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From Part I 
 
[…] Attention is now called to a certain marked and peculiar economic condition 
affecting the human race, and unparalleled in the organic world. We are the only animal 
species in which the female depends on the male for food, the only animal species in 
which the sex-relation is also an economic relation. With us an entire sex lives in a 
relation of economic dependence upon the other sex, and the economic relation is 
combined with the sex-relation. The economic status of the human female is relative to 
the sex-relation. 
 
It is commonly assumed that this condition also obtains among other animals, but such 
is not the case. There are many birds among which, during the nesting season, the male 
helps the female feed the young, and partially feeds her; and, with certain of the higher 
carnivora, the male helps the female feed the young, and partially feeds her. In no case 
does she depend on him absolutely, even during this season, save in that of the hornbill, 
where the female, sitting on her nest in a hollow tree, is walled in with clay by the male, 
so that only her beak projects; and then he feeds her while the eggs are developing. But 
even the female hornbill does not expect to be fed at any other time. The female bee and 
ant are economically dependent, but not on the male. The workers are females, too, 
specialized to economic functions solely. And with the carnivora, if the young are to lose 
one parent, it might far better be the father: the mother is quite competent to take care of 
them herself. With many species, as in the case of the common cat, she not only feeds 
herself and her young, but has to defend the young against the male as well. In no case is 
the female throughout her life supported by the male. 
 
In the human species the condition is permanent and general, though there are 
exceptions, and though the present century is witnessing the beginnings of a great 
change in this respect. We have not been accustomed to face this fact beyond our loose 
generalization that it was "natural," and that other animals did so, too. 
To many this view will not seem clear at first; and the case of working peasant women or 
females of savage tribes, and the general household industry of women, will be instanced 
against it. Some careful and honest discrimination is needed to make plain to ourselves 
the essential facts of the relation, even in these cases. The horse, in his free natural 
condition, is economically independent. He gets his living by his own exertions, 
irrespective of any other creature. The horse, in his present condition of slavery, is 
economically dependent. He gets his living at the hands of his master; and his exertions, 
though strenuous, bear no direct relation to his living. In fact, the horses who are the 
best fed and cared for and the horses who are the hardest worked are quite different 
animals. The horse works, it is true; but what he gets to eat depends on the power and 
will of his master. His living comes through another. He is economically dependent. So 
with the hard-worked savage or peasant women. Their labor is the property of another: 



they work under another will; and what they receive depends not on their labor, but on 
the power and will of another. They are economically dependent. This is true of the 
human female both individually and collectively. 
 
[…] The economic status of the human race in any nation, at any time, is governed 
mainly by the activities of the male: the female obtains her share in the racial advance 
only through him. 
 
Studied individually, the facts are even more plainly visible, more open and familiar. 
From the day laborer to the millionnaire, the wife's worn dress or flashing jewels, her low 
roof or her lordly one, her weary feet or her rich equipage,–these speak of the economic 
ability of the husband. The comfort, the luxury, the necessities of life itself, which the 
woman receives, are obtained by the husband, and given her by him. And, when the 
woman, left alone with no man to "support" her, tries to meet her own economic 
necessities, the difficulties which confront her prove conclusively what the general 
economic status of the woman is. None can deny these patent facts,–that the economic 
status of women generally depends upon that of men generally, and that the economic 
status of women individually depends upon that of men individually, those men to whom 
they are related. But we are instantly confronted by the commonly received opinion that, 
although it must be admitted that men make and distribute the wealth of the world, yet 
women earn their share of it as wives. This assumes either that the husband is in the 
position of employer and the wife as employee, or that marriage is a "partnership," and 
the wife an equal factor with the husband in producing wealth. 
 
[…] Women consume economic goods. What economic product do they give in exchange 
for what they consume? The claim that marriage is a partnership, in which the two 
persons married produce wealth which neither of them, separately, could produce, will 
not bear examination. A man happy and comfortable can produce more than one 
unhappy and uncomfortable, but this is as true of a father or son as of a husband. To take 
from a man any of the conditions which make him happy and strong is to cripple his 
industry, generally speaking. But those relatives who make him happy are not therefore 
his business partners, and entitled to share his income. 
 
Grateful return for happiness conferred is not the method of exchange in a partnership. 
The comfort a man takes with his wife is not in the nature of a business partnership, nor 
are her frugality and industry. A housekeeper, in her place, might be as frugal, as 
industrious, but would not therefore be a partner. Man and wife are partners truly in 
their mutual obligation to their children,–their common love, duty, and service. But a 
manufacturer who marries, or a doctor, or a lawyer, does not take a partner in his 
business, when he takes a partner in parenthood, unless his wife is also a manufacturer, 
a doctor, or a lawyer. In his business, she cannot even advise wisely without training and 
experience. To love her husband, the composer, does not enable her to compose; and the 
loss of a man's wife, though it may break his heart, does not cripple his business, unless 
his mind is affected by grief. She is in no sense a business partner, unless she contributes 
capital or experience or labor, as a man would in like relation. Most men would hesitate 
very seriously before entering a business partnership with any woman, wife or not. 
If the wife is not, then, truly a business partner, in what way does she earn from her 
husband the food, clothing, and shelter she receives at his hands? By house service, it 
will be instantly replied. This is the general misty idea upon the subject,–that women 
earn all they get, and more, by house service. Here we come to a very practical and 
definite economic ground. Although not producers of wealth, women serve in the final 



processes of preparation and distribution. Their labor in the household has a genuine 
economic value. 
 
For a certain percentage of persons to serve other persons, in order that the ones so 
served may produce more, is a contribution not to be overlooked. The labor of women in 
the house, certainly, enables men to produce more wealth than they otherwise could; and 
in this way women are economic factors in society. But so are horses. The labor of horses 
enables men to produce more wealth than they otherwise could. The horse is an 
economic factor in society. But the horse is not economically independent, nor is the 
woman. If a man plus a valet can perform more useful service than he could minus a 
valet, then the valet is performing useful service. But, if the valet is the property of the 
man, is obliged to perform this service, and is not paid for it, he is not economically 
independent. 
 
The labor which the wife performs in the household is given as part of her functional 
duty, not as employment. The wife of the poor man, who works hard in a small house, 
doing all the work for the family, or the wife of the rich man, who wisely and gracefully 
manages a large house and administers its functions, each is entitled to fair pay for 
services rendered. 
 
[…] But the salient fact in this discussion is that, whatever the economic value of the 
domestic industry of women is, they do not get it. The women who do the most work get 
the least money, and the women who have the most money do the least work. Their labor 
is neither given nor taken as a factor in economic exchange. It is held to be their duty as 
women to do this work; and their economic status bears no relation to their domestic 
labors, unless an inverse one. Moreover, if they were thus fairly paid,–given what they 
earned, and no more,–all women working in this way would be reduced to the economic 
status of the house servant. Few women–or men either–care to face this condition. The 
ground that women earn their living by domestic labor is instantly forsaken, and we are 
told that they obtain their livelihood as mothers. This is a peculiar position. We speak of 
it commonly enough, and often with deep feeling, but without due analysis. 
In treating of an economic exchange, asking what return in goods or labor women make 
for the goods and labor given them,–either to the race collectively or to their husbands 
individually,–what payment women make for their clothes and shoes and furniture and 
food and shelter, we are told that the duties and services of the mother entitle her to 
support. 
 
If this is so, if motherhood is an exchangeable commodity given by women in payment 
for clothes and food, then we must of course find some relation between the quantity or 
quality of the motherhood and the quantity and quality of the pay. This being true, then 
the women who are not mothers have no economic status at all; and the economic status 
of those who are must be shown to be relative to their motherhood. This is obviously 
absurd. The childless wife has as much money as the mother of many,–more; for the 
children of the latter consume what would otherwise be hers; and the inefficient mother 
is no less provided for than the efficient one. Visibly, and upon the face of it, women are 
not maintained in economic prosperity proportioned to their motherhood. Motherhood 
bears no relation to their economic status. Among primitive races, it is true,–in the 
patriarchal period, for instance,–there was some truth in this position. Women being of 
no value whatever save as bearers of children, their favor and indulgence did bear direct 
relation to maternity; and they had reason to exult on more grounds than one when they 
could boast a son. To-day, however, the maintenance of the woman is not conditioned 



upon this. A man is not allowed to discard his wife because she is barren. The claim of 
motherhood as a factor in economic exchange is false to-day. But suppose it were true. 
Are we willing to hold this ground, even in theory? Are we willing to consider 
motherhood as a business, a form of commercial exchange? Are the cares and duties of 
the mother, her travail and her love, commodities to be exchanged for bread? 
It is revolting so to consider them; and, if we dare face our own thoughts, and force them 
to their logical conclusion, we shall see that nothing could be more repugnant to human 
feeling, or more socially and individually injurious, than to make motherhood a trade. 
Driven off these alleged grounds of women's economic independence; shown that 
women, as a class, neither produce nor distribute wealth; that women, as individuals, 
labor mainly as house servants, are not paid as such, and would not be satisfied with 
such an economic status if they were so paid; that wives are not business partners or co-
producers of wealth with their husbands, unless they actually practise the same 
profession; that they are not salaried as mothers, and that it would be unspeakably 
degrading if they were,–what remains to those who deny that women are supported by 
men? This (and a most amusing position it is),–that the function of maternity unfits a 
woman for economic production, and, therefore, it is right that she should be supported 
by her husband. 
 
[…] Now as to the alleged necessity. Because of her maternal duties, the human female is 
said to be unable to get her own living. As the maternal duties of other females do not 
unfit them for getting their own living and also the livings of their young, it would seem 
that the human maternal duties require the segregation of the entire energies of the 
mother to the service of the child during her entire adult life, or so large a proportion of 
them that not enough remains to devote to the individual interests of the mother. 
Such a condition, did it exist, would of course excuse and justify the pitiful dependence of 
the human female, and her support by the male. As the queen bee, modified entirely to 
maternity, is supported, not by the male, to be sure, but by her co-workers, the "old 
maids," the barren working bees, who labor so patiently and lovingly in their branch of 
the maternal duties of the hive, so would the human female, modified entirely to 
maternity, become unfit for any other exertion, and a helpless dependant. 
Is this the condition of human motherhood? Does the human mother, by her 
motherhood, thereby lose control of brain and body, lose power and skill and desire for 
any other work? Do we see before us the human race, with all its females segregated 
entirely to the uses of motherhood, consecrated, set apart, specially developed, spending 
every power of their nature on the service of their children? 
 
We do not. We see the human mother worked far harder than a mare, laboring her life 
long in the service, not of her children only, but of men; husbands, brothers, fathers, 
whatever male relatives she has; for mother and sister also; for the church a little, if she 
is allowed; for society, if she is able; for charity and education and reform,–working in 
many ways that are not the ways of motherhood. 
 
It is not motherhood that keeps the housewife on her feet from dawn till dark; it is house 
service, not child service. Women work longer and harder than most men, and not solely 
in maternal duties. The savage mother carries the burdens, and does all menial service 
for the tribe. The peasant mother toils in the fields, and the working-man's wife in the 
home. Many mothers, even now, are wage-earners for the family, as well as bearers and 
rearers of it. And the women who are not so occupied, the women who belong to rich 
men,–here perhaps is the exhaustive devotion to maternity which is supposed to justify 
an admitted economic dependence. But we do not find it even among these. Women of 



ease and wealth provide for their children better care than the poor woman can; but they 
do not spend more time upon it themselves, nor more care and effort. They have other 
occupation. 
 
[…] The working power of the mother has always been a prominent factor in human life. 
She is the worker par excellence, but her work is not such as to affect her economic 
status. Her living, all that she gets,–food, clothing, ornaments, amusements, luxuries,–
these bear no relation to her power to produce wealth, to her services in the house, or to 
her motherhood. These things bear relation only to the man she marries, the man she 
depends on,–to how much he has and how much he is willing to give her. The women 
whose splendid extravagance dazzles the world, whose economic goods are the greatest, 
are often neither houseworkers nor mothers, but simply the women who hold most 
power over the men who have the most money. The female of genus homo is 
economically dependent on the male. He is her food supply. 
 
From Part XV 
 
[…] So we may trace from the sexuo-economic relation of our species not only definite 
evils in psychic development, bred severally in men and women, and transmitted 
indifferently to their offspring, but the innate perversion of character resultant from the 
moral miscegenation of two so diverse souls,–the unfailing shadow and distortion which 
has darkened and twisted the spirit of man from its beginnings. We have been injured in 
body and in mind by the too dissimilar traits inherited from our widely separated 
parents, but nowhere is the injury more apparent than in its ill effects upon the moral 
nature of the race. 
 
Yet here, as in the other evil results of the sexuo-economic relation, we can see the 
accompanying good that made the condition necessary in its time; and we can follow the 
beautiful results of our present changes with comforting assurance. A healthy, normal 
moral sense will be ours, freed from its exaggerations and contradictions; and, with that 
clear perception, we shall no longer conceive of the ethical process as something outside 
of and against nature, but as the most natural thing in the world. 
 
Where now we strive and agonize after impossible virtues, we shall then grow naturally 
and easily into those very qualities; and we shall not even think of them as especially 
commendable. Where our progress hitherto has been warped and hindered by the 
retarding influence of surviving rudimentary forces, it will flow on smoothly and rapidly 
when both men and women stand equal in economic relation. When the mother of the 
race is free, we shall have a better world, by the easy right of birth and by the calm, slow, 
friendly forces of social evolution. 


