Module 02: Should Women Vote? The Politics of Suffrage

Evidence 1: Harriet Taylor Mill, ""On the Enfranchisement of Women,"'
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A

Introduction

Harriet Taylor Mill's "On the Enfranchisement of Women" was one of the
first published calls for women to receive the right to vote.

Questions to Consider

« How does Mill assert women's claims to citizenship?

« What arguments does she attribute to opponents?

« How does she address promises made about the likely influence of
women on politics?

« Who is she trying to persuade?

« What additional information might you need to understand the
source?

Document

The real question is, whether it is right and expedient that one-half of the
human race should pass through life in a state of forced subordination to
the other half. If the best state of human society is that of being divided
into two parts, one consisting of persons with a will and a substantive
existence, the other of humble companions to these persons, attached,
each of them to one, for the purpose of bringing up his children, and
making his home pleasant to him; if this is the place assigned to women, it
is but kindness to educate them for this; to make them believe that the
greatest good fortune which can befall them, is to be chosen by some man
for this purpose; and that every other career which the world deems happy
or honourable, is closed to them by the law, not of social institutions, but of
nature and destiny. When, however, we ask why the existence of one-half
the species should be merely ancillary to that of the other—why each
woman should be a mere appendage to a man, allowed to have no interests
of her own, that there may be nothing to compete in her mind with his
interests and his pleasure; the only reason which can be given is, that men
like it. It is agreeable to them that men should live for their own sake,



women for the sake of men: and the qualities and conduct in subjects
which are agreeable to rulers, they succeed for a long time in making the
subjects themselves consider as their appropriate virtues. . . For the
interest, therefore, not only of women but of men, and of human
improvement in the widest sense, the emancipation of women, which the
modern world often boasts of having effected, and for which credit is
sometimes given to civilization, and sometimes to Christianity, cannot stop
where it is. If it were either necessary or just that one portion of mankind
should remain mentally and spiritually only half developed, the
development of the other portion ought to have been made, as far as
possible, independent of their influence. Instead of this, they have become
the most intimate, and it may now be said, the only intimate associates of
those to whom yet they are sedulously kept inferior; and have been raised
just high enough to drag the others down to themselves. . . The plea that
women do not desire any change, is the same that has been urged, times
out of mind, against the proposal of abolishing any social evil—"there is no
complaint;" which is generally not true, and when true, only so because
there is not that hope of success, without which complaint seldom makes
itself audible to unwilling ears. How does the objector know that women do
not desire equality and freedom? He never knew a woman who did not, or
would not, desire it for herself individually. It would be very simple to
suppose, that if they do desire it they will say so. Their position is like that
of the tenants or labourers who vote against their own political interests to
please their landlords or employers; with the unique addition, that
submission is inculcated on them from childhood, as the peculiar attraction
and grace of their character. They are taught to think, that to repel actively
even an admitted injustice done to themselves, is somewhat unfeminine,
and had better be left to some male friend or protector. To be accused of
rebelling against anything which admits of being called an ordinance of
society, they are taught to regard as an imputation of a serious offence, to
say the least, against the proprieties of their sex. It requires unusual moral
courage as well as disinterestedness in a woman, to express opinions
favourable to women's enfranchisement, until, at least, there is some
prospect of obtaining it. The comfort of her individual life, and her social
consideration, usually depend on the goodwill of those who hold the undue
power; and to possessors of power any complaint, however bitter, of the
misuse of it, is a less flagrant act of insubordination than to protest against
the power itself. . . The strength of the cause lies in the support of those
who are influenced by reason and principle; and to attempt to recommend



it by sentimentalities, absurd in reason, and inconsistent with the principle
on which the movement is founded, is to place a good cause on a level with
a bad one.
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