance, developing
courage,—in a word, developing species. She now met the influence of
natural selection acting indirectly through the male, and developing, of
course, the faculties required to secure and obtain a hold on him. Needless to
state that these faculties were those of sex-attraction, the one power that has
made him cheerfully maintain, in what luxury he could, the being in whom he
delighted. For many, many centuries she had no other hold, no other
assurance of being fed. The young girl had a prospective value, and was
maintained for what should follow; but the old woman, in more primitive
times, had but a poor hold on life. She who could best please her lord was the



favorite slave or favorite wife, and she obtained the best economic conditions.

With the growth of civilization, we have gradually crystallized into law the
visible necessity for feeding the helpless female; and even old women are
maintained by their male relatives with a comfortable assurance. But to this
day—save, indeed, for the increasing army of women wage-earners, who are
changing the face of the world by their steady advance toward economic
independence—the personal profit of women bears but too close a relation to
their power to win and hold the other sex. From the odalisque with the most
bracelets to the débutante with the most bouquets, the relation still holds
good,—woman’s economic profit comes through the power of sex-attraction.

When we confront this fact boldly and plainly in the open market of vice,
we are sick with horror. When we see the same economic relation made
permanent, established by law, sanctioned and sanctified by religion, covered
with flowers and incense and all accumulated sentiment, we think it innocent,
lovely, and right. The transient trade we think evil. The bargain for life we
think good. But the biological effect remains the same. In both cases the
female gets her food from the male by virtue of her sex-relationship to him. In
both cases, perhaps even more in marriage because of its perfect acceptance
of the situation, the female of genus homo, still living under natural law, is
inexorably modified to sex in an increasing degree.

Followed in specific detail, the action of the changed environment upon
women has been in given instances as follows: In the matter of mere passive
surroundings she has been immediately restricted in her range. This one factor
has an immense effect on man and animal alike. An absolutely uniform
environment, one shape, one size, one color, one sound, would render life, if
any life could be, one helpless, changeless thing. As the environment
increases and varies, the development of the creature must increase and vary
with it; for he acquires knowledge and power, as the material for knowledge
and the need for power appear. In migratory species the female is free to
acquire the same knowledge as the male by the same means, the same
development by the same experiences. The human female has been restricted
in range from the earliest beginning. Even among savages, she has a much
more restricted knowledge of the land she lives in. She moves with the camp,
of course, and follows her primitive industries in its vicinity; but the war-path
and the hunt are the man’s. He has a far larger habitat. The life of the female
savage is freedom itself, however, compared with the increasing constriction
of custom closing in upon the woman, as civilization advanced, like the iron
torture chamber of romance. Its culmination is expressed in the proverb: “A
woman should leave her home but three times,—when she is christened, when
she is married, and when she is buried.” Or this: “The woman, the cat, and the



chimney should never leave the house.” The absolutely stationary female and
the wide-ranging male are distinctly human institutions, after we leave behind
us such low forms of life as the gypsy moth, whose female seldom moves
more than a few feet from the pupa moth. She has aborted wings, and cannot
fly. She waits humbly for the winged male, lays her myriad eggs, and dies,—a
fine instance of modification to sex.

To reduce so largely the mere area of environment is a great check to race-
development; but it is not to be compared in its effects with the reduction in
voluntary activity to which the human female has been subjected. Her
restricted impression, her confinement to the four walls of the home, have
done great execution, of course, in limiting her ideas, her information, her
thought-processes, and power of judgment; and in giving a disproportionate
prominence and intensity to the few things she knows about; but this is
innocent in action compared with her restricted expression, the denial of
freedom to act. A living organism is modified far less through the action of
external circumstances upon it and its reaction thereto, than through the effect
of its own exertions. Skin may be thickened gradually by exposure to the
weather; but it is thickened far more quickly by being rubbed against
something, as the handle of an oar or of a broom. To be surrounded by
beautiful things has much influence upon the human creature: to make
beautiful things has more. To live among beautiful surroundings and make
ugly things is more directly lowering than to live among ugly surroundings
and make beautiful things. What we do modifies us more than what is done to
us. The freedom of expression has been more restricted in women than the
freedom of impression, if that be possible. Something of the world she lived
in she has seen from her barred windows. Some air has come through the
purdah’s folds, some knowledge has filtered to her eager ears from the talk of
men. Desdemona learned somewhat of Othello. Had she known more, she
might have lived longer. But in the ever-growing human impulse to create, the
power and will to make, to do, to express one’s new spirit in new forms,—
here she has been utterly debarred. She might work as she had worked from
the beginning,—at the primitive labors of the household; but in the inevitable
expansion of even those industries to professional levels we have striven to
hold her back. To work with her own hands, for nothing, in direct body-
service to her own family,—this has been permitted,—yes, compelled. But to
be and do anything further from this she has been forbidden. Her labor has not
only been limited in kinds, but in degree. Whatever she has been allowed to
do must be done in private and alone, the first-hand industries of savage
times.

Our growth in industry has been not only in kind, but in class. The baker is
not in the same industrial grade with the house-cook, though both make



bread. To specialize any form of labor is a step up: to organize it is another
step. Specialization and organization are the basis of human progress, the
organic methods of social life. They have been forbidden to women almost
absolutely. The greatest and most beneficent change of this century is the
progress of women in these two lines of advance. The effect of this check in
industrial development, accompanied as it was by the constant inheritance of
increased racial power, has been to intensify the sensations and emotions of
women, and to develope great activity in the lines allowed. The nervous
energy that up to present memory has impelled women to labor incessantly at
something, be it the veriest folly of fancy work, is one mark of this effect.

In religious development the same dead-line has held back the growth of
women through all the races and ages. In dim early times she was sharer in
the mysteries and rites; but, as religion developed, her place receded, until
Paul commanded her to be silent in the churches. And she has been silent
until to-day. Even now, with all the ground gained, we have but the
beginnings—the slowly forced and disapproved beginnings—of religious
equality for the sexes. In some nations, religion is held to be a masculine
attribute exclusively, it being even questioned whether women have souls. An
early Christian council settled that important question by vote, fortunately
deciding that they had. In a church whose main strength has always been
derived from the adherence of women, it would have been an uncomfortable
reflection not to have allowed them souls. Ancient family worship ran in the
male line. It was the son who kept the sacred grandfathers in due respect, and
poured libations to their shades. When the woman married, she changed her
ancestors, and had to worship her husband’s progenitors instead of her own.
This is why the Hindu and the Chinaman and many others of like stamp must
have a son to keep them in countenance,—a deep-seated sex-prejudice,
coming to slow extinction as women rise in economic importance.

It is painfully interesting to trace the gradual cumulative effect of these
conditions upon women: first, the action of large natural laws, acting on her
as they would act on any other animal; then the evolution of social customs
and laws (with her position as the active cause), following the direction of
mere physical forces, and adding heavily to them; then, with increasing
civilization, the unbroken accumulation of precedent, burnt into each
generation by the growing force of education, made lovely by art, holy by
religion, desirable by habit; and, steadily acting from beneath, the unswerving
pressure of economic necessity upon which the whole structure rested. These
are strong modifying conditions, indeed.

The process would have been even more effective and far less painful but
for one important circumstance. Heredity has no Salic law. Each girl-child



inherits from her father a certain increasing percentage of human
development, human power, human tendency; and each boy as well inherits
from his mother the increasing percentage of sex-development, sex-power,
sex-tendency. The action of heredity has been to equalize what every
tendency of environment and education made to differ. This has saved us
from such a female as the gypsy moth. It has held up the woman, and held
down the man. It has set iron bounds to our absurd effort to make a race with
one sex a million years behind the other. But it has added terribly to the pain
and difficulty of human life,—a difficulty and a pain that should have taught
us long since that we were living on wrong lines. Each woman born, re-
humanized by the current of race activity carried on by her father and re-
womanized by her traditional position, has had to live over again in her own
person the same process of restriction, repression, denial; the smothering “no”
which crushed down all her human desires to create, to discover, to learn, to
express, to advance. Each woman has had, on the other hand, the same single
avenue of expression and attainment; the same one way in which alone she
might do what she could, get what she might. All other doors were shut, and
this one always open; and the whole pressure of advancing humanity was
upon her. No wonder that young Daniel in the apocryphal tale proclaimed:
“The king is strong! Wine is strong! But women are stronger!”

To the young man confronting life the world lies wide. Such powers as he
has he may use, must use. If he chooses wrong at first, he may choose again,
and yet again. Not effective or successful in one channel, he may do better in
another. The growing, varied needs of all mankind call on him for the varied
service in which he finds his growth. What he wants to be, he may strive to
be. What he wants to get, he may strive to get. Wealth, power, social
distinction, fame,—what he wants he can try for.

To the young woman confronting life there is the same world beyond, there
are the same human energies and human desires and ambition within. But all
that she may wish to have, all that she may wish to do, must come through a
single channel and a single choice. Wealth, power, social distinction, frame,—
not only these, but home and happiness, reputation, ease and pleasure, her
bread and butter,—all must come to her through a small gold ring. This is a
heavy pressure. It has accumulated behind her through heredity, and
continued about her through environment. It has been subtly trained into her
through education, till she herself has come to think it a right condition, and
pours its influence upon her daughter with increasing impetus. Is it any
wonder that women are over-sexed? But for the constant inheritance from the
more human male, we should have been queen bees, indeed, long before this.
But the daughter of the soldier and the sailor, of the artist, the inventor, the
great merchant, has inherited in body and brain her share of his development



in each generation, and so stayed somewhat human for all her femininity.

All morbid conditions tend to extinction. One check has always existed to
our inordinate sex-development,—nature’s ready relief, death. Carried to its
furthest excess, the individual has died, the family has become extinct, the
nation itself has perished, like Sodom and Gomorrah. Where one function is
carried to unnatural excess, others are weakened, and the organism perishes.
We are familiar with this in individual cases,—at least, the physician is. We
can see it somewhat in the history of nations. From younger races, nearer
savagery, nearer the healthful equality of pre-human creatures, has come each
new start in history. Persia was older than Greece, and its highly differentiated
sexuality had produced the inevitable result of enfeebling the racial qualities.
The Greek commander stripped the rich robes and jewels from his Persian
captives, and showed their unmanly feebleness to his men. “You have such
bodies as these to fight for such plunder as this,” he said. In the country,
among peasant classes, there is much less sex-distinction than in cities, where
wealth enables the women to live in absolute idleness; and even the men
manifest the same characteristics. It is from the country and the lower classes
that the fresh blood pours into the cities, to be weakened in its turn by the
influence of this unnatural distinction until there is none left to replenish the
nation.

The inevitable trend of human life is toward higher civilization; but, while
that civilization is confined to one sex, it inevitably exaggerates sex-
distinction, until the increasing evil of this condition is stronger than all the
good of the civilization attained, and the nation falls. Civilization, be it
understood, does not consist in the acquisition of luxuries. Social
development is an organic development. A civilized State is one in which the
citizens live in organic industrial relation. The more full, free, subtle, and easy
that relation; the more perfect the differentiation of labor and exchange of
product, with their correlative institutions,—the more perfect is that
civilization. To eat, drink, sleep, and keep warm,—these are common to all
animals, whether the animal couches in a bed of leaves or one of eiderdown,
sleeps in the sun to avoid the wind or builds a furnace-heated house, lies in
wait for game or orders a dinner at a hotel. These are but individual animal
processes. Whether one lays an egg or a million eggs, whether one bears a
cub, a kitten, or a baby, whether one broods its chickens, guards its litter, or
tends a nursery full of children, these are but individual animal processes. But
to serve each other more and more widely; to live only by such service; to
develope special functions, so that we depend for our living on society’s
return for services that can be of no direct use to ourselves,—this is
civilization, our human glory and race-distinction.



All this human progress has been accomplished by men. Women have been
left behind, outside, below, having no social relation whatever, merely the
sex-relation, whereby they lived. Let us bear in mind that all the tender ties of
family are ties of blood, of sex-relationship. A friend, a comrade, a partner,—
this is a human relative. Father, mother, son, daughter, sister, brother,
husband, wife,—these are sex-relatives. Blood is thicker than water, we say.
True. But ties of blood are not those that ring the world with the succeeding
waves of progressive religion, art, science, commerce, education, all that
makes us human. Man is the human creature. Woman has been checked,
starved, aborted in human growth; and the swelling forces of race-
development have been driven back in each generation to work in her through
sex-functions alone.

This is the way in which the sexuo-economic relation has operated in our
species, checking race-development in half of us, and stimulating sex-
development in both.

v

The facts stated in the foregoing chapters are familiar and undeniable, the
argument seems clear; yet the mind reacts violently from the conclusions it is
forced to admit, and tries to find relief in the commonplace conditions of
every-day life. From this looming phantom of the over-sexed female of genus
homo we fly back in satisfaction to familiar acquaintances and relatives,—to
Mrs. John Smith and Miss Imogene Jones, to mothers and sisters and
daughters and sweethearts and wives. We feel that such a dreadful state of
things cannot be true, or we should surely have noticed it. We may even
perform that acrobatic feat so easy to most minds,—admit that the statement
may be theoretically true, but practically false!

Two simple laws of brain action are responsible for the difficulty of
convincing the human race of any large general truths concerning itself. One
is common to all brains, to all nerve sensations indeed, and is cheerfully
admitted to have nothing to do with the sexuo-economic relation. It is this
simple fact, in popular phrase,—that what we are used to we do not notice.
This rests on the law of adaptation, the steady, ceaseless pressure that tends to
fit the organism to the environment. A nerve touched for the first time with a
certain impression feels this first impression far more than the hundredth or
thousandth, though the thousandth be far more violent than the first. If an
impression be constant and regular, we become utterly insensitive to it, and
only respond under some special condition, as the ticking of a clock, the noise
of running water or waves on the beach, even the clatter of railroad trains,
grows imperceptible to those who hear it constantly. It is perfectly possible
for an individual to become accustomed to the most disadvantageous



conditions, and fail to notice them.

It is equally possible for a race, a nation, a class, to become accustomed to
most disadvantageous conditions, and fail to notice them. Take, as an
individual instance, the wearing of corsets by women. Put a corset, even a
loose one, on a vigorous man or woman who never wore one, and there is
intense discomfort, and a vivid consciousness thereof. The healthy muscles of
the trunk resent the pressure, the action of the whole body is checked in the
middle, the stomach is choked, the process of digestion interfered with; and
the victim says, “How can you bear such a thing?”

But the person habitually wearing a corset does not feel these evils. They
exist, assuredly, the facts are there, the body is not deceived; but the nerves
have become accustomed to these disagreeable sensations, and no longer
respond to them. The person “does not feel it.” In fact, the wearer becomes so
used to the sensations that, when they are removed,—with the corset,—there
is a distinct sense of loss and discomfort. The heavy folds of the cravat, stock,
and neckcloth of earlier men’s fashions, the heavy horse-hair peruke, the stiff
high collar of to-day, the kind of shoes we wear,—these are perfectly familiar
instances of the force of habit in the individual.

This is equally true of racial habits. That a king should rule because he was
born, passed unquestioned for thousands of years. That the eldest son should
inherit the titles and estates was a similar phenomenon as little questioned.
That a debtor should be imprisoned, and so entirely prevented from paying his
debts, was common law. So glaring an evil as chattel slavery was an
unchallenged social institution from earliest history to our own day among the
most civilized nations of the earth. Christ himself let it pass unnoticed. The
hideous injustice of Christianity to the Jew attracted no attention through
many centuries. That the serf went with the soil, and was owned by the lord
thereof, was one of the foundations of society in the Middle Ages.

Social conditions, like individual conditions, become familiar by use, and
cease to be observed. This is the reason why it is so much easier to criticise
the customs of other persons or other nations than our own. It is also the
reason why we so naturally deny and resent the charges of the critic. It is not
necessarily because of any injustice on the one side or dishonesty on the
other, but because of a simple and useful law of nature. The Englishman
coming to America is much struck by America’s political corruption; and, in
the earnest desire to serve his brother, he tells us all about it. That which he
has at home he does not observe, because he is used to it. The American in
England finds also something to object to, and omits to balance his criticism
by memories of home.

When a condition exists among us which began in those unrecorded ages



back of tradition even, which obtains in varying degree among every people
on earth, and which begins to act upon the individual at birth, it would be a
miracle past all belief if people should notice it. The sexuo-economic relation
is such a condition. It began in primeval savagery. It exists in all nations. Each
boy and girl is born into it, trained into it, and has to live in it. The world’s
progress in matters like these is attained by a slow and painful process, but
one which works to good ends.

In the course of social evolution there are developed individuals so
constituted as not to fit existing conditions, but to be organically adapted to
more advanced conditions. These advanced individuals respond in sharp and
painful consciousness to existing conditions, and cry out against them
according to their lights. The history of religion, of political and social
reform, is full of familiar instances of this. The heretic, the reformer, the
agitator, these feel what their compeers do not, see what they do not, and,
naturally, say what they do not. The mass of the people are invariably
displeased by the outcry of these uneasy spirits. In simple primitive periods
they were promptly put to death. Progress was slow and difficult in those
days. But this severe process of elimination developed the kind of progressive
person known as a martyr; and this remarkable sociological law was
manifested: that the strength of a current of social force is increased by the
sacrifice of individuals who are willing to die in the effort to promote it. “The
blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church.” This is so commonly known
to-day, though not formulated, that power hesitates to persecute, lest it
intensify the undesirable heresy. A policy of “free speech” is found to let pass
most of the uneasy pushes and spurts of these stirring forces, and lead to more
orderly action. Our great anti-slavery agitation, the heroic efforts of the
“women’s rights” supporters, are fresh and recent proofs of these plain facts:
that the mass of the people do not notice existing conditions, and that they are
not pleased with those who do. This is one strong reason why the sexuo-
economic relation passes unobserved among us, and why any statement of it
will be so offensive to many. . . .

SOURCE: From Women and Economics by Charlotte Perkins Gilman. 1898/1998. New York: Dover.

iChilde Harold’s Pilgrimage, Canto IV., cviii.

1. One of Gilman’s main points is that women cannot be equal to men
unless they are economically independent. Do you agree or disagree?
Why or why not? Use concrete examples to explain and support your
point of view.



