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CLASSIC READINGS IN ECONOMICS

John Stuart Mill
(1806-1873)

We’ve given you some background on John Stuart Mill in some of the other selections from
Mill. His work, in many ways, represents a high point in classical economic writing which inte-
grated social and political issues into its themes.  Of all his writings none was received with
greater hostility than The Subjection of Women published in 1869.  Mill completed this work two
years after the death of his wife, Harriet Taylor, but waited nine years before publishing it because
of its then controversial nature.  At the time the thought that the two sexes should be considered
equal was seen as almost heresy to the established order.

John Stuart Mill. 1869.  The Subjection of Women. London: Longman’s Green Reader and
Dyer, pp. 219, 262-65, 316-17.

The Subjection of Women

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 intrenchments 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 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.

* * * *

. . . [D]oes he hug himself in the consciousness of the power the law gives him, exact its legal rights
to the utmost point which custom (the custom of men like himself) will tolerate, and take pleasure
in using the power, merely to enliven the agreeable sense of possessing it.  What is more; in the
most naturally brutal and morally uneducated part of the lower classes, the legal slavery of the
woman, and something in the merely physical subjection to their will as an instrument, causes
them to feel a sort of disrespect and contempt towards their own wife which they do not feel
towards any other woman, or any other human being, with whom they come in contact; and which
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makes her seem to them an appropriate subject for any kind of indignity.  Let an acute observer
of the signs of feeling, who has the requisite opportunities, judge for himself whether this is not
the case: and if he finds that it is, let him not wonder at any amount of disgust and indignation
that can be felt against institutions which lead naturally to this depraved state of the human mind.

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 anyone 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, to reduce it to the level of Islamism or of Brahminism.  It is
precisely because Christianity has not done this, that it has been the religion of the progressive
portion of mankind, and Islamism, Brahminism, etc. 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 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 anyone, 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
labour 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
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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 labour 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 connexion 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 honourable 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 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.

* * * *

. . . [W]hich it so often condemns them, by forbidding them to exercise the practical abilities
which many of them are conscious of, in any wider field than one which to some of them never
was, and to others is no longer, open.  If there is anything vitally important to the happiness of
human beings, it is that they should relish their habitual pursuit.  This requisite of an enjoyable
life is very imperfectly granted, or altogether denied, to a large part of mankind; and by its absence
many a life is a failure, which is provided, in appearance, with every requisite of success.  But if
circumstances which society is not yet skillful enough to overcome, render such failures often for
the present inevitable, society need not itself inflict them.  The injudiciousness of parents, a
youth’s own inexperience, or the absence of external opportunities for the congenial vocation, and
their presence for an uncongenial, condemn numbers of men to pass their lives in doing one thing
reluctantly and ill, when there are other things which they could have done well and happily.  But
on women this sentence is imposed by actual law, and by customs equivalent to law.  What, in
unenlightened societies, colour, 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 honourable
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
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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 [by just that much] 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.


