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Discussion Document

 

If political and gender theory has proved important in recent decades to the development of 

historiography, then these extracts may allow us to discern the role and importance of ideology. Here 

then we have viewpoints from conservative, liberal and radical perspectives. Each extract reveals the 

essential elements of the ideas that have had a formative influence in the writing of histories. The third 

extract makes clear the distinction between separatist radical viewpoints and the more usual class-

based Marxist position. 

I have no hesitation in declaring my full belief in the inferiority of women, nor that she brought it upon 

herself. I believe – as entirely as any other truth which has been from the beginning – that woman was 

created as a help-meet to man. How far she was then on an equality with him, no one can pretend to 

guess; but when the test came, whether the two human beings would pay allegiance to God or to the 

Tempter, it was the woman who was the first to fall, and to draw her husband into the same 

transgression. Thence her punishment of physical weakness and subordination mitigated by the 

promise that she would be the means of bringing to renovate the world, and break the domination of 

Satan. . . . The Blessing conferred upon the holy Mother of our Lord became the antidote to the 

punishment of Eve’s transgression; and in proportion to the full reception of the spirit of Christianity 

has woman thenceforth been elevated to her rightful position as the help-meet. 

C. M. Yonge (1876) On Woman and the Church (1876), quoted in James R. Moore (ed.) (1990) Religion 

in Victorian Britain, vol. III, pp. 95–7. 

In the preceding argument for universal, but graduated suffrage, I have taken no account of difference 

of sex. I consider it to be as entirely irrelevant to political rights as difference in height or in the colour 

of hair. All human beings have the same interest in good government; the welfare of all is alike affected 

by it, and they have equal need of a voice in it to secure their share of its benefits. If there be any 

difference, women require it more than men, since, being physically weaker, they are more dependent 

on law and society for protection. Mankind have long since abandoned the only premises which will 

support the conclusion that women ought not to have votes. No one now holds that women should 

be in personal servitude; that they should have no thought, wish, or occupation, but to be the 

domestic drudges of husbands, fathers or brothers. It is allowed to unmarried, and wants but little of 

being conceded to married women, to hold property, and have pecuniary and business interests, in 

the same manner as men. It is considered suitable and proper that women should think, and write, 

and be teachers. As soon as these things are admitted, the political disqualification has no principle to 

rest on. The whole mode of thought of the modern world is with increasing emphasis pronouncing 

against the claim of society to decide for individuals what they are and are not fit for, and what they 
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shall and shall not be allowed to attempt. If the principles of modern politics and political economy 

are good for anything, it is for proving that these points can only be judged of by the individuals 

themselves: and that, under complete freedom of choice, wherever there are real diversities of 

attitudes, the great number will apply themselves to the things for which they are on the average 

fittest, and the exceptional course will only be taken by the exceptions. Either the whole tendency of 

modern social improvements has been wrong, or it ought to be carried out to the total abolition of all 

exclusions and disabilities which close honest employment to a human being. 

J. S. Mill (2009) [1861] Representative Government, pp. 143–4. 

In the fall of 1967 small groups of radical women began meeting in the United States to discuss the 

problem of male supremacy. At that time the majority were committed to organizing a women’s 

liberation movement with the larger radical Movement. Indeed, most early women’s liberation groups 

were dominated by ‘politicos’ who attributed women’s oppression to capitalism, whose primary 

loyalty was to the left, and who longed for the imprimatur of the ‘invisible audience’ of male leftists. 

‘Feminists,’ or radical feminists, who opposed the subordination of women’s liberation to the left and 

for whom male supremacy was not a mere epiphenomenon of capitalism [a Marxist term meaning a 

phenomenon such as ideas, gender relations etc, secondary to the economic or material base, as 

covered in Chapter 4], were an embattled minority in the movement’s infancy. 

However, within two years radical feminism has established itself as the most vital and imaginative 

force within the women’s liberation movement. Radical feminism rejected both the politico position 

that socialist revolution would bring about women’s liberation and the liberal feminist solution of 

integrating women into the public sphere. Radical feminists argued that women constituted a sex-

class, that relations between women and men needed to be recast in political terms, and that gender 

rather than class was the primary contradiction. They criticized liberal feminists for pursuing ‘formal 

equality within a racist, class-stratified system’, and for refusing to acknowledge that women’s 

inequality in the public domain was related to their subordination in the family. Radical feminists 

articulated the earliest and most provocative critiques of the family, marriage, love, normative hetero 

sexuality, and rape. They fought for safe, effective, accessible contraception; the repeal of all abortion 

laws; the creation of high-quality, community-controlled child-care centers [sic]; and an end to the 

media’s objectification of women. They also developed consciousness raising – the movement’s most 

effective organizing tool. And in defying the cultural injunction against female self-assertion and 

subjectivity, radical feminists ‘dared to be bad’. By 1970, there was such enormous interest in radical 

feminists that some even have argued it was on the verge of becoming a mass movement. 

Alice Echols (1989) Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America 1967–1975, pp. 3–4. 

 


