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Introduction 
[… T]he book by no means pretends to preach revolutionary doctrines, or even doctrines 
of any novelty. All I design by it is to set down in more or less plain form certain ideas 
that practically every civilized man and woman holds in petto, but that have been 
concealed hitherto by the vast mass of sentimentalities swathing the whole woman 
question. It is a question of capital importance to all human beings, and it deserves to be 
discussed honestly and frankly, but there is so much of social reticence, of religious 
superstition and of mere emotion intermingled with it that most of the enormous literature 
it has thrown off is hollow and useless. I point for example, to the literature of the 
subsidiary question of woman suffrage. It fills whole libraries, but nine tenths of it is 
merely rubbish, for it starts off from assumptions that are obviously untrue and it reaches 
conclusions that are at war with both logic and the facts. So with the question of sex 
specifically. I have read, literally, hundreds of volumes upon it, and uncountable numbers 
of pamphlets, handbills and inflammatory wall-cards, and yet it leaves the primary 
problem unsolved, which is to say, the problem as to what is to be done about the conflict 
between the celibacy enforced upon millions by civilization and the appetites implanted 
in all by God. In the main, it counsels yielding to celibacy, which is exactly as sensible as 
advising a dog to forget its fleas. Here, as in other fields, I do not presume to offer a 
remedy of my own. In truth, I am very suspicious of all remedies for the major ills of life, 
and believe that most of them are incurable. But I at least venture to discuss the matter 
realistically, and if what I have to say is not sagacious, it is at all events not evasive. This, 
I hope, is something. Maybe some later investigator will bring a better illumination to the 
subject. 
 
[…] The only thing I respect is intellectual honesty, of which, of course, intellectual 
courage is a necessary part. A Socialist who goes to jail for his opinions seems to me a 
much finer man than the judge who sends him there, though I disagree with all the ideas 
of the Socialist and agree with some of those of the judge. But though he is fine, the 
Socialist is nevertheless foolish, for he suffers for what is untrue. If I knew what was true, 
I'd probably be willing to sweat and strive for it, and maybe even to die for it to the tune 
of bugle-blasts. But so far I have not found it. 
 
I. The Feminine Mind 
 
1. The Maternal Instinct 

A man's women folk, whatever their outward show of respect for his merit and 
authority, always regard him secretly as an ass, and with something akin to pity. His most 
gaudy sayings and doings seldom deceive them; they see the actual man within, and 



know him for a shallow and pathetic fellow. In this fact, perhaps, lies one of the best 
proofs of feminine intelligence, or, as the common phrase makes it, feminine intuition. 
The mark of that so-called intuition is simply a sharp and accurate perception of reality, 
an habitual immunity to emotional enchantment, a relentless capacity for distinguishing 
clearly between the appearance and the substance. The appearance, in the normal family 
circle, is a hero, magnifico, a demigod. The substance is a poor mountebank. 

The proverb that no man is a hero to his valet is obviously of masculine 
manufacture. It is both insincere and untrue: insincere because it merely masks the 
egotistic doctrine that he is potentially a hero to everyone else, and untrue because a 
valet, being a fourth-rate man himself, is likely to be the last person in the world to 
penetrate his master's charlatanry. Who ever heard of valet who didn't envy his master 
wholeheartedly? who wouldn't willingly change places with his master? who didn't 
secretly wish that he was his master? A man's wife labours under no such naive folly. She 
may envy her husband, true enough, certain of his more soothing prerogatives and 
sentimentalities. She may envy him his masculine liberty of movement and occupation, 
his impenetrable complacency, his peasant-like delight in petty vices, his capacity for 
hiding the harsh face of reality behind the cloak of romanticism, his general innocence 
and childishness. But she never envies him his puerile ego; she never envies him his 
shoddy and preposterous soul. 

This shrewd perception of masculine bombast and make-believe, this acute 
understanding of man as the eternal tragic comedian, is at the bottom of that 
compassionate irony which paces under the name of the maternal instinct. A woman 
wishes to mother a man simply because she sees into his helplessness, his need of an 
amiable environment, his touching self delusion. That ironical note is not only daily 
apparent in real life; it sets the whole tone of feminine fiction. The woman novelist, if she 
be skillful enough to arise out of mere imitation into genuine self-expression, never takes 
her heroes quite seriously. From the day of George Sand to the day of Selma Lagerlof she 
has always got into her character study a touch of superior aloofness, of ill-concealed 
derision. I can't recall a single masculine figure created by a woman who is not, at 
bottom, a booby. 
 
[…] V. The New Age 
 
46. The Eternal Romance 

But whatever the future of monogamous marriage, there will never be any decay 
of that agreeable adventurousness which now lies at the bottom of all transactions 
between the sexes. Women may emancipate themselves, they may borrow the whole bag 
of masculine tricks, and they may cure themselves of their present desire for the 
vegetable security of marriage, but they will never cease to be women, and so long as 
they are women they will remain provocative to men. Their chief charm today lies 
precisely in the fact that they are dangerous, that they threaten masculine liberty and 
autonomy, that their sharp minds present a menace vastly greater than that of acts of God 
and the public enemy—and they will be dangerous for ever. Men fear them, and are 
fascinated by them. They know how to show their teeth charmingly; the more enlightened 
of them have perfected a superb technique of fascination. It was Nietzsche who called 
them the recreation of the warrior—not of the poltroon, remember, but of the warrior. A 



profound saying. They have an infinite capacity for rewarding masculine industry and 
enterprise with small and irresistible flatteries; their acute understanding combines with 
their capacity for evoking ideas of beauty to make them incomparable companions when 
the serious business of the day is done, and the time has come to expand comfortably in 
the interstellar ether. 

Every man, I daresay, has his own notion of what constitutes perfect peace and  
contentment, but all of those notions, despite the fundamental conflict of the sexes, 
revolve around women. As for me—and I hope I may be pardoned, at this late stage in 
my inquiry, for intruding my own personality—I reject the two commonest of them: 
passion, at least in its more adventurous and melodramatic aspects, is too exciting and 
alarming for so indolent a man, and I am too egoistic to have much desire to be mothered. 
What, then, remains for me? Let me try to describe it to you. 

It is the close of a busy and vexatious day—say half past five or six o'clock of a 
winter afternoon. I have had a cocktail or two, and am stretched out on a divan in front of 
a fire, smoking. At the edge of the divan, close enough for me to reach her with my hand, 
sits a woman not too young, but still good-looking and well-dressed—above all, a woman 
with a soft, low-pitched, agreeable voice. As I snooze she talks—of anything, everything, 
all the things that women talk of: books, music, the play, men, other women. No politics. 
No business. No religion. No metaphysics. Nothing challenging and vexatious—but 
remember, she is intelligent; what she says is clearly expressed, and often picturesquely. I 
observe the fine sheen of her hair, the pretty cut of her frock, the glint of her white teeth, 
the arch of her eye-brow, the graceful curve of her arm. I listen to the exquisite murmur 
of her voice. Gradually I fall asleep—but only for an instant. At once, observing it, she 
raises her voice ever so little, and I am awake. Then to sleep again—slowly and 
charmingly down that slippery hill of dreams. And then awake again, and then asleep 
again, and so on. 

I ask you seriously: could anything be more unutterably beautiful? The sensation 
of falling asleep is to me The most exquisite in the world. I delight in it so much that I 
even look forward to death itself with a sneaking wonder and desire. Well, here is sleep 
poetized and made doubly sweet. Here is sleep set to the finest music in the world. I 
match this situation against any that you ran think of. It is not only enchanting; it is also, 
in a very true sense, ennobling. In the end, when the girl grows prettily miffed and throws 
me out, I return to my sorrows somehow purged and glorified. I am a better man in my 
own sight. I have grazed upon the fields of asphodel. I have been genuinely, completely 
and unregrettably happy. 


