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John Stuart Mill

The Subjection of Women

CHAPTER 1

The object of this Essay is to explain as clearly as I am able grounds of an opinion which I have held
from the very earliest period when I had formed any opinions at all on social political matters, and
which, instead of being weakened or modified, has been constantly growing stronger by the progress
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 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 subjection of women]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 recognising 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 organised 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 be inn a mere affair of force between the master and the slave, became regularised 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 favour, 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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[...]But, it will be said, the rule of men over women differs from all these others in not being a rule
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 an organised party to agitate for the Rights of Women, there is a numerous and
active society organised 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 labour. 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. When Simon
de Montfort called the deputies of the commons to sit for the first time in Parliament, did any of
them dream of demanding that an assembly, elected by their constituents, should make and destroy
ministries, and dictate to the king in affairs of State? No such thought entered into the imagination
of the most ambitious of them. The nobility had already these pretensions; the commons pretended
to nothing but to be exempt from arbitrary taxation, and from the gross individual oppression of the
king's officers. It is a political law of nature that those who are under any power of ancient origin,
never begin by complaining of the power itself, but only of its oppressive exercise. There is never
any want of women who complain of ill-usage by their husbands. There would be infinitely more,
if complaint were not the greatest of all provocatives to a repetition and increase of the ill-usage. It
is this which frustrates all attempts to maintain the power but protect the woman against its abuses.
In no other case (except that of a child) is the person who has been proved judicially to have suffered
an injury, replaced under the physical power of the culprit who inflicted it. Accordingly wives, even
in the most extreme and protracted cases of bodily ill-usage, hardly ever dare avail themselves of
the laws made for their protection: and if, in a moment of irrepressible indignation, or by the
interference of neighbours, they are induced to do so, their whole effort afterwards is to disclose as
little as they can, and to beg off their tyrant from his merited chastisement.

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 favourite. 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 other. 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
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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
so 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 favour 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 centring
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? and would not all but a thinker here and there, have believed the distinction to be a
fundamental and unalterable fact in human nature?

CHAPTER 2

It will be well to commence the detailed discussion of the subject by the particular branch
of it to which the course of our observations has led us: the conditions which the laws of this and
all other countries annex to the marriage contract. Marriage being the destination appointed by
society for women, the prospect they are brought up to, and the object which it is intended should
be sought by all of them, except those who are too little attractive to be chosen by any man as his
companion; one might have supposed that everything would have been done to make this condition
as eligible to them as possible, that they might have no cause to regret being denied the option of
any other. Society, however, both in this, and, at first, in all other cases, has preferred to attain its
object by foul rather than fair means: but this is the only case in which it has substantially persisted
in them even to the present day. Originally women were taken by force, or regularly sold by their
father to the husband. Until a late period in European history, the father had the power to dispose
of his daughter in marriage at his own will and pleasure, without any regard to hers. The Church,
indeed, was so far faithful to a better morality as to require a formal "yes" from the woman at the
marriage ceremony; but there was nothing to 
show that the consent was other than compulsory; and it was practically impossible for the girl to
refuse compliance if the father persevered, except perhaps when she might obtain the protection of
religion by a determined resolution to take monastic vows. After marriage, the man had anciently
(but this was anterior to Christianity) the power of life and death over his wife. She could invoke
no law against him; he was her sole tribunal and law. For a long time he could repudiate her, but she
had no corresponding power in regard to him. By the old laws of England, the husband was called
the lord of the wife; he was literally regarded as her sovereign, inasmuch that the murder of a man
by his wife was called treason (petty as distinguished from high treason), and was more cruelly
avenged than was usually the case with high treason, for the penalty was burning to death. Because
these various enormities have fallen into disuse (for most of them were never formally abolished,
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or not until they had long ceased to be practised) men suppose that all is now as it should be in
regard to the marriage contract; and we are continually told that civilisation and Christianity have
restored to the woman her just rights. 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 livelong
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 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, etc. : 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 favourable 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
Serjeant 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



5

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. 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 anyone 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 favourite 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[....]

CHAPTER 3

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 everyone, 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'etat, 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
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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 anyone ventures to do in the face
of present experience. It is not sufficient to maintain that women on the average are less gifted then
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 arc 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 case, 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 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 arc 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 honour 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.

It will perhaps be sufficient if I confine myself, in the details of my argument, to functions
of a public nature: since, if I am successful as to those, it probably will be readily granted that
women should be admissible to all other occupations to which it is at all material whether they are
admitted or not. And here let me begin by marking out one function, broadly distinguished from all
others, their right to which is entirely independent of any question which can be raised concerning
their faculties. I mean the suffrage, both parliamentary and municipal. The right to share in the
choice of those who are to exercise a public trust, is altogether a distinct thing from that of
competing for the trust itself. If no one could vote for a Member of Parliament who was not fit to
be a candidate, the government would be a narrow oligarchy indeed. To have a voice in choosing
those by whom one is to be governed, is a means of self-protection due to everyone, though he were
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to remain for ever excluded from the function of governing: and that women are considered fit to
have such a choice, may be presumed from the fact, that the law already gives it to women in the
most important of all cases to themselves: for the choice of the man who is to govern a woman to
the end of life, is always supposed to be 
voluntarily made by herself. In the case of election to public trusts, it is the business of constitutional
law to surround the right of suffrage with all needful securities and limitations; but whatever
securities are sufficient in the case of the male sex, no others need be required in the case of women.
Under whatever conditions, and within whatever limits, men are admitted to the suffrage, there is
not a shadow of justification for not admitting women under the same. The majority of the women
of any class are not likely to differ in political opinion from the majority of the men of the same
class, unless the question be one in which the interests of women, as such, are in some way involved;
and if they are so, women require the suffrage, as their guarantee of just and equal consideration.
This ought to be obvious even to those who 
coincide in no other of the doctrines for which I contend. Even if every woman were a wife, and if
every wife ought to be a slave, all the more would these slaves stand in need of legal protection: and
we know what legal protection the slaves have, where the laws are made by their masters.

With regard to the fitness of women, not only to participate in elections, but themselves to
hold offices or practise professions involving important public responsibilities; I have already
observed that this consideration is not essential to the practical question in dispute: since any
woman, who succeeds in an open profession, proves by that very fact that she is qualified for it. And
in the case of public offices, if the political system of the country is such as to exclude unfit men,
it will equally exclude unfit women: while if it is not, there is no additional evil in the fact that the
unfit persons whom it admits may be either women or men. As long therefore as it is acknowledged
that even a few women may be fit for these duties, the laws which shut the door on those exceptions
cannot be justified by any opinion which can be held respecting the capacities of women in general.
But, though this last consideration is not essential, it is far from being irrelevant. An unprejudiced
view of it gives additional strength to the arguments against the disabilities of women, and reinforces
them by high considerations of practical utility.

Let us 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 cannot be inferred to be impossible that a woman
should be a Homer, or an Aristotle, or a Michael Angelo, or a Beethoven, because no woman has
yet actually produced works comparable to theirs in any of those lines of excellence. This negative
fact at most leaves the question uncertain, and open to psychological discussion. But it is quite
certain that a woman can be a Queen Elizabeth, or a Deborah, or a Joan of Arc, since this is not
inference, but fact. Now it is a curious consideration, that the only things which the existing law
excludes women from doing, are the things which they have proved that they are able to do. There
is no law to prevent a woman from having written all the plays of Shakespeare, or composed all the
operas of Mozart. But Queen Elizabeth or Queen Victoria, had they not inherited the throne, could
not have been entrusted with the smallest of the political duties, of which the former showed herself
equal to the greatest.

If anything conclusive could be inferred from experience, without psychological analysis,
it would be that the things which women are not allowed to do are the very ones for which they are
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peculiarly qualified; since their vocation for government has made its way, and become conspicuous,
through the very few opportunities which have been given; while in the lines of distinction which
apparently were freely open to them, they have by no means so eminently 
distinguished themselves. We know how small a number of reigning queens history presents, in
comparison with that of kings. Of this smaller number a far larger proportion have shown talents for
rule; though many of them have occupied the throne in difficult periods. It is remarkable, too, that
they have, in a great number of instances, been distinguished by merits the most opposite to the
imaginary and conventional character of women: they have been as much remarked for the firmness
and vigour of their rule, as for its intelligence. When, to queens and empresses, we add regents, and
viceroys of provinces, the list of women who have been eminent rulers of mankind swells to a great
length. This fact is so undeniable, that someone, long ago, tried to retort the argument, and turned
the admitted truth into an additional insult, by saying that queens are better than kings, because
under kings women govern, but under queens, men.[....]


