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John Stuart Mill 
Selections from On the Subjection of Women  

 
John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) was an English philosopher, economist, and essayist. He was raised 
in strict accord with utilitarian principles by his economist father James Mill, the founder of 
utilitarian philosophy. John Stuart recorded his early training and subsequent near breakdown in 
in his Autobiography (“A Crisis in My Mental History. One Stage Onward”), published after his 
death by his step-daughter, Helen Taylor, in 1873. His strictly intellectual training led to an early 
crisis which, as he records in this chapter, was only relieved by reading the poetry of William 
Wordsworth. During his life, Mill published a number of works on economic and political issues, 
including the Principles of Political Economy (1848), Utilitarianism (1863), and On Liberty 
(1859). After his death, besides the Autobiography, his step-daughter published Three Essays on 
Religion in 1874. 

On the Subjection of Women (1869) is Mill’s utilitarian argument for the complete equality of 
women with men. Scholars think that it was greatly influenced by Mill’s discussions with Harriet 
Taylor, whom Mill married in 1851. The essay is addressed to men, the rulers and controllers of 
nineteenth-century society, and is his contribution to what had become known as “the woman 
question,” that is, what liberties should be accorded to women in society. As such, it is a clear and 
still-relevant contribution to the ongoing discussion of women’s rights and their desire to achieve 
what Mill announces in his opening thesis, “perfect equality.” 

 
Information readily available on the internet has not been glossed. Additions are in brackets [like 
this]. 

 
The object of this Essay is to explain as clearly as I am able, the grounds of an opinion which 

I have held from the very earliest period when I had formed any opinions at all on social or political 
matters, and which, instead of being weakened or modified, has been constantly growing stronger 
by the progress of reflection and the experience of life: That the principle which regulates the 
existing social relations between the two sexes—the legal subordination of one sex to the other—
is wrong in itself, and now one of the chief hindrances to human improvement; and that it ought 
to be replaced by a principle of perfect equality, admitting no power or privilege on the one side, 
nor disability on the other.  

The very words necessary to express the task I have undertaken, show how arduous it is. But 
it would be a mistake to suppose that the difficulty of the case must lie in the insufficiency or 
obscurity of the grounds of reason on which my conviction rests. The difficulty is that which exists 
in all cases in which there is a mass of feeling to be contended against. So long as an opinion is 
strongly rooted in the feelings, it gains rather than loses in stability by having a preponderating 
weight of argument against it. For if it were accepted as a result of argument, the refutation of the 
argument might shake the solidity of the conviction; but when it rests solely on feeling, the worse 
it fares in argumentative contest, the more persuaded its adherents are that their feeling must have 
some deeper ground, which the arguments do not reach; and while the feeling remains, it is always 
throwing up fresh entrenchments of argument to repair any breach made in the old. And there are 
so many causes tending to make the feelings connected with this subject the most intense and most 
deeply-rooted of all those which gather round and protect old institutions and customs, that we 
need not wonder to find them as yet less undermined and loosened than any of the rest by the 
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progress of the great modern spiritual and social transition; nor suppose that the barbarisms to 
which men cling longest must be less barbarisms than those which they earlier shake off.  

In every respect the burthen is hard on those who attack an almost universal opinion. They 
must be very fortunate as well as unusually capable if they obtain a hearing at all. They have more 
difficulty in obtaining a trial, than any other litigants have in getting a verdict. If they do extort a 
hearing, they are subjected to a set of logical requirements totally different from those exacted 
from other people. In all other cases, the burthen of proof is supposed to lie with the affirmative. 
If a person is charged with a murder, it rests with those who accuse him to give proof of his guilt, 
not with himself to prove his innocence. If there is a difference of opinion about the reality of any 
alleged historical event, in which the feelings of men in general are not much interested, as the 
Siege of Troy for example, those who maintain that the event took place are expected to produce 
their proofs, before those who take the other side can be required to say anything; and at no time 
are these required to do more than show that the evidence produced by the others is of no value. 
Again, in practical matters, the burthen of proof is supposed to be with those who are against 
liberty; who contend for any restriction or prohibition; either any limitation of the general freedom 
of human action, or any disqualification or disparity of privilege affecting one person or kind of 
persons, as compared with others. The à priori presumption is in favor of freedom and impartiality. 
It is held that there should be no restraint not required by the general good, and that the law should 
be no respecter of persons, but should treat all alike, save where dissimilarity of treatment is 
required by positive reasons, either of justice or of policy. But of none of these rules of evidence 
will the benefit be allowed to those who maintain the opinion I profess. It is useless for me to say 
that those who maintain the doctrine that men have a right to command and women are under an 
obligation to obey, or that men are fit for government and women unfit, are on the affirmative side 
of the question, and that they are bound to show positive evidence for the assertions, or submit to 
their rejection. It is equally unavailing for me to say that those who deny to women any freedom 
or privilege rightly allowed to men, having the double presumption against them that they are 
opposing freedom and recommending partiality, must be held to the strictest proof of their case, 
and unless their success be such as to exclude all doubt, the judgment ought to go against them. 
These would be thought good pleas in any common case; but they will not be thought so in this 
instance. Before I could hope to make any impression, I should be expected not only to answer all 
that has ever been said by those who take the other side of the question, but to imagine all that 
could be said by them—to find them in reasons, as well as answer all I find: and besides refuting 
all arguments for the affirmative, I shall be called upon for invincible positive arguments to prove 
a negative. And even if I could do all this, and leave the opposite party with a host of unanswered 
arguments against them, and not a single unrefuted one on their side, I should be thought to have 
done little; for a cause supported on the one hand by universal usage, and on the other by so great 
a preponderance of popular sentiment, is supposed to have a presumption in its favor, superior to 
any conviction which an appeal to reason has power to produce in any intellects but those of a high 
class.  

 
*** 

The generality of a practice is in some cases a strong presumption that it is, or at all events 
once was, conducive to laudable ends. This is the case, when the practice was first adopted, or 
afterwards kept up, as a means to such ends, and was grounded on experience of the mode in which 
they could be most effectually attained. If the authority of men over women, when first established, 
had been the result of a conscientious comparison between different modes of constituting the 
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government of society; if, after trying various other modes of social organization—the government 
of women over men, equality between the two, and such mixed and divided modes of government 
as might be invented—it had been decided, on the testimony of experience, that the mode in which 
women are wholly under the rule of men, having no share at all in public concerns, and each in 
private being under the legal obligation of obedience to the man with whom she has associated her 
destiny, was the arrangement most conducive to the happiness and wellbeing of both; its general 
adoption might then be fairly thought to be some evidence that, at the time when it was adopted, 
if was the best: though even then the considerations which recommended it may, like so many 
other primeval social facts of the greatest importance, have subsequently, in the course of ages, 
ceased to exist. But the state of the case is in every respect the reverse of this. In the first place, the 
opinion in favor of the present system, which entirely subordinates the weaker sex to the stronger, 
rests upon theory only; for there never has been trial made of any other: so that experience, in the 
sense in which it is vulgarly opposed to theory, cannot be pretended to have pronounced any 
verdict. And in the second place, the adoption of this system of inequality never was the result of 
deliberation, or forethought, or any social ideas, or any notion whatever of what conduced to the 
benefit of humanity or the good order of society. It arose simply from the fact that from the very 
earliest twilight of human society, every woman (owing to the value attached to her by men, 
combined with her inferiority in muscular strength) was found in a state of bondage to some man. 
Laws and systems of polity always begin by recognizing the relations they find already existing 
between individuals. They convert what was a mere physical fact into a legal right, give it the 
sanction of society, and principally aim at the substitution of public and organized means of 
asserting and protecting these rights, instead of the irregular and lawless conflict of physical 
strength. Those who had already been compelled to obedience became in this manner legally 
bound to it. Slavery, from being a mere affair of force between the master and the slave, became 
regularized and a matter of compact among the masters, who, binding themselves to one another 
for common protection, guaranteed by their collective strength the private possessions of each, 
including his slaves. In early times, the great majority of the male sex were slaves, as well as the 
whole of the female. And many ages elapsed, some of them ages of high cultivation, before any 
thinker was bold enough to question the rightfulness, and the absolute social necessity, either of 
the one slavery or of the other. By degrees such thinkers did arise: and (the general progress of 
society assisting) the slavery of the male sex has, in all the countries of Christian Europe at least 
(though, in one of them, only within the last few years) been at length abolished, and that of the 
female sex has been gradually changed into a milder form of dependence. But this dependence, as 
it exists at present, is not an original institution, taking a fresh start from considerations of justice 
and social expediency—it is the primitive state of slavery lasting on, through successive 
mitigations and modifications occasioned by the same causes which have softened the general 
manners, and brought all human relations more under the control of justice and the influence of 
humanity. It has not lost the taint of its brutal origin. No presumption in its favor, therefore, can 
be drawn from the fact of its existence. The only such presumption which it could be supposed to 
have, must be grounded on its having lasted till now, when so many other things which came down 
from the same odious source have been done away with. And this, indeed, is what makes it strange 
to ordinary ears, to hear it asserted that the inequality of rights between men and women has no 
other source than the law of the strongest.  

 
*** 
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If people are mostly so little aware how completely, during the greater part of the duration of 
our species, the law of force was the avowed rule of general conduct, any other being only a special 
and exceptional consequence of peculiar ties—and from how very recent a date it is that the affairs 
of society in general have been even pretended to be regulated according to any moral law; as little 
do people remember or consider, how institutions and customs which never had any ground but 
the law of force, last on into ages and states of general opinion which never would have permitted 
their first establishment. Less than forty years ago, Englishmen might still by law hold human 
beings in bondage as saleable property: within the present century they might kidnap them and 
carry them off, and work them literally to death. This absolutely extreme case of the law of force, 
condemned by those who can tolerate almost every other form of arbitrary power, and which, of 
all others, presents features the most revolting to the feelings  of all who look at it from an impartial 
position, was the law of civilized and Christian England within the memory of persons now living: 
and in one half of Anglo-Saxon America three or four years ago, not only did slavery exist, but the 
slave trade, and the breeding of slaves expressly for it, was a general practice between slave states. 
Yet not only was there a greater strength of sentiment against it, but, in England at least, a less 
amount either of feeling or of interest in favor of it, than of any other of the customary abuses of 
force: for its motive was the love of gain, unmixed and undisguised; and those who profited by it 
were a very small numerical fraction of the country, while the natural feeling of all who were not 
personally interested in it, was unmitigated abhorrence. So extreme an instance makes it almost 
superfluous to refer to any other: but consider the long duration of absolute monarchy. In England 
at present it is the almost universal conviction that military despotism is a case of the law of force, 
having no other origin or justification. Yet in all the great nations of Europe except England it 
either still exists, or has only just ceased to exist, and has even now a strong party favorable to it 
in all ranks of the people, especially among persons of station and consequence. Such is the power 
of an established system, even when far from universal; when not only in almost every period of 
history there have been great and well-known examples of the contrary system, but these have 
almost invariably been afforded by the most illustrious and most prosperous communities. In this 
case, too, the possessor of the undue power, the person directly interested in it, is only one person, 
while those who are subject to it and suffer from it are literally all the rest. The yoke is naturally 
and necessarily humiliating to all persons, except the one who is on the throne, together with, at 
most, the one who expects to succeed to it. How different are these cases from that of the power 
of men over women! I am not now prejudging the question of its justifiableness. I am showing 
how vastly more permanent it could not but be, even if not justifiable, than these other dominations 
which have nevertheless lasted down to our own time. Whatever gratification of pride there is in 
the possession of power, and whatever personal interest in its exercise, is in this case not confined 
to a limited class, but common to the whole male sex. Instead of being, to most of its supporters, 
a thing desirable chiefly in the abstract, or, like the political ends usually contended for by factious, 
of little private importance to any but the leaders; it comes home to the person and hearth of every 
male head of a family, and of every one who looks forward to being so. The clodhopper exercises, 
or is to exercise, his share of the power equally with the highest nobleman. And the case is that in 
which the desire of power is the strongest: for everyone who desires power, desires it most over 
those who are nearest to him, with whom his life is passed, with whom he has most concerns in 
common, and in whom any independence of his authority is oftenest likely to interfere with his 
individual preferences. If, in the other cases specified, powers manifestly grounded only on force, 
and having so much less to support them, are so slowly and with so much difficulty got rid of, 
much more must it be so with this, even if it rests on no better foundation than those. We must 
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consider, too, that the possessors of the power have facilities in this case, greater than in any other, 
to prevent any uprising against it. Every one of the subjects lives under the very eye, and almost, 
it may be said, in the hands, of one of the masters—in closer intimacy with him than with any of 
her fellow-subjects; with no means of combining against him, no power of even locally over-
mastering him, and, on the other hand, with the strongest motives for seeking his favor and 
avoiding to give him offence. In struggles for political emancipation, everybody knows how often 
its champions are bought off by bribes, or daunted by terrors. In the case of women, each individual 
of the subject-class is in a chronic state of bribery and intimidation combined. In setting up the 
standard of resistance, a large number of the leaders, and still more of the followers, must make 
an almost complete sacrifice of the pleasures or the alleviations of their own individual lot. If ever 
any system of privilege and enforced subjection had its yoke tightly riveted on the necks of those 
who are kept down by it, this has. I have not yet shown that it is a wrong system: but everyone 
who is capable of thinking on the subject must see that even if it is, it was certain to outlast all 
other forms of unjust authority. And when some of the grossest of the other forms still exist in 
many civilized countries, and have only recently been got rid of in others, it would be strange if 
that which is so much the deepest-rooted had yet been perceptibly shaken anywhere. There is more 
reason to wonder that the protests and testimonies against it should have been so numerous and so 
weighty as they are.  

*** 
The subjection of women to men being a universal custom, any departure from it quite 

naturally appears unnatural. But how entirely, even in this case, the feeling is dependent on custom, 
appears by ample experience. Nothing so much astonishes the people of distant parts of the world, 
when they first learn anything about England, as to be told that it is under a queen: the thing seems 
to them so unnatural as to be almost incredible. To Englishmen this does not seem in the least 
degree unnatural, because they are used to it; but they do feel it unnatural that women should be 
soldiers or members of parliament. In the feudal ages, on the contrary, war and politics were not 
thought unnatural to women, because not unusual; it seemed natural that women of the privileged 
classes should be of manly character, inferior in nothing but bodily strength to their husbands and 
fathers. The independence of women seemed rather less unnatural to the Greeks than to other 
ancients, on account of the fabulous Amazons (whom they believed to be historical), and the partial 
example afforded by the Spartan women; who, though no less subordinate by law than in other 
Greek states, were more free in fact, and being trained to bodily exercises in the same manner with 
men, gave ample proof that they were not naturally disqualified for them. There can be little doubt 
that Spartan experience suggested to Plato, among many other of his doctrines, that of the social 
and political equality of the two sexes.  

But, it will be said, the rule of men over women differs from all these others in not being a 
rule of force: it is accepted voluntarily; women make no complaint, and are consenting parties to 
it. In the first place, a great number of women do not accept it. Ever since there have been women 
able to make their sentiments known by their writings (the only mode of publicity which society 
permits to them), an increasing number of them have recorded protests against their present social 
condition: and recently many thousands of them, headed by the most eminent women known to 
the public, have petitioned Parliament for their admission to the Parliamentary Suffrage. The claim 
of women to be educated as solidly, and in the same branches of knowledge, as men, is urged with 
growing intensity, and with a great prospect of success; while the demand for their admission into 
professions and occupations hitherto closed against them, becomes every year more urgent. 
Though there are not in this country, as there are in the United States, periodical Conventions and 
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an organized party to agitate for the Rights of Women, there is a numerous and active Society 
organized and managed by women, for the more limited object of obtaining the political franchise. 
Nor is it only in our own country and in America that women are beginning to protest, more or 
less collectively, against the disabilities under which they labor. France, and Italy, and Switzerland, 
and Russia now afford examples of the same thing. How many more women there are who silently 
cherish similar aspirations, no one can possibly know; but there are abundant tokens how many 
would cherish them, were they not so strenuously taught to repress them as contrary to the 
proprieties of their sex. It must be remembered, also, that no enslaved class ever asked for complete 
liberty at once.  

 
*** 

All causes, social and natural, combine to make it unlikely that women should be collectively 
rebellious to the power of men. They are so far in a position different from all other subject classes, 
that their masters require something more from them than actual service. Men do not want solely 
the obedience of women, they want their sentiments. All men, except the most brutish, desire to 
have, in the woman most nearly connected with them, not a forced slave but a willing one, not a 
slave merely, but a favorite. They have therefore put everything in practice to enslave their minds. 
The masters of all other slaves rely, for maintaining obedience, on fear; either fear of themselves, 
or religious fears. The masters of women wanted more than simple obedience, and they turned the 
whole force of education to effect their purpose. All women are brought up from the very earliest 
years in the belief that their ideal of character is the very opposite to that of men; not self-will, and 
government by self-control, but submission, and yielding to the control of others. All the moralities 
tell them that it is the duty of women, and all the current sentimentalities that it is their nature, to 
live for others; to make complete abnegation of themselves, and to have no life but in their 
affections. And by their affections are meant the only ones they are allowed to have—those to the 
men with whom they are connected, or to the children who constitute an additional and indefeasible 
tie between them and a man. When we put together three things—first, the natural attraction 
between opposite sexes; secondly, the wife's entire dependence on the husband, every privilege or 
pleasure she has being either his gift, or depending entirely on his will; and lastly, that the principal 
object of human pursuit, consideration, and all objects of social ambition, can in general be sought 
or obtained by her only through him, it would be a miracle if the object of being attractive to men 
had not become the polar star of feminine education and formation of character. And, this great 
means of influence over the minds of women having been acquired, an instinct of selfishness made 
men avail themselves of it to the utmost as a means of holding women in subjection, by 
representing to them meekness, submissiveness, and resignation of all individual will into the 
hands of a man, as an essential part of sexual attractiveness. Can it be doubted that any of the other 
yokes which mankind have succeeded in breaking, would have subsisted till now if the same means 
had existed, and had been as sedulously used, to bow down their minds to it? If it had been made 
the object of the life of every young plebeian to find personal favor in the eyes of some patrician, 
of every young serf with some seigneur; if domestication with him, and a share of his personal 
affections, had been held out as the prize which they all should look out for, the most gifted and 
aspiring being able to reckon on the most desirable prizes; and if, when this prize had been 
obtained, they had been shut out by a wall of brass from all interests not centering in him, all 
feelings and desires but those which he shared or inculcated; would not serfs and seigneurs, 
plebeians and patricians, have been as broadly distinguished at this day as men and women are? 
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and would not all but a thinker here and there, have believed the distinction to be a fundamental 
and unalterable fact in human nature?  

The preceding considerations are amply sufficient to show that custom, however universal it 
may be, affords in this case no presumption, and ought not to create any prejudice, in favor of the 
arrangements which place women in social and political subjection to men. But I may go farther, 
and maintain that the course of history, and the tendencies of progressive human society, afford 
not only no presumption in favor of this system of inequality of rights, but a strong one against it; 
and that, so far as the whole course of human improvement up to this time, the whole stream of 
modern tendencies, warrants any inference on the subject, it is, that this relic of the past is 
discordant with the future, and must necessarily disappear.  

 
*** 

The social subordination of women thus stands out an isolated fact in modern social 
institutions; a solitary breach of what has become their fundamental law; a single relic of an old 
world of thought and practice exploded in everything else, but retained in the one thing of most 
universal interest; as if a gigantic dolmen, or a vast temple of Jupiter Olympias, occupied the site 
of St. Paul's and received daily worship, while the surrounding Christian churches were only 
resorted to on fasts and festivals. This entire discrepancy between one social fact and all those 
which accompany it, and the radical opposition between its nature and the progressive movement 
which is the boast of the modern world, and which has successively swept away everything else 
of an analogous character, surely affords, to a conscientious observer of human tendencies, serious 
matter for reflection. It raises a prima facie presumption on the unfavorable side, far outweighing 
any which custom and usage could in such circumstances create on the favorable; and should at 
least suffice to make this, like the choice between republicanism and royalty, a balanced question.  

 
*** 

It may be asserted without scruple, that no other class of dependents have had their character 
so entirely distorted from its natural proportions by their relation with their masters; for, if 
conquered and slave races have been, in some respects, more forcibly repressed, whatever in them 
has not been crushed down by an iron heel has generally been let alone, and if left with any liberty 
of development, it has developed itself according to its own laws; but in the case of women, a hot-
house and stove cultivation has always been carried on of some of the capabilities of their nature, 
for the benefit and pleasure of their masters. Then, because certain products of the general vital 
force sprout luxuriantly and reach a great development in this heated atmosphere and under this 
active nurture and watering, while other shoots from the same root, which are left outside in the 
wintry air, with ice purposely heaped all round them, have a stunted growth, and some are burnt 
off with fire and disappear; men, with that inability to recognize their own work which 
distinguishes the unanalytic mind, indolently believe that the tree grows of itself in the way they 
have made it grow, and that it would die if one half of it were not kept in a vapor bath and the other 
half in the snow.  

 
*** 

The general opinion of men is supposed to be, that the natural vocation of a woman is that of 
a wife and mother. I say, is supposed to be, because, judging from acts—from the whole of the 
present constitution of society—one might infer that their opinion was the direct contrary. They 
might be supposed to think that the alleged natural vocation of women was of all things the most 
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repugnant to their nature; insomuch that if they are free to do anything else—if any other means 
of living, or occupation of their time and faculties, is open, which has any chance of appearing 
desirable to them—there will not be enough of them who will be willing to accept the condition 
said to be natural to them. If this is the real opinion of men in general, it would be well that it 
should be spoken out. I should like to hear somebody openly enunciating the doctrine (it is already 
implied in much that is written on the subject)—“It is necessary to society that women should 
marry and produce children. They will not do so unless they are compelled. Therefore it is 
necessary to compel them.” The merits of the case would then be clearly defined. It would be 
exactly that of the slaveholders of South Carolina and Louisiana. “It is necessary that cotton and 
sugar should be grown. White men cannot produce them. Negroes will not, for any wages which 
we choose to give. Ergo they must be compelled.” An illustration still closer to the point is that of 
impressment. Sailors must absolutely be had to defend the country. It often happens that they will 
not voluntarily enlist. Therefore there must be the power of forcing them. How often has this logic 
been used! and, but for one flaw in it, without doubt it would have been successful up to this day. 
But it is open to the retort—First pay the sailors the honest value of their labor. When you have 
made it as well worth their while to serve you, as to work for other employers, you will have no 
more difficulty than others have in obtaining their services. To this there is no logical answer 
except “I will not:” and as people are now not only ashamed, but are not desirous, to rob the laborer 
of his hire, impressment is no longer advocated. Those who attempt to force women into marriage 
by closing all other doors against them, lay themselves open to a similar retort. If they mean what 
they say, their opinion must evidently be, that men do not render the married condition so desirable 
to women, as to induce them to accept it for its own recommendations. It is not a sign of one's 
thinking the boon one offers very attractive, when one allows only Hobson's choice, “that or none.” 
And here, I believe, is the clue to the feelings of those men, who have a real antipathy to the equal 
freedom of women. I believe they are afraid, not lest women should be unwilling to marry, for I 
do not think that any one in reality has that apprehension; but lest they should insist that marriage 
should be on equal conditions; lest all women of spirit and capacity should prefer doing almost 
anything else, not in their own eyes degrading, rather than marry, when marrying is giving 
themselves a master, and a master too of all their earthly possessions. And truly, if this 
consequence were necessarily incident to marriage, I think that the apprehension would be very 
well founded. I agree in thinking it probable that few women, capable of anything else, would, 
unless under an irresistible entrainment, rendering them for the time insensible to anything but 
itself, choose such a lot, when any other means were open to them of filling a conventionally 
honorable place in life: and if men are determined that the law of marriage shall be a law of 
despotism, they are quite right, in point of mere policy, in leaving to women only Hobson's choice. 
But, in that case, all that has been done in the modern world to relax the chain on the minds of 
women, has been a mistake. They never should have been allowed to receive a literary education. 
Women who read, much more women who write, are, in the existing constitution of things, a 
contradiction and a disturbing element: and it was wrong to bring women up with any acquirements 
but those of an odalisque, or of a domestic servant.  

 
Chapter II 

 
Meanwhile the wife is the actual bond-servant of her husband: no less so, as far as legal 

obligation goes, than slaves commonly so called. She vows a lifelong obedience to him at the altar, 
and is held to it all through her life by law. Casuists may say that the obligation of obedience stops 
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short of participation in crime, but it certainly extends to everything else. She can do no act 
whatever but by his permission, at least tacit. She can acquire no property but for him; the instant 
it becomes hers, even if by inheritance, it becomes ipso facto his. In this respect the wife's position 
under the common law of England is worse than that of slaves in the laws of many countries: by 
the Roman law, for example, a slave might have his peculium, which to a certain extent the law 
guaranteed to him for his exclusive use. The higher classes in this country have given an analogous 
advantage to their women, through special contracts setting aside the law, by conditions of pin-
money, & c.: since parental feeling being stronger with fathers than the class feeling of their own 
sex, a father generally prefers his own daughter to a son-in-law who is a stranger to him. By means 
of settlements, the rich usually contrive to withdraw the whole or part of the inherited property of 
the wife from the absolute control of the husband: but they do not succeed in keeping it under her 
own control; the utmost they can do only prevents the husband from squandering it, at the same 
time debarring the rightful owner from its use. The property itself is out of the reach of both; and 
as to the income derived from it, the form of settlement most favorable to the wife (that called “to 
her separate use”) only precludes the husband from receiving it instead of her: it must pass through 
her hands, but if he takes it from her by personal violence as soon as she receives it, he can neither 
be punished, nor compelled to restitution. This is the amount of the protection which, under the 
laws of this country, the most powerful nobleman can give to his own daughter as respects her 
husband. In the immense majority of cases there is no settlement: and the absorption of all rights, 
all property, as well as all freedom of action, is complete. The two are called “one person in law,” 
for the purpose of inferring that whatever is hers is his, but the parallel inference is never drawn 
that whatever is his is hers; the maxim is not applied against the man, except to make him 
responsible to third parties for her acts, as a master is for the acts of his slaves or of his cattle. I am 
far from pretending that wives are in general no better treated than slaves; but no slave is a slave 
to the same lengths, and in so full a sense of the word, as a wife is. Hardly any slave, except one 
immediately attached to the master's person, is a slave at all hours and all minutes; in general he 
has, like a soldier, his fixed task, and when it is done, or when he is off duty, he disposes, within 
certain limits, of his own time, and has a family life into which the master rarely intrudes. “Uncle 
Tom” under his first master had his own life in his “cabin,” almost as much as any man whose 
work takes him away from home, is able to have in his own family. But it cannot be so with the 
wife. Above all, a female slave has (in Christian countries) an admitted right, and is considered 
under a moral obligation, to refuse to her master the last familiarity. Not so the wife: however 
brutal a tyrant she may unfortunately be chained to—though she may know that he hates her, 
though it may be his daily pleasure to torture her, and though she may feel it impossible not to 
loathe him—he can claim from her and enforce the lowest degradation of a human being, that of 
being made the instrument of an animal function contrary to her inclinations. While she is held in 
this worst description of slavery as to her own person, what is her position in regard to the children 
in whom she and her master have a joint interest? They are by law his children. He alone has any 
legal rights over them. Not one act can she do towards or in relation to them, except by delegation 
from him. Even after he is dead she is not their legal guardian, unless he by will has made her so. 
He could even send them away from her, and deprive her of the means of seeing or corresponding 
with them, until this power was in some degree restricted by Sergeant Talfourd's Act. This is her 
legal state. And from this state she has no means of withdrawing herself. If she leaves her husband, 
she can take nothing with her, neither her children nor anything which is rightfully her own. If he 
chooses, he can compel her to return, by law, or by physical force; or he may content himself with 
seizing for his own use anything which she may earn, or which may be given to her by her relations. 
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It is only legal separation by a decree of a court of justice, which entitles her to live apart, without 
being forced back into the custody of an exasperated jailer—or which empowers her to apply any 
earnings to her own use, without fear that a man whom perhaps she has not seen for twenty years 
will pounce upon her some day and carry all off. This legal separation, until lately, the courts of 
justice would only give at an expense which made it inaccessible to any one out of the higher 
ranks. Even now it is only given in cases of desertion, or of the extreme of cruelty; and yet 
complaints are made every day that it is granted too easily. Surely, if a woman is denied any lot in 
life but that of being the personal body-servant of a despot, and is dependent for everything upon 
the chance of finding one who may be disposed to make a favorite of her instead of merely a 
drudge, it is a very cruel aggravation of her fate that she should be allowed to try this chance only 
once. The natural sequel and corollary from this state of things would be, that since her all in life 
depends upon obtaining a good master, she should be allowed to change again and again until she 
finds one. I am not saying that she ought to be allowed this privilege. That is a totally different 
consideration. The question of divorce, in the sense involving liberty of remarriage, is one into 
which it is foreign to my purpose to enter. All I now say is, that to those to whom nothing but 
servitude is allowed, the free choice of servitude is the only, though a most insufficient, alleviation. 
Its refusal completes the assimilation of the wife to the slave—and the slave under not the mildest 
form of slavery: for in some slave codes the slave could, under certain circumstances of ill-usage, 
legally compel the master to sell him. But no amount of ill-usage, without adultery superadded, 
will in England free a wife from her tormentor.  

 
*** 

When we consider how vast is the number of men, in any great country, who are little higher 
than brutes, and that this never prevents them from being able, through the law of marriage, to 
obtain a victim, the breadth and depth of human misery caused in this shape alone by the abuse of 
the institution swells to something appalling. Yet these are only the extreme cases. They are the 
lowest abysses, but there is a sad succession of depth after depth before reaching them. In domestic 
as in political tyranny, the case of absolute monsters chiefly illustrates the institution by showing 
that there is scarcely any horror which may not occur under it if the despot pleases, and thus setting 
in a strong light what must be the terrible frequency of things only a little less atrocious. Absolute 
fiends are as rare as angels, perhaps rarer: ferocious savages, with occasional touches of humanity, 
are however very frequent: and in the wide interval which separates these from any worthy 
representatives of the human species, how many are the forms and gradations of animalism and 
selfishness, often under an outward varnish of civilization and even cultivation, living at peace 
with the law, maintaining a creditable appearance to all who are not under their power, yet 
sufficient often to make the lives of all who are so, a torment and a burthen to them! It would be 
tiresome to repeat the commonplaces about the unfitness of men in general for power, which, after 
the political discussions of centuries, everyone knows by heart, were it not that hardly any one 
thinks of applying these maxims to the case in which above all others they are applicable, that of 
power, not placed in the hands of a man here and there, but offered to every adult male, down to 
the basest and most ferocious. It is not because a man is not known to have broken any of the Ten 
Commandments, or because he maintains a respectable character in his dealings with those whom 
he cannot compel to have intercourse with him, or because he does not fly out into violent bursts 
of ill-temper against those who are not obliged to bear with him, that it is possible to surmise of 
what sort his conduct will be in the unrestraint of home. Even the commonest men reserve the 
violent, the sulky, the undisguisedly selfish side of their character for those who have no power to 
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withstand it. The relation of superiors to dependents is the nursery of these vices of character, 
which, wherever else they exist, are an overflowing from that source. A man who is morose or 
violent to his equals, is sure to be one who has lived among inferiors, whom he could frighten or 
worry into submission. If the family in its best forms is, as it is often said to be, a school of 
sympathy, tenderness, and loving forgetfulness of self, it is still oftener, as respects its chief, a 
school of willfulness, overbearingness, unbounded self-indulgence, and a double-dyed and 
idealized selfishness, of which sacrifice itself is only a particular form: the care for the wife and 
children being only care for them as parts of the man's own interests and belongings, and their 
individual happiness being immolated in every shape to his smallest preferences. What better is to 
be looked for under the existing form of the institution? We know that the bad propensities of 
human nature are only kept within bounds when they are allowed no scope for their indulgence. 
We know that from impulse and habit, when not from deliberate purpose, almost every one to 
whom others yield, goes on encroaching upon them, until a point is reached at which they are 
compelled to resist. Such being the common tendency of human nature; the almost unlimited 
power which present social institutions give to the man over at least one human being—the one 
with whom he resides, and whom he has always present—this power seeks out and evokes the 
latent germs of selfishness in the remotest corners of his nature—fans its faintest sparks and 
smoldering embers—offers to him a license for the indulgence of those points of his original 
character which in all other relations he would have found it necessary to repress and conceal, and 
the repression of which would in time have become a second nature. I know that there is another 
side to the question. I grant that the wife, if she cannot effectually resist, can at least retaliate; she, 
too, can make the man's life extremely uncomfortable, and by that power is able to carry many 
points which she ought, and many which she ought not, to prevail in. But this instrument of self-
protection—which may be called the power of the scold, or the shrewish sanction—has the fatal 
defect, that it avails most against the least tyrannical superiors, and in favor of the least deserving 
dependents. It is the weapon of irritable and self-willed women; of those who would make the 
worst use of power if they themselves had it, and who generally turn this power to a bad use. The 
amiable cannot use such an instrument, the high-minded disdain it. And on the other hand, the 
husbands against whom it is used most effectively are the gentler and more inoffensive; those who 
cannot be induced, even by provocation, to resort to any very harsh exercise of authority. The 
wife's power of being disagreeable generally only establishes a counter-tyranny, and makes 
victims in their turn chiefly of those husbands who are least inclined to be tyrants.  

 
*** 

A pertinacious adversary, pushed to extremities, may say, that husbands indeed are willing to 
be reasonable, and to make fair concessions to their partners without being compelled to it, but 
that wives are not: that if allowed any rights of their own, they will acknowledge no rights at all in 
any one else, and never will yield in anything, unless they can be compelled, by the man's mere 
authority, to yield in everything. This would have been said by many persons some generations 
ago, when satires on women were in vogue, and men thought it a clever thing to insult women for 
being what men made them. But it will be said by no one now who is worth replying to. It is not 
the doctrine of the present day that women are less susceptible of good feeling, and consideration 
for those with whom they are united by the strongest ties, than men are. On the contrary, we are 
perpetually told that women are better than men, by those who are totally opposed to treating them 
as if they were as good; so that the saying has passed into a piece of tiresome cant, intended to put 
a complimentary face upon an injury, and resembling those celebrations of royal clemency which, 
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according to Gulliver, the king of Lilliput always prefixed to his most sanguinary decrees. If 
women are better than men in anything, it surely is in individual self-sacrifice for those of their 
own family. But I lay little stress on this, so long as they are universally taught that they are born 
and created for self-sacrifice. I believe that equality of rights would abate the exaggerated self-
abnegation which is the present artificial ideal of feminine character, and that a good woman would 
not be more self-sacrificing than the best man: but on the other hand, men would be much more 
unselfish and self-sacrificing than at present, because they would no longer be taught to worship 
their own will as such a grand thing that it is actually the law for another rational being. There is 
nothing which men so easily learn as this self-worship: all privileged persons, and all privileged 
classes, have had it. The more we descend in the scale of humanity, the intenser it is; and most of 
all in those who are not, and can never expect to be, raised above anyone except an unfortunate 
wife and children. The honorable exceptions are proportionally fewer than in the case of almost 
any other human infirmity. Philosophy and religion, instead of keeping it in check, are generally 
suborned to defend it; and nothing controls it but that practical feeling of the equality of human 
beings, which is the theory of Christianity, but which Christianity will never practically teach, 
while it sanctions institutions grounded on an arbitrary preference of one human being over 
another.  

 
*** 

We shall be told, perhaps, that religion imposes the duty of obedience; as every established 
fact which is too bad to admit of any other defense, is always presented to us as an injunction of 
religion. The Church, it is very true, enjoins it in her formularies, but it would be difficult to derive 
any such injunction from Christianity. We are told that St. Paul said, “Wives, obey your husbands:” 
but he also said, “Slaves, obey your masters.” It was not St. Paul's business, nor was it consistent 
with his object, the propagation of Christianity, to incite any one to rebellion against existing laws. 
The apostle's acceptance of all social institutions as he found them, is no more to be construed as 
a disapproval of attempts to improve them at the proper time, than his declaration, “The powers 
that be are ordained of God,” gives his sanction to military despotism, and to that alone, as the 
Christian form of political government, or commands passive obedience to it. To pretend that 
Christianity was intended to stereotype existing forms of government and society, and protect them 
against change, is to reduce it to the level of Islamism or of Brahmanism. It is precisely because 
Christianity has not done this, that it has been the religion of the progressive portion of mankind, 
and Islamism, Brahmanism, & c., have been those of the stationary portions; or rather (for there is 
no such thing as a really stationary society) of the declining portions. There have been abundance 
of people, in all ages of Christianity, who tried to make it something of the same kind; to convert 
us into a sort of Christian Mussulmans, with the Bible for a Koran, prohibiting all improvement: 
and great has been their power, and many have had to sacrifice their lives in resisting them. But 
they have been resisted, and the resistance has made us what we are, and will yet make us what 
we are to be.  

After what has been said respecting the obligation of obedience, it is almost superfluous to 
say anything concerning the more special point included in the general one—a woman's right to 
her own property; for I need not hope that this treatise can make any impression upon those who 
need anything to convince them that a woman's inheritance or gains ought to be as much her own 
after marriage as before. The rule is simple: whatever would be the husband's or wife's if they were 
not married, should be under their exclusive control during marriage; which need not interfere with 
the power to tie up property by settlement, in order to preserve it for children. Some people are 
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sentimentally shocked at the idea of a separate interest in money matters, as inconsistent with the 
ideal fusion of two lives into one. For my own part, I am one of the strongest supporters of 
community of goods, when resulting from an entire unity of feeling in the owners, which makes 
all things common between them. But I have no relish for a community of goods resting on the 
doctrine, that what is mine is yours but what is yours is not mine; and I should prefer to decline 
entering into such a compact with any one, though I were myself the person to profit by it.  

 
*** 

This particular injustice and oppression to women, which is, to common apprehensions, more 
obvious than all the rest, admits of remedy without interfering with any other mischiefs: and there 
can be little doubt that it will be one of the earliest remedied. Already, in many of the new and 
several of the old States of the American Confederation, provisions have been inserted even in the 
written Constitutions, securing to women equality of rights in this respect: and thereby improving 
materially the position, in the marriage relation, of those women at least who have property, by 
leaving them one instrument of power which they have not signed away; and preventing also the 
scandalous abuse of the marriage institution, which is perpetrated when a man entraps a girl into 
marrying him without a settlement, for the sole purpose of getting possession of her money. When 
the support of the family depends, not on property, but on earnings, the common arrangement, by 
which the man earns the income and the wife superintends the domestic expenditure, seems to me 
in general the most suitable division of labor between the two persons. If, in addition to the physical 
suffering of bearing children, and the whole responsibility of their care and education in early 
years, the wife undertakes the careful and economical application of the husband's earnings to the 
general comfort of the family; she takes not only her fair share, but usually the larger share, of the 
bodily and mental exertion required by their joint existence. If she undertakes any additional 
portion, it seldom relieves her from this, but only prevents her from performing it properly. The 
care which she is herself disabled from taking of the children and the household, nobody else takes; 
those of the children who do not die, grow up as they best can, and the management of the 
household is likely to be so bad, as even in point of economy to be a great drawback from the value 
of the wife's earnings. In an otherwise just state of things, it is not, therefore, I think, a desirable 
custom, that the wife should contribute by her labor to the income of the family. In an unjust state 
of things, her doing so may be useful to her, by making her of more value in the eyes of the man 
who is legally her master; but, on the other hand, it enables him still farther to abuse his power, by 
forcing her to work, and leaving the support of the family to her exertions, while he spends most 
of his time in drinking and idleness. The power of earning is essential to the dignity of a woman, 
if she has not independent property. But if marriage were an equal contract, not implying the 
obligation of obedience; if the connection were no longer enforced to the oppression of those to 
whom it is purely a mischief, but a separation, on just terms (I do not now speak of a divorce), 
could be obtained by any woman who was morally entitled to it; and if she would then find all 
honorable employments as freely open to her as to men; it would not be necessary for her 
protection, that during marriage she should make this particular use of her faculties. Like a man 
when he chooses a profession, so, when a woman marries, it may in general be understood that she 
makes choice of the management of a household, and the bringing up of a family, as the first call 
upon her exertions, during as many years of her life as may be required for the purpose; and that 
she renounces, not all other objects and occupations, but all which are not consistent with the 
requirements of this. The actual exercise, in a habitual or systematic manner, of outdoor 
occupations, or such as cannot be carried on at home, would by this principle be practically 
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interdicted to the greater number of married women. But the utmost latitude ought to exist for the 
adaptation of general rules to individual suitabilities; and there ought to be nothing to prevent 
faculties exceptionally adapted to any other pursuit, from obeying their vocation notwithstanding 
marriage: due provision being made for supplying otherwise any falling-short which might become 
inevitable, in her full performance of the ordinary functions of mistress of a family. These things, 
if once opinion were rightly directed on the subject, might with perfect safety be left to be regulated 
by opinion, without any interference of law.  

 
Chapter III 

 
On the other point which is involved in the just equality of women, their admissibility to all 

the functions and occupations hitherto retained as the monopoly of the stronger sex, I should 
anticipate no difficulty in convincing anyone who has gone with me on the subject of the equality 
of women in the family. I believe that their disabilities elsewhere are only clung to in order to 
maintain their subordination in domestic life; because the generality of the male sex cannot yet 
tolerate the idea of living with an equal. Were it not for that, I think that almost every one, in the 
existing state of opinion in politics and political economy, would admit the injustice of excluding 
half the human race from the greater number of lucrative occupations, and from almost all high 
social functions; ordaining from their birth either that they are not, and cannot by any possibility 
become, fit for employments which are legally open to the stupidest and basest of the other sex, or 
else that however fit they may be, those employments shall be interdicted to them, in order to be 
preserved for the exclusive benefit of males. In the last two centuries, when (which was seldom 
the case) any reason beyond the mere existence of the fact was thought to be required to justify the 
disabilities of women, people seldom assigned as a reason their inferior mental capacity; which, 
in times when there was a real trial of personal faculties (from which all women were not excluded) 
in the struggles of public life, no one really believed in. The reason given in those days was not 
women's unfitness, but the interest of society, by which was meant the interest of men: just as the 
raison d'état, meaning the convenience of the government, and the support of existing authority, 
was deemed a sufficient explanation and excuse for the most flagitious crimes. In the present day, 
power holds a smoother language, and whomsoever it oppresses, always pretends to do so for their 
own good: accordingly, when anything is forbidden to women, it is thought necessary to say, and 
desirable to believe, that they are incapable of doing it, and that they depart from their real path of 
success and happiness when they aspire to it. But to make this reason plausible (I do not say valid), 
those by whom it is urged must be prepared to carry it to a much greater length than any one 
ventures to do in the face of present experience. It is not sufficient to maintain that women on the 
average are less gifted than men on the average, with certain of the higher mental faculties, or that 
a smaller number of women than of men are fit for occupations and functions of the highest 
intellectual character. It is necessary to maintain that no women at all are fit for them, and that the 
most eminent women are inferior in mental faculties to the most mediocre of the men on whom 
those functions at present devolve. For if the performance of the function is decided either by 
competition, or by any mode of choice which secures regard to the public interest, there needs be 
no apprehension that any important employments will fall into the hands of women inferior to 
average men, or to the average of their male competitors. The only result would be that there would 
be fewer women than men in such employments; a result certain to happen in any ease, if only 
from the preference always likely to be felt by the majority of women for the one vocation in which 
there is nobody to compete with them. Now, the most determined depreciator of women will not 
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venture to deny, that when we add the experience of recent times to that of ages past, women, and 
not a few merely, but many women, have proved themselves capable of everything, perhaps 
without a single exception, which is done by men, and of doing it successfully and creditably. The 
utmost that can be said is, that there are many things which none of them have succeeded in doing 
as well as they have been done by some men—many in which they have not reached the very 
highest rank. But there are extremely few, dependent only on mental faculties, in which they have 
not attained the rank next to the highest. Is not this enough, and much more than enough, to make 
it a tyranny to them, and a detriment to society, that they should not be allowed to compete with 
men for the exercise of these functions? Is it not a mere truism to say, that such functions are often 
filled by men far less fit for them than numbers of women, and who would be beaten by women 
in any fair field of competition? What difference does it make that there may be men somewhere, 
fully employed about other things, who may be still better qualified for the things in question than 
these women? Does not this take place in all competitions? Is there so great a superfluity of men 
fit for high duties, that society can afford to reject the service of any competent person? Are we so 
certain of always finding a man made to our hands for any duty or function of social importance 
which falls vacant, that we lose nothing by putting a ban upon one-half of mankind, and refusing 
beforehand to make their faculties available, however distinguished they may be? And even if we 
could do without them, would it be consistent with justice to refuse to them their fair share of 
honor and distinction, or to deny to them the equal moral right of all human beings to choose their 
occupation (short of injury to others) according to their own preferences, at their own risk? Nor is 
the injustice confined to them: it is shared by those who are in a position to benefit by their services. 
To ordain that any kind of persons shall not be physicians, or shall not be advocates, or shall not 
be members of parliament, is to injure not them only, but all who employ physicians or advocates, 
or elect members of parliament, and who are deprived of the stimulating effect of greater 
competition on the exertions of the competitors, as well as restricted to a narrower range of 
individual choice.  

 
*** 

Let us at first make entire abstraction of all psychological considerations tending to show, that 
any of the mental differences supposed to exist between women and men are but the natural effect 
of the differences in their education and circumstances, and indicate no radical difference, far less 
radical inferiority, of nature. Let us consider women only as they already are, or as they are known 
to have been; and the capacities which they have already practically shown. What they have done, 
that at least, if nothing else, it is proved that they can do. When we consider how sedulously they 
are all trained away from, instead of being trained towards, any of the occupations or objects 
reserved for men, it is evident that I am taking a very humble ground for them, when I rest their 
case on what they have actually achieved. For, in this case, negative evidence is worth little, while 
any positive evidence is conclusive. 

 
*** 

It will be said, perhaps, that the greater nervous susceptibility of women is a disqualification 
for practice, in anything but domestic life, by rendering them mobile, changeable, too vehemently 
under the influence of the moment, incapable of dogged perseverance, unequal and uncertain in 
the power of using their faculties. I think that these phrases sum up the greater part of the objections 
commonly made to the fitness of women for the higher class of serious business. Much of all this 
is the mere overflow of nervous energy run to waste, and would cease when the energy was 



16 
 

directed to a definite end. Much is also the result of conscious or unconscious cultivation; as we 
see by the almost total disappearance of “hysterics” and fainting fits, since they have gone out of 
fashion. Moreover, when people are brought up, like many women of the higher classes (though 
less so in our own country than in any other) a kind of hot-house plants, shielded from the 
wholesome vicissitudes of air and temperature, and untrained in any of the occupations and 
exercises which give stimulus and development to the circulatory and muscular system, while their 
nervous system, especially in its emotional department, is kept in unnaturally active play; it is no 
wonder if those of them who do not die of consumption, grow up with constitutions liable to 
derangement from slight causes, both internal and external, and without stamina to support any 
task, physical or mental, requiring continuity of effort.  

 
*** 

I have said that it cannot now be known how much of the existing mental differences between 
men and women is natural, and how much artificial; whether there are any natural differences at 
all; or, supposing all artificial causes of difference to be withdrawn, what natural character would 
be revealed. I am not about to attempt what I have pronounced impossible: but doubt does not 
forbid conjecture, and where certainty is unattainable, there may yet be the means of arriving at 
some degree of probability. The first point, the origin of the differences actually observed, is the 
one most accessible to speculation; and I shall attempt to approach it, by the only path by which it 
can be reached; by tracing the mental consequences of external influences. We cannot isolate a 
human being from the circumstances of his condition, so as to ascertain experimentally what he 
would have been by nature; but we can consider what he is, and what his circumstances have been, 
and whether the one would have been capable of producing the other.  

 
*** 

It no doubt often happens that a person, who has not widely and accurately studied the 
thoughts of others on a subject, has by natural sagacity a happy intuition, which he can suggest, 
but cannot prove, which yet when matured may be an important addition to knowledge: but even 
then, no justice can be done to it until some other person, who does possess the previous 
acquirements, takes it in hand, tests it, gives it a scientific or practical form, and fits it into its place 
among the existing truths of philosophy or science. Is it supposed that such felicitous thoughts do 
not occur to women? They occur by hundreds to every woman of intellect. But they are mostly 
lost, for want of a husband or friend who has the other knowledge which can enable him to estimate 
them properly and bring them before the world: and even when they are brought before it, they 
generally appear as his ideas, not their real author's. Who can tell how many of the most original 
thoughts put forth by male writers, belong to a woman by suggestion, to themselves only by 
verifying and working out? If I may judge by my own case, a very large proportion indeed.  

 
*** 

 
Chapter IV 

 
There remains a question, not of less importance than those already discussed, and which will 

be asked the most importunately by those opponents whose conviction is somewhat shaken on the 
main point. What good are we to expect from the changes proposed in our customs and 
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institutions? Would mankind be at all better off if women were free? If not, why disturb their 
minds, and attempt to make a social revolution in the name of an abstract right? 

It is hardly to be expected that this question will be asked in respect to the change proposed 
in the condition of women in marriage. The sufferings, immoralities, evils of all sorts, produced in 
innumerable cases by the subjection of individual women to individual men, are far too terrible to 
be overlooked. Unthinking or uncandid persons, counting those cases alone which are extreme, or 
which attain publicity, may say that the evils are exceptional; but no one can be blind to their 
existence, nor, in many cases, to their intensity. And it is perfectly obvious that the abuse of the 
power cannot be very much checked while the power remains. It is a power given, or offered, not 
to good men, or to decently respectable men, but to all men; the most brutal, and the most criminal. 
There is no check but that of opinion, and such men are in general within the reach of no opinion 
but that of men like themselves. If such men did not brutally tyrannize over the one human being 
whom the law compels to bear everything from them, society must already have reached a 
paradisiacal state. There could be no need any longer of laws to curb men's vicious propensities. 
Astraea must not only have returned to earth, but the heart of the worst man must have become her 
temple. The law of servitude in marriage is a monstrous contradiction to all the principles of the 
modern world, and to all the experience through which those principles have been slowly and 
painfully worked out. It is the sole case, now that negro slavery has been abolished, in which a 
human being in the plenitude of every faculty is delivered up to the tender mercies of another 
human being, in the hope forsooth that this other will use the power solely for the good of the 
person subjected to it. Marriage is the only actual bondage known to our law. There remain no 
legal slaves, except the mistress of every house.  

It is not, therefore, on this part of the subject, that the question is likely to be asked, Cui bono? 
We may be told that the evil would outweigh the good, but the reality of the good admits of no 
dispute. In regard, however, to the larger question, the removal of women's disabilities—their 
recognition as the equals of men in all that belongs to citizenship—the opening to them of all 
honorable employments, and of the training and education which qualifies for those 
employments—there are many persons for whom it is not enough that the inequality has no just or 
legitimate defense; they require to be told what express advantage would be obtained by abolishing 
it.  

To which let me first answer, the advantage of having the most universal and pervading of all 
human relations regulated by justice instead of injustice. The vast amount of this gain to human 
nature, it is hardly possible, by any explanation or illustration, to place in a stronger light than it is 
placed by the bare statement, to anyone who attaches a moral meaning to words. All the selfish 
propensities, the self-worship, the unjust self-preference, which exist among mankind, have their 
source and root in, and derive their principal nourishment from, the present constitution of the 
relation between men and women. Think what it is to a boy, to grow up to manhood in the belief 
that without any merit or any exertion of his own, though he may be the most frivolous and empty 
or the most ignorant and stolid of mankind, by the mere fact of being born a male he is by right 
the superior of all and every one of an entire half of the human race: including probably some 
whose real superiority to himself he has daily or hourly occasion to feel; but even if in his whole 
conduct he habitually follows a woman's guidance, still, if he is a fool, she thinks that of course 
she is not, and cannot be, equal in ability and judgment to himself; and if he is not a fool, he does 
worse—he sees that she is superior to him, and believes that, notwithstanding her superiority, he 
is entitled to command and she is bound to obey. What must be the effect on his character, of this 
lesson? And men of the cultivated classes are often not aware how deeply it sinks into the immense 
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majority of male minds. For, among right-feeling and well-bred people, the inequality is kept as 
much as possible out of sight; above all, out of sight of the children. As much obedience is required 
from boys to their mother as to their father: they are not permitted to domineer over their sisters, 
nor are they accustomed to see these postponed to them, but the contrary; the compensations of 
the chivalrous feeling being made prominent, while the servitude which requires them is kept in 
the background. Well-brought-up youths in the higher classes thus often escape the bad influences 
of the situation in their early years, and only experience them when, arrived at manhood, they fall 
under the dominion of facts as they really exist. Such people are little aware, when a boy is 
differently brought up, how early the notion of his inherent superiority to a girl arises in his mind; 
how it grows with his growth and strengthens with his strength; how it is inoculated by one 
schoolboy upon another; how early the youth thinks himself superior to his mother, owing her 
perhaps forbearance, but no real respect; and how sublime and sultan-like a sense of superiority 
he feels, above all, over the woman whom he honors by admitting her to a partnership of his life. 
Is it imagined that all this does not pervert the whole manner of existence of the man, both as an 
individual and as a social being? It is an exact parallel to the feeling of a hereditary king that he is 
excellent above others by being born a king, or a noble by being born a noble. The relation between 
husband and wife is very like that between lord and vassal, except that the wife is held to more 
unlimited obedience than the vassal was. However the vassal's character may have been affected, 
for better and for worse, by his subordination, who can help seeing that the lord's was affected 
greatly for the worse? whether he was led to believe that his vassals were really superior to himself, 
or to feel that he was placed in command over people as good as himself, for no merits or labors 
of his own, but merely for having, as Figaro says, taken the trouble to be born. The self-worship 
of the monarch, or of the feudal superior, is matched by the self-worship of the male. Human 
beings do not grow up from childhood in the possession of unearned distinctions, without pluming 
themselves upon them. Those whom privileges not acquired by their merit, and which they feel to 
be disproportioned to it, inspire with additional humility, are always the few, and the best few. The 
rest are only inspired with pride, and the worst sort of pride, that which values itself upon 
accidental advantages, not of its own achieving. Above all, when the feeling of being raised above 
the whole of the other sex is combined with personal authority over one individual among them; 
the situation, if a school of conscientious and affectionate forbearance to those whose strongest 
points of character are conscience and affection, is to men of another quality a regularly constituted 
Academy or Gymnasium for training them in arrogance and overbearingness; which vices, if 
curbed by the certainty of resistance in their intercourse with other men, their equals, break out 
towards all who are in a position to be obliged to tolerate them, and often revenge themselves upon 
the unfortunate wife for the involuntary restraint which they are obliged to submit to elsewhere.  

 
*** 

It would of course be extreme folly to suppose that these differences of feeling and inclination 
only exist because women are brought up differently from men, and that there would not be 
differences of taste under any imaginable circumstances. But there is nothing beyond the mark in 
saying that the distinction in bringing-up immensely aggravates those differences, and renders 
them wholly inevitable. While women are brought up as they are, a man and a woman will but 
rarely find in one another real agreement of tastes and wishes as to daily life. They will generally 
have to give it up as hopeless, and renounce the attempt to have, in the intimate associate of their 
daily life, that idem velle, idem nolle, [having the same likes and dislikes] which is the recognized 
bond of any society that is really such: or if the man succeeds in obtaining it, he does so by choosing 
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a woman who is so complete a nullity that she has no velle or nolle at all, and is as ready to comply 
with one thing as another if anybody tells her to do so. Even this calculation is apt to fail; dullness 
and want of spirit are not always a guarantee of the submission which is so confidently expected 
from them. But if they were, is this the ideal of marriage? What, in this case, does the man obtain 
by it, except an upper servant, a nurse, or a mistress? On the contrary, when each of two persons, 
instead of being a nothing, is a something; when they are attached to one another, and are not too 
much unlike to begin with; the constant partaking in the same things, assisted by their sympathy, 
draws out the latent capacities of each for being interested in the things which were at first 
interesting only to the other; and works a gradual assimilation of the tastes and characters to one 
another, partly by the insensible modification of each, but more by a real enriching of the two 
natures, each acquiring the tastes and capacities of the other in addition to its own. This often 
happens between two friends of the same sex, who are much associated in their daily life: and it 
would be a common, if not the commonest, case in marriage, did not the totally different bringing-
up of the two sexes make it next to an impossibility to form a really well-assorted union. Were this 
remedied, whatever differences there might still be in individual tastes, there would at least be, as 
a general rule, complete unity and unanimity as to the great objects of life. When the two persons 
both care for great objects, and are a help and encouragement to each other in whatever regards 
these, the minor matters on which their tastes may differ are not all-important to them; and there 
is a foundation for solid friendship, of an enduring character, more likely than anything else to 
make it, through the whole of life, a greater pleasure to each to give pleasure to the other, than to 
receive it. 

 
*** 

Thus far, the benefits which it has appeared that the world would gain by ceasing to make sex 
a disqualification for privileges and a badge of subjection, are social rather than individual; 
consisting in an increase of the general fund of thinking and acting power, and an improvement in 
the general conditions of the association of men with women. But it would be a grievous 
understatement of the case to omit the most direct benefit of all, the unspeakable gain in private 
happiness to the liberated half of the species; the difference to them between a life of subjection to 
the will of others, and a life of rational freedom. After the primary necessities of food and raiment, 
freedom is the first and strongest want of human nature. While mankind are lawless, their desire 
is for lawless freedom. When they have learnt to understand the meaning of duty and the value of 
reason, they incline more and more to be guided and restrained by these in the exercise of their 
freedom; but they do not therefore desire freedom less; they do not become disposed to accept the 
will of other people as the representative and interpreter of those guiding principles. On the 
contrary, the communities in which the reason has been most cultivated, and in which the idea of 
social duty has been most powerful, are those which have most strongly asserted the freedom of 
action of the individual—the liberty of each to govern his conduct by his own feelings of duty, and 
by such laws and social restraints as his own conscience can subscribe to.  

 
*** 

To allow to any human beings no existence of their own but what depends on others, is giving 
far too high a premium on bending others to their purposes. Where liberty cannot be hoped for, 
and power can, power becomes the grand object of human desire; those to whom others will not 
leave the undisturbed management of their own affairs, will compensate themselves, if they can, 
by meddling for their own purposes with the affairs of others. Hence also women's passion for 



20 
 

personal beauty, and dress and display; and all the evils that flow from it, in the way of mischievous 
luxury and social immorality. The love of power and the love of liberty are in eternal antagonism. 
Where there is least liberty, the passion for power is the most ardent and unscrupulous. The desire 
of power over others can only cease to be a depraving agency among mankind, when each of them 
individually is able to do without it: which can only be where respect for liberty in the personal 
concerns of each is an established principle. 

  
*** 

What, in unenlightened societies, color, race, religion, or in the case of a conquered country, 
nationality, are to some men, sex is to all women; a peremptory exclusion from almost all 
honorable occupations, but either such as cannot be fulfilled by others, or such as those others do 
not think worthy of their acceptance. Sufferings arising from causes of this nature usually meet 
with so little sympathy, that few persons are aware of the great amount of unhappiness even now 
produced by the feeling of a wasted life. The case will be even more frequent, as increased 
cultivation creates a greater and greater disproportion between the ideas and faculties of women, 
and the scope which society allows to their activity.  

When we consider the positive evil caused to the disqualified half of the human race by their 
disqualification—first in the loss of the most inspiriting and elevating kind of personal enjoyment, 
and next in the weariness, disappointment, and profound dissatisfaction with life, which are so 
often the substitute for it; one feels that among all the lessons which men require for carrying on 
the struggle against the inevitable imperfections of their lot on earth, there is no lesson which they 
more need, than not to add to the evils which nature inflicts, by their jealous and prejudiced 
restrictions on one another. Their vain fears only substitute other and worse evils for those which 
they are idly apprehensive of: while every restraint on the freedom of conduct of any of their 
human fellow creatures, (otherwise than by making them responsible for any evil actually caused 
by it), dries up pro tanto [to such an extent] the principal fountain of human happiness, and leaves 
the species less rich, to an inappreciable degree, in all that makes life valuable to the individual 
human being.  

 
Topics for Writing and Discussion 
 
1. Near the beginning of his essay, Mill makes a point about argument itself that is increasingly 
relevant today. He says: “So long as an opinion is strongly rooted in the feelings, it gains rather 
than loses in stability by having a preponderating weight of argument against it. For if it were 
accepted as a result of argument, the refutation of the argument might shake the solidity of the 
conviction; but when it rests solely on feeling, the worse it fares in argumentative contest, the more 
persuaded its adherents are that their feeling must have some deeper ground, which the arguments 
do not reach; and while the feeling remains, it is always throwing up fresh entrenchments of 
argument to repair any breach made in the old.” Many of today’s political and social controversies 
remain contentious because the position of one side or the other is rooted in feeling, not reason. 
For example, there is overwhelming evidence supporting both evolution and human-caused 
climate change, but there are still many who deny both. If people refuse to be convinced by 
evidence and reason, what can be done? How would you try to convince a person of the truth of 
some claim if he persists in not believing it even after you have presented overwhelming evidence 
of its truth? Discuss with your group. 
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2. Mill says: “But, it will be said, the rule of men over women differs from all these others in not 
being a rule of force: it is accepted voluntarily; women make no complaint, and are consenting 
parties to it.” Mill, of course, points out that this argument is not true; at the time, and even earlier 
in many different times and places, women have agitated for more rights and equality with men. 
In modern times, we have gone through several waves of agitation for greater equality for women, 
and the struggle continues. In what ways today are women still not equal to men? What specific 
changes need to be made in our society to make women truly equal? Discuss with your group and 
the class. 
 
3. If you are female, write an essay on an experience you have had that made you feel inferior to 
men. What happened? How did it make you feel? What could be done to alleviate such situations? 
 
4. Mill argues, “Men do not want solely the obedience of women, they want their sentiments. All 
men, except the most brutish, desire to have, in the woman most nearly connected with them, not 
a forced slave but a willing one, not a slave merely, but a favorite.” Do you think that this is still 
true? Do men still desire a “willing slave” as a marriage partner, or are marriages today truly equal? 
Discuss with your group and the class. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


