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ABSTRACT

This thesis takes issue with the common tendency of feminist
theorists to equate "liberal" and "bourgeois" feminism. It sets out
general liberal philosophic principles, and then examines mainstream
American feminist ideas, showing that these ideas sometimes—though by
no means always—fall outside the boundaries of 1iberal principles,
strictly construed. Three different periods of American feminism are
examined: the antebellum era, the Progressive era, and the post-1960
period. Antebellum feminism had its roots in American revolutionary
principles, romanticism, and evangelicalism. Feminism in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century included a number of features
which can be summarized as "maternal"—the argument for various reforms
rested on women's supposed moral superiority and maternal sensibilities.
Modern mainstream feminism since the nineteen sixties has often drawn
on ideas derived from radical feminism. This thesis stresses the
complexity both of 1iberalism and of American feminism, and argues that
a number of the features discussed shade off into illiberalism. The
final chapter offers some critical comments on mainstream feminism in

the 1ight of liberal philosophic principles.
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Chapter One

I Introduction

What is liberal feminism? Judging by the radical and socialist
feminist literature, there would not seem to be anything problematic in
the question. Liberal feminism is based on individual rights, and is
exemplified by American mainstream feminism. Writers may add that nine-
teenth century feminism had some "conservative" overtones, and point out
that mainstream feminism has moved to the left since the 1960s. Still,
for radical and socialist feminists, the essential Tine is between pro-
capitalist, "bourgeois" feminism and anti-capitalist feminism. Differences
among radical, Marxist, and "socialist" feminists—the latter advocating
various amalgams of radical and Marxist-feminist ideas—are the subject of
numerous debates,] but different strands of "bourgeois" feminism seldom
receive detailed attention in radical and socialist feminist theory.

This thesis takes a different approach. It insists, first, that
1iberalism is far more complex than it is usually portrayed in feminist
literature, and second, that past and present American mainstream feminism
displays a number of features that a liberal would be wary of. Among the
latter are a distaste for conventional politics, a distrust of individualism,
an extreme readiness to use state intervention, an intolerance of opposition,
and (most ironically) a stereotyped conception of womanhood. Of course,
there is much in American mainstream feminism that is liberal, but the fact
that certain features shade off into illiberalism should not be overlooked

by either 1iberal or non-liberal feminists.



The impetus for writing this thesis came from a sense of
dissatisfaction with the ways that liberal feminism has been treated in
the Titerature. It is next to impossible to explore tensions within
liberal feminism as long as it remains a common practice to spend a few
paragraphs denouncing liberal feminism, and then get on to the real
business—devoting the rest of a book or article to subtle points of
socialist or radical feminist theory. However, even more lengthy attention
to "Tiberal” feminism is not necessarily any guarantee that the complexities
of liberal philosophic concerns will be addressed. "Liberal feminism" is
often used as a catch-all for any feminism which does not meet the technical
criteria for socialist or radical feminism, thus Teaving unexplored the
possibi]ity that "bourgeois" feminism is not necessarily 11bera1.2 Other

3 This

times, liberalism will be defined as "possessive individualism.
is a distorted characterization of liberalism at best and a quick way of
trying to discredit liberalism—and 1iberal feminism. Finally, some suggest
that "true feminism" or "fully developed feminism" must be socialist or
radica];4 this, too, puts liberal feminism out of the running a priori.

It is easy to find evidence of the profoundly anti-1iberal climate
of academic feminist political and philosophic theory. Critics seldom cite
anyone other than C.B. Macpherson on the meaning of the liberal tradition,
which is roughly comparable to relying on a liberal or conservative as the

sole source for an interpretation of Marxism. Janet Radcliffe Richards'

The Sceptical Feminist came out in 1980 and presents the most sustained

argument for one form of liberal feminism since John Stuart Mill's The

Subjection of Women. Richards' book has not even been reviewed in such




major feminist journals as Signs, Women's Studies, or Feminist Studies,

although it received favourable reviews in The Philosophical Quarterly,

~ Philosophy, and The Times Literarngpp]ement.5 Even Judith Hughes' and

Mary Midgley's Women's Choices (1983), which offers a more conventional

left-1iberal approach (or social democratic approach, depending on where

one wishes to draw the boundary), has received 1ittle attention. Meanwhile,
articles are published which reach the predictable conclusion, as one critic
put it, that "Poor Mr. Mill's problem, it seems, was that he was not a Marx-
ist,“6 and textbooks on women's studies ask such stilted questions as:

Why is freedom in the sense of freedom from governmental
interference so insufficient for the liberation of women?

and:

Why have feminists so often looked to socialism for ideas
on what a feminist economic program would be 11ke?7

Such questions do not Tead to an open-minded comparison of forms of feminism.

Zillah Eisenstein's The Radical Future of Liberal Feminism (1981)

is another case in point. The aim of the book is to convert mainstream
feminists to her hybrid of semi-Marxist and radical feminism.8 The
connecting thread is supposedly that all feminism is rooted in Tiberalism,
but that one needs to distinguish between "individualism"—the liberal
ideal—and "individuality"—the socialist feminist objective: that is, the
valuable kernel of 1iberalism can only develop properly when transformed
into socialist feminism. Eisenstein starts by describing liberalism as
"individualist and patriarchal in structure and ideology" and feminism as
"sexually egalitarian and coHectivist,"9 thereby making her entire

argument, that liberal feminism is intrinsically flawed, tautological.



At times her discussion appears to be little more than an elaborate exercise
in illustrating the obvious: that liberal feminists are not socialists.

When it comes to definitions, although Eisenstein does give a brief
account of general 1iberal principles, she also says that "liberal feminism
can best be understood as what Betty Friedan calls 'mainstream feminism'“]0
and neglects to compare mainstream feminism with 1iberal principles, except
insofar as she looks for radical feminist influences on mainstream feminism.
To further complicate matters, Eisenstein's chapter on Locke rests squarely
on C.B. Macpherson's possessive individualist interpretation. In short,
despite references to T1iberal philosophic principles, Eisenstein tends to
label anyone who is not a socialist or radical feminist a "liberal" feminist,
11

with the meaning of "liberal" shifting about in different contexts.

The Radical Future of Liberal Feminism is, at present, the only book-

length assessment of philosophic liberal feminism. That it should have been
highly praised in the feminist press]2 in itself says something about an
academic atmosphere which is less than sensitive to the nuances of
lTiberalism. A Tiberal feminist is not a woolly-minded would-be socialist
feminist who only needs a bit more enlichtenment; a lTiberal feminist is
someone with a distinct political philosophy.

One might reply to such accounts of Tiberal feminism by citing a
standard 1ist of liberal objections to Marxism, and pointing out the
applicability of such objections to radical and Socia]ist feminism. However,
it would be a rather tedious exercise to rehearse the basic Tiberal vs.
Marxist arguments yet again. It will be more useful to sketch in Tiberal

philosophic concerns, and then to document the complexity of American



mainstream feminism. This will not only show that many socialist and
radical feminist accounts of Tiberalism and mainstream feminism are overly
simplistic, but it opens up mainstream feminism to a liberal critique.

That brings in a second theme: it is not only radical and socialist
feminists who have cause to be dissatisfied with mainstream feminist
arguments; a liberal might also be dissatisfied with some of the arguments,
albeit for different reasons.

This thesis will point out some problems with mainstream feminism as
seen from a liberal perspective, but it does not undertake to develop liberal
feminist theory further. That Tiberal feminism is capable of further
development (without attempting to transmute it into semi-Marxist socialism,
as Zillah Eisenstein does) has been hinted at by Elaine Sp1’tz,]3 and
illustrated in different ways by British authors Janet Radcliffe Richards,
and Mary Midgley and Judith Hughes. The general arguments of neoliberals
in the United States also present possibilities. However, this thesis makes
only brief reference to these departures from orthodox American mainstream
feminism. Instead, it illustrates that, if one starts with a framework of
basic liberal principles and then examines the actual content of American
mainstream feminism, it becomes clear that there are both liberal and non-
liberal strands in American mainstream feminism. These strands are
significant from a liberal philosophic and political perspective, but they
do not even show up as non-liberal if one uses the terms "liberal" and
"bourgeois" feminism interchangeably.

The bulk of this chapter will be devoted to a discussion of 1iberal

principles, with a shorter section on how liberal feminism is derived from



basic liberal principles. There will also be a brief discussion of
definitions of feminism. The second chapter has three main parts. First,
John Stuart Mill's main feminist ideas are outlined, as the clearest
example of classical liberal feminism. Thenf elements of antebellum
American feminism are described. These include American revolutionary
principles, evangelicalism, and romanticism. Finally, late nineteenth and
early twentieth century feminist ideas are described, with particular
attention to elitism and "maternal feminist" themes. The third chapter
takes up the subject of mainstream American feminism since the 1960s,
pointing out its theoretical eclecticism and the influence of radical
feminism. The fourth chapter offers comments on a number of aspects of
past and present American mainstream feminism, starting with certain
historical considerations, and then moving on to more directly political

concerns.

IT Aspects of Liberalism

The term "1liberal" means different things to different people, both
in everyday speech and in academic discourse. Here the term will be used
to refer to the Anglo-American philosophic tradition associated most
prominently with John Locke, John Stuart Mill, and, in the twentieth century,
Isaiah Berlin. There are obviously great differences in a tradition that
spans two continents and has been evolving for three hundred years; and it
does not help that what might be called the 1iberal style runs more to

14 sein,

writing essays on diverse subjects than to coherent system-building.
it is possible to outline in a general way the major premises and principles

of Tiberalism.



Phillip Abbott has described the central idea of liberalism as

"individuals pursuing freely-chosen life p]ans."15

He adds two significant
_coro]1aries: the plurality of forms of the good life; and, partly in
consequence of that, the permanent potential for conflict in human society.
The belijef that there are many paths to self-fulfillment makes Tiberals
reject any doctrine—of the left or right—that suggests there is one true
way of life that all people ought to follow. Liberals also accept that
diverse paths will not automatically harmonize with or complement each other,
so procedures for peaceful conflict resolution play a major role in liberal
thinking about a good society. To the extent that self-fulfillment and
peaceful conflict resolution are stressed, 1iberalism can be considered an
optimistic doctrine; on the other hand, the belief that some conflict is an
intrinsic feature of human society can give a pessimistic, anti-utopian
cast to Tiberal thought.

Central concepts of liberalism are "freedom," "equality," and "rights."
The question of how to define freedom is one of the most controversial
matters in political theory. For the 1iberal, however, the root idea is
non-interference.

The fundamental sense of freedom is freedom from chains, from

imprisonment, from enslavement by others. The rest is
extension of this sense, or else metaphor.]6

"The rest" includes "positive liberty" doctrines which define freedom
in terms of self-realization. These doctrines, though invoked by some
liberals, generally invite suspicion. Some say that one is only truly free
to the extent that one is not stopped by "internal blocks" such as a weak

will or false values from pursuing the right ends, and becoming what one




ought to be. But, who gets to define the right ends, and how much coercion

is acceptable in getting the unenlightened to do what they should do, or
unconsciously want to do? The standard Tiberal position is one that
identifies freedom with what Berlin calls "negative liberty"—non-interference.

The quest for "positive liberty" usually means using the state to
provide the conditions necessary to self-realization and/or the meaningful
exercise of negative 1iberty. The "conditions" may include both material
goods, as in the idea of a "welfare net," and "education," to instill the
"proper" attitudes, personality traits, and moral values in people. State
action in this regard makes Tiberals uneasy. Isaiah Berlin's concern was
that doctrines of "self-realization" get twisted into justifications for
a self-proclaimed moral and intellectual elite forcing their ideas on an
unwilling populace. In his view, reference to"positive liberty" obscures the
fact that the actions called for may directly violate "negative liberty,"
and that there is a "slippery slope" from self-realization to coerced
conformity.

It is important to emphasize that liberals are not necessarily opposed
to state intervention. What Berlin and others object to is obscuring its
costs. The tendency to expand the term "1iberty" to include the conditions
for its effective use, so that, for instance, any increase in the standard
of 1iving is considered an increase in liberty, is to lose sight of what
freedom involves.

Nothing is gained by a confusion of terms. To avoid glaring

inequality or widespread misery I am ready to sacrifice some

or all, of my freedom: I may do so willingly and freely; but

it is freedom that I am giving up.... I should be guilt-
stricken, and rightly so, if I were not, in some circumstances,



ready to make this sacrifice. But a sacrifice is not an increase
in what is being sacrificed, namely freedom, however great the
moral need or the compensation for it. Everything is what it

is: liberty is liberty, not equality or fairness or justice or
culture, or human happiness or a quiet conscience.]7

The liberal concept of equality can be dealt with more quickly.
Equality is seen as an abstract moral quality ("all men are created equal"),
which entitles people to certain kinds of treatment, or rights. These are,
roughly, political and civil rights, equal job and educational opportunities,
and equal treatment under the law. This view of equality definitely does
not encompass a commitment to levelling economic differences or securing
"equality of condition." (Some 1iberals would 1imit the range of economic
differences as one means of preventing the build up of concentrations of

power, but that is a separate issue.]8)

In addition, it is important to

distinguish between the modern 1liberal moral commitment to provide a welfare

floor or national minimum standard of 1iving for all members of society as

a good in itself, and the advocacy of such policies as a first step in

levelling economic differences.]9
It should be noted that, for liberals, equality of opportunity does

not imply equality of results. People differ in talents, fields of interest,

social background, dedication, ambition, and Tuck. Ideally, equality of

opportunity gives a person a chance to find a job which suits him or her,

and gives access to jobs on the basis of merit, as opposed to sex, class,

race, or the right connections. It does not imply that everyone will get to

the top, or that all positions will be equally rewarded. The difference

between equality of opportunity and equality of results in a certain

statistical sense is also important. Simply put, if the test for equality
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of opportunity is that the percentage of minority group members in every
job category mirrors their percentage in the overall population, then
‘equality of opportunity has been collapsed into equality of result, and
the focus has shifted from the individual to-the group.20

In most versions of Tliberalism, individual rights to 1ife, liberty,
and property (and sometimes, the pursuit of happiness) provide a framework
within which a person can plan her life. In utilitarian versions of
liberalism, natural or individual rights are disavowed, but something 1ike
the standard Tist of rights is often defended on utilitarian grounds, as in
John Stuart Mill's On Liberty. As a result, the conventional view that
individual rights are central to the liberal tradition will be accepted here,
despite the fact that some utilitarians argued against the concept of
natural rights.

A11 political theory rests on some view of human nature. Liberals
emphasize the diversity of individual natures. People are thought to differ
widely in such things as temperament, talents, and values. However, certain
features of human nature stand out. Human beings are potentially rational,
self-interest is a major motivating force in people's actions, people have
a sense of fellow feeling or sympathy which serves as at least a partial
counterweight to self-interest, personal conscience is important, and people
have a capacity and urge for self-development, often explicitly moral
development. Liberals believe that it is right and natural for people to
want to make their own choices about their 1ives. Making one's own choices
is supposed to encourage a sense of responsibility and develop a person's

reasoning skills; people are thought to have a more intimate knowledge of
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their own circumstances and preferences than anyone else, and therefore

to be (in some respects at least) in a better position to make their own
decisions; and making a decision for oneself is supposed to be intrinsically
satisfying, apart from possible tangible benefits.

However, the 1iberal belief that, in general, people will try to
further their own interests results in a profoundly distrustful attitude
towards power. For liberals, power always needs to be limited in scope and
carefully controlled because it is always possible that a powerholder will
pursue his or her own good at the expense of those with Tess power. At
the same time, it seems futile to try to abolish power altogether because
it is so often in people's interests to try to gain it. In the Tiberal view,
the best that can be done is to set up lTegitimate, observable, limited
channels of authority, and to try to ensure that people abide by the rules.

Another 1iberal strategy is to try to put self-interest to work as
an organizing principle of society, rather than trying to eliminate it
completely as a motivating force in human affairs. Thus, one argument for
private enterprise is that it leads to higher productivity and more
innovations than socialized production does, to the benefit of both producers
and consumers. (The other major liberal argument for private enterprise
has to do with concentrations of power. Government ownership of the economy
gives the state too much control over the 1ives of its citizens.) Within
government, the theory of checks and balances, exemplified in the American
constitution, gives various office holders a stake in preventing one
another from expanding their power. Finally, in society at large, a

multiplicity of private associations may, among other things, check and
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balance each other's influence on the government, and give the individual
a resource base to draw on in cases of conflict with powerholders.

The above discussion touches on a significant aspect of Tiberal
beliefs about the nature of society. In contrast to outlooks which see
government and the economy as two sides of the same coin, and claim that
capital exercises control over cultural ideas and private 1ife, liberals
argue that government and the economy are separate things, that private life
retains some autonomy, and that cultural ideas are in no simple sense
determined by capital. (This is not to say that those with economic power
do not wield considerable influence over the government and mass media.)
Where some see society as a monolithic system of power, of capitalism, or
patriarchy, or capitalist patriarchy, the liberal sees social pluralism,
and emphasizes the diversity of social institutions. Thus, the liberal
might speak of politics—not conceived as a system of oppression; the economy—
noting that businesses vary widely in size and type of ownership, from large
corporations, to family-owned small businesses, to co-operatives; the family—
including non-traditional forms; churches; and various sorts of recreational,
philanthropic, and cultural organizations. Equally important, what to the
holistically-inclined observer may look like fragmentation of an individual's
life is to the liberal evidence of diverse sources of self-fulfillment which
do not have to be taken as one package. At the same time, where the
holistically-inclined observer may see the diversity as an unwelcome source
of social disunity and conflict, the liberal sees multiple sources of self-
development and of power as crucial features of a good society.Z]

Liberal views of government are crucial to this thesis. One of the
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most radical ideas of early liberals, now commonplace, was that government
should rest on the consent of the governed. The idea of the social contract
was meant to convey that government should be founded on consent, and that
government should serve the interests of the whole people rather than
inflicting widespread hardship and oppression for the benefit of the elite.
The linking premise was that rational people would not consent to a government
that seriously harmed their interests.22
Giovanni Sartori has called constitutional government the distinctive

23 The root jdea of

contribution of Tiberalism to political thought.
constitutional government is "government by rules, not men," or more
explicitly, that potential powerholders agree to abide by certain rules
regarding the assumption of power, allowable actions while in power, and
the time to Teave office. The idea of the social contract is part of the
background here. Also important is the idea of a loyal opposition: that it
is possible to oppose the views of those in power without committing treason
against the state, and that opponents should have a chance to gain power
in free e1ect1‘ons.24

Turning to day-to-day politics, 1iberals assume that people will
frequently attempt to get governments to further their private interests, and
day-to-day politics in a liberal state is 1ikely to include a sizable
component of pragmatic compromises and trade-offs. On the other hand,
liberals recognize the need for pub]ic-spiritedness,25 and call on people
to rise above considerations of self-interest, for instance, to provide help

for the needy, to pursue a morally justified but economically disadvantageous

foreign policy, or to provide funds to support cultural institutions which
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could not otherwise survive. Of course, the choice is not always between
self-interest and altruism. A policy may be both morally praiseworthy and
in the interests of a large number of people, for instance, government
medical insurance and pension plans.

Ideally, the government takes various concerns into account. It notes
criticism of proposed policies from a range of sources, such as opposition
parties, the general public, interest groups, the media, and possibly
commission reports and academic research, and tries to reach a decision
which will deal with a problem effectively and with as few harmful side-
effects as possible. Difficulties arise not only because in the real world
what is politically practical may fall short of ideals (for reasons ranging
from the need to placate powerful groups, to sheer lack of knowledge as to
how to solve a problem, to lack of finances), but also because, as Isaiah
BerTin pointed out, there is no guarantee that all good things are compatible.
It is perfectly conceivable that two or more groups may have legitimate but
partially or totally incompatible claims. Often, the best that can be done
is to attempt to find a compromise, knowing that no group will be completely
satisfied with the result.

Liberals have also argued that government has (or should have) an
educative role, as legislative debates and hearings and government-commissioned

26

reports bring issues to public attention. In addition, government

publications may directly provide information for the public. Finally,
participation in politics is sometimes seen as_a potential source of self-
development, at least when a person devotes serious attention to thinking

27

about public issues, or gets actively involved in politics. Still, while
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liberals do make reference to the more idealistic aspects of politics, the
overall tone of liberal politics tends to be instrumental or pragmatic. It
does not appeal to those who believe that politics should be based entirely
on altruistic concern for the public interest (something which they find
amazingly easy to identify), or to those who see the state as some kind of
moral force, or the soul of the people incarnate.

Reason, or rationality, plays a major role in the Tiberal outlook, in
several different aspects. Politically, the idea of enlightened self-interest—
that people are capable of Tooking beyond their short-range interests to
pursue some broader, longer-range goal—helps bridge the gap between self-
interest and the public interest. A person can recognize the need for
trade-offs and compromises, and the need to obey particular rules which may
run counter to some of their interests, but are necessary to maintain a
generally beneficial social framework.

Another way of looking at reason is to contrast it to either violence
or emotional appeals as ways of solvina problems or attaining social unity.
From the liberal viewpoint, exemplified by John Locke, violence is not an
acceptable way of dealing with problems except in truly desperate situations
where powerholders seriously and persistently harm the public. As for
emotional appeals, the difficulty is two-fold. First, such appeals can
easily get out of hand as people get carried away in the heat of the moment.
Sectarian hatreds are easily stirred up; they are not so easily healed.
Second, emotional reactions are highly individual, and this can often result
in stalemated arguments, where each side rests their case on emotions that

others do not share. Reason is seen as a way of getting past individual
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subjective reactions, on to the common ground of logic and evidence which

any rational person would have to accept. (Of course, people may still have

.different values, and hence different preferences and priorities, but at

least reason provides some common ground for‘discussion.) Reason may also

serve to calm the debate somewhat, by getting people to think in terms of

enlightened self-interest, and by cutting inflated rhetoric down to size

with questions such as "What evidence do you have to support that contention?"
The brief reference to logic and rules of evidence hints at a cluster

of liberal beliefs related to the fact/value distinction, a reason/emotion

dualism, and a particular type of scientific method, resting on empirical

experiments and a belief that there are such things as objective facts. This

is not the place to get into a discussion of epistemological views associated

with (but not exclusive to) 1iberalism, or whether other aspects of liberalism

28

are separable from these views,” but it is necessary to mention Tiberal

epistemology because it has come under attack from some non-Tliberal feminists.
Reason plays another role in the liberal outlook, as well:

Liberalism as an ideal of civilization holds that discrimination
must be made between better and worse. And the openness of a
liberal culture to the new and different, its thirst for diversity
and singularity in experience, presupposes the existence of a
capacity to judge, to sift, to weigh evidence, and, in the end,

to resist the meretricious. The logical condition for liberal
pluralism is a belief in the supremacy of critical method.
Otherwise, liberalism has no bounds and therefore no definition
even of itse1f.29

That brings us to liberal views on morality. Several contemporary
defenders of liberalism—not to mention opponents—have argued that what is
central to liberalism is va]ue-neutra]ity.30 Leaving aside the familiar

paradox that to proclaim no values is in itself to state a value preference,
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this is a rather strange way to define a tradition which starts out with
Locke defending freedom and toleration because an individual's immortal
soul is at stake in how he conducts his 1ife,3] and moves on to Mill's
famous—not to say notorious—statement that:
It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig
satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool
satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are of a different

opinion, it is because they only know their own side of
the comparison.32

Freedom of choice is a central value for Locke and Mill; they do not claim
that all choices are equally worthwhile.

William Galston has argued that a justification for a liberal order
would contain the following elements: social peace, rule of law, recognition
of diversity, tendency towards inclusiveness (extending rights and privileges
to all citizens), minimum decency (as against government brutality and
poverty), affluence, scope for individual development, approximate justice,
openness to truth, and respect for privacy.33 He goes on to state that a
liberal theory of virtue would rest on:

the traits of character that an individual must possess if

they are to uphold 1iberal institutions and to pursue their
good within these institutions.34

Finally, he says that:

But the error of critics such as Kristol and Habermas is perfectly
understandable. In characterizing liberalism as morally empty,
they are only taking contemporary defenders of liberalism at

their word. If liberal society were merely a machine for the
production and distribution of bountiful means to arbitrary ends,
if it were fully detached from the promotion of excellence and

the recognition of merit, if it wholly denied the responsibility
of individuals for their own fate, if it truly taught that there
are no moral limits to human activity, but only the restraints

of selfish prudence, then the critics of liberalism would have an
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irresistible case.... But this is neither the truth of
liberal society, clearly viewed, nor of 1iberal theory,
properly conceived.35

A proper view of Tiberalism would give weight to the humanitarian
goals pursued by 1iberals over the years, to the idea of personal conscience,
and to such virtues as tolerance and compassion. It would highlight the
1iberal belief in the power of education to promote gradual, peaceful and
yet deep reforms, and it would connect the strong aversion of Tiberals to
violent change with the 1iberal respect for the individual. Life is a
prerequisite to Tiberty and the pursuit of happiness.

If this description seems to have placed considerable emphasis on the
moral aspects of liberalism, it is because, as a reviewer of Eldon J. Eisenach's

Two Worlds of Liberalism: Religion and Politics in Hobbes, Locke, and Mill,

put it:
[For Eisenach], one-sided critics first impoverish liberalism

(by paring it down to its least alluring part), and then accuse
it of being poor. 53¢

This is especially true of many socialist and radical feminist critics of
1iberalism and 1iberal feminism, who—although they may have a certain
respect for "bourgeois rights"—nonetheless portray materialistic self-
interest as the core of liberalism, and portray liberal individualism as so
anti-social to be virtually incompatible with any sense of community.

It is true that liberals are somewhat wary of rhetoric about "the
common good," but the reason for this is that such rhetoric has so often
been used as the excuse for either a small elite to oppress a majority, or
a majority to oppress a minority. It is also true that liberals are more

inclined to Timit the claims of the community upon the individual than
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advocates of other political theories are, but that does not mean that
liberals admit no claims at all. Indeed, liberals would not pay so much
_attention to findinc means of containing and resolving conflicts if they

did not think that it was important to maintain communities. In this
connection, one needs to keep in mind a whole range of institutions and
attitudes, from constitutional government, to the provision of various kinds
of mediating services, to praise for the virtue of tolerance, to encouraging
diverse activities to flourish, thereby increasing the possibilities that

if a person finds one route to self-fulfillment blocked he or she will find
another open. (However, as these examples indicate, liberals take a
distinctive view of community, objecting in principle to authoritarian means
of imposing social unity, and believing that those who think that under the
right conditions there would not be any serious conflicts among members of

a community are naively utopian.37)

As for liberalism being "anti-social," that claim overlooks the
importance of voluntary associations in Tiberal thought. Construing
"associations" broadly, these include marriage, friendships, informal social
circles, formal philanthropic, cultural, and recreational organizations,
churches, political parties, co-operatives, and work-related orgam‘zations.38
Limited obligations to an overarching community allow other forms of

community to f]ourish.39

III  Defining Feminism

Before turning to the question of how liberal feminism grows out of
basic liberal principles, a prior question arises. What is feminism? So

far, no one definition has become the standard. Definitions that specify
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a belief that women are men's equals exclude "foremothers" who claimed
only that women were less inferior than men said they were, and ought to
be allowed to develop whatever talents they did have. Definitions which

include a statement about "woman's nature," either similar to men in most
respects or different from men in most respects, exclude those who do not
adopt the same position. Finally, some definitions are blatantly partisan,
framed so that only adherents of one political program can qualify as
"genuine" or full-fledged feminists.

For purposes of this thesis, the intent is to define feminism broadly,

in order to encompass both early and modern advocates of improving the status

of women. The Oxford English Dictionary gives a definition well-suited to

this purpose:

the opinions and principles of the advocates of the extended
recognition of the achievements and claims of women. , o

Radical feminists might object that this definition does not go nearly
far enough—their aim is to overthrow patriarchy, and that means changing
the social, economic, political, and moral ordering of the entire world.
However, a definition which specified those aims would cut off adherents of
other branches of feminism. The definition given here includes at least the
minimum goals of all branches of feminism, whatever else they may choose to
add.

This thesis is concerned with differences between liberal and non-
l1iberal feminism, so it may be helpful to briefly discuss terminology.

"Mainstream feminism" has been used here for what is variously called

"reformist,”" "moderate," "equal rights," "middle-class," "women's rights,"

and "bourgeois" feminism. These terms are often used interchangeably with
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"liberal feminism," but one of the main points of this thesis is that
mainstream feminism includes some non-1iberal elements. Here, the term
"liberal feminism" or "Tiberal feminism, strictly construed," refers to
feminism which is clearly in keeping with 1ibera1 philosophic principles:
that is, "liberal feminism" is a subcategory of mainstream feminism, not

an equivalent term. What "mainstream feminism" excludes is clear-cut:
socialist and radical feminism. Precisely where to draw the line between
left 1iberalism and democratic socialism is somewhat problematic, but when
authors call for the abolition of private property, they have stepped beyond
the boundaries of liberalism.

The term "radical feminist" technically refers to someone who believes
that patriarchy is the primary form of oppression, with "primary" meaning
both "deepest" and "historically the first." This is in contrast to
traditional Marxist feminism, which held that class oppression was primary
and sexual oppression an outgrowth of it, which would be resolved—or would
resolve itself—after class society had been abolished. "Socialist feminism"
often refers to a particular type of feminist theory which began to emerge
in the mid-seventies, among feminists who thought that Marxist theory did not
give enough weight to "patriarchy" and that radical feminism did not give
enough weight to capitalism as sources of oppression, and who sought to
create a theory which would take into account the workings and interrelationships
of both forms of oppression.4] (This takeover of the generic term "socialist"
can be somewhat confusing because there are also mixed-economy "welfare
state" socialist feminists, as well as socialist feminists who show greater

hostility toward capitalism than conventional welfare state socialists,
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but who do not accept the various hybrids of Marxist and radical feminist

42

views. In this thesis, "socialist feminism" will refer to the various

hybrids of Marxism and radical feminism, unless otherwise stated.)

IV Liberal Feminism

William Galston Tisted "social inclusiveness" as one feature of a
Tiberal good society. In the case of T1iberal feminists, this has meant
arquing that equal rights and opportunities should be extended to women.
This principle derives from Enlightenment natural rights ideas. The Marquis
de Condorcet put the basic argument succinctly in 1790:

Now the rights of men result simply from the fact that they are

sentient beings, capable of acquiring moral ideas and of reasoning

concerning these ideas. Women, having these same qualities,

must necessarily possess equal rights. Either no individual

of the human species has true rights, or all have the same. And

he who votes against the rights of another, of whatever religion,
color, or sex, has thereby abjured his OWN. 43

The difficulty of convincing opponents that women did indeed have "these
same qualities" should not be underestimated. Feminists were faced with
over two thousand years of philosophy and religion which asserted that women
were naturally less rational and morally weaker than men.

The references to moral ideas and reasoning in the above quotation are

significant. Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Woman,

written in 1792, Tlinked reason, virtue, and education. She argued that
true morality rested on a reasoned understanding of moral principles. Women
(or more accurately, middle and upper class girls) instead of being taught
solid reasoning and useful household skills, were taught frivolous social

accomplishments and superficial obedience to social mores for the sake of
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their reputations. It was then said that women were by nature morally
weaker, less rational, and in general less capable than men. Wollstonecraft
argued that a solid, useful education would improve women's minds—a good

in itself—and make them better companions to their husbands, better mothers,
and better at running a household. She also argued that women should be

44 The

taught job skills so that they could be self-supporting if necessary.
dual emphasis on education as a means both to self development and to carrying
out one's duties, was common in later feminist thought.

EarTier thinkers also helped lay the groundwork. One can go back as
far as the writings of Descartes, whose argument that customs should be
examined in the 1ight of reason, and their usefulness evaluated, could be
applied to analyses of woman's place. Mary Astell, an early British feminist,

45 Customs

explicitly acknowledged the influence of Descartes on her thinking.
which supposedly protected and benefitted women, from the type of education
they received to marital property laws, often Teft women helpless and
dependent.

What is sometimes called Lockean environmentalism was another important
influence. Leaving aside the technical epistemological arguments, what
filtered through at the popular level was the idea that many of the supposedly
innate, stereotypically feminine characteristics attributed to women were
in fact the result of the way girls were brought up.46 Consequently, many
of the defects in women's characters that moralists and satirists complained
of could be overcome if women were brought up differently. One effect of

this was to put opponents on the defensive: given their own premise that

women's characters needed improving, how could they oppose educational
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measures that would help the situation? This particular argument became
less applicable as the nineteenth century wore on and feminists proclaimed
.that women were innately more moral than men (and hence less in need of
character correction), but the broader argument that women had untapped
potentials continued to be used. Narrow definitions of woman's sphere and
woman's nature kept women from developing their talents.

Lockean social contract ideas also had implications for feminism. If
patriarchal ideas about government could be challenged in regard to the
public sphere, could not patriarchal ideas about the organization of marriage
and family T1ife also be challenged? Locke himself went some way towards
challenging traditional views of marriage, hinting that marriage should be
viewed as a secular contract rather than a divinely-ordained institution,
suggesting limitations on a husband's authority over a wife, and stressing

47 Later

the mutual affection and joint interests of husband and wife.
feminists, of course, went much farther than Locke in rejecting Biblically-
sanctioned patriarchal views of woman's place, either reinterpreting the
relevant scriptural passages to weaken their force, or rejecting Biblical
authority a]together.48
The other (and more familiar) use feminists made of social contract
ideas was straightforward: if government was supposed to be by the consent
of the governed, on what grounds could women be denied the vote? The
American Revolutionary slogan "no taxation without representation" was also
popular with American feminists, who occasionally either refused to pay
taxes, or sent in letters of protests with their tax payments.49

The question "on what grounds could women be denied the vote?" was not
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entirely rhetorical. We cannot examine the whole range of anti-feminist
arguments, but one theme must be highlighted. The issue that feminists ran
.up against repeatedly was whether women should be treated as individuals

or whether women should be assumed to be wives and mothers, with predeter-
mined social roles based on their place in the family. One of the chief
arguments against giving women the vote was that husband and wife were one,
and that a wife was represented through her husband. A wife could not have
interests separate from those of her husband. However, it was also argued
that giving women the vote would introduce bitter political quarrels into
the family—which suggests that interests might diverge after all. What is
striking about the second argument is the assumption that a wife should
forego her interests—and rights—if they clashed with family harmony.

The issue of whether women should be defined primarily as individuals,
or as family members, came up in other contexts as well. For instance, the
justification for paying women lower wages than men doing the same jobs was
that women were only helping to support their families, whereas men were the
main family breadwinners. Feminists arqued in vain for a long time that
not all women were married, and that some married women were the sole bread-
winners in a family. Protective labour legislation was largely premissed
on the assumption that all women were mothers or potential mothers,\and that
mothers needed limitations placed on their hours and conditions of employment
both for their own good and the good of the race.50 Feminists who argued
that harmful working practices should be banned for both sexes, and/or that
women should be allowed to decide for themselves as individuals what working

conditions were acceptable to them, met with Tittle sympathy even in reform
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circles in the early part of the twentieth century. (In fact, feminists
themselves were divided in their attitudes towards protective 1egis1ation.51)
_ In the field of education, there were debates over whether women students
should have to take an easier courseload, to protect the strength of future
mothers, and over whether male and female students should follow the same
curriculum, or whether female students should have to take home economics
courses.52 Even in recent years, much of the opposition to the Equal Rights
Amendment has been premissed on the belief that it poses a threat to the
fami]y.53
There are other aspects of liberal feminism: but enough has been said
to give some idea of how liberal feminists adapted Tiberal ideas to feminist

ends. Later chapters will fill in more details.

v Conclusion

This chapter has taken issue with both radical and socialist feminist
accounts of Tiberalism, and their accounts of mainstream feminism. The
second and third chapters will illustrate the complexity of mainstream
feminism, and the fourth chapter will offer some reflections on past and
present mainstream feminism as seen from a philosophic Tiberal perspective.
The chief points will be that "liberal" and "bourgeois" feminism are not
equivalent, and that Tiberalism is not infinitely expandable. Liberal
principles do set boundaries to liberal feminism.

One obstacle encountered at various times in writing this thesis
was lack of research on relevant topics. For instance, there is as yet no

54

published full-length study of Mill's The Subjection of Women,”" nor have

the essays on it that have appeared in recent years been collected into an
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anthology, and so far there is no Millean equivalent to the various
Marxist/socialist/radical feminist debates about what parts of the original
_arguments are still valid, what needs to be modified, and in what ways
things should be modified. When even Mill receives such Timited attention
in feminist circles, it is scarcely surprising that other aspects of liberal
feminism have seldom been dealt with in-depth. Because of the limited
research available, comments have often been phrased in a tentative manner
here.

A few final points are in order before proceeding. A broad overview
necessarily leaves out many details of the sub-topics dealt with. Extensive
footnotes have been used to help compensate for this, but obviously there
is much more that could be said on any number of points. It might be asked,
"then why not avoid the problem by doing a more specialized, detailed
treatment of a few of the sub-topics?" The answer to that is simply that
it is impossible to illustrate the diverse elements within mainstream
feminism, and to discuss their significance for liberal feminism, without
spelling out what those elements are. Finally, at times it might seem
that this thesis ranges rather far from conventional political topics.

Like Sherlock Holmes' dog that did not bark in the night, the very lack of
sustained attention to conventional political concerns in American mainstream

feminism is significant.
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Chapter Two

I Introduction

At first glance it might appear that mainstream nineteenth and early
twentieth century feminism was liberal, pure and simple. Women were
asking for equal rights, weren't they? In reality, the issues were more
complex. Feminists did not restrict their demands to equal rights; they
used a mixture of rationales to advance their claims; and there were shifts
in the main feminist arguments as time went by. There were also differences
among mainstream feminists over which demands had primacy, what tactics
to use, and how uncompromising to be.1
The focus of this chapter will be on major feminist idéas and demands,
rather than on the history of feminist organizations, biographies of
leaders, or accounts of specific reform campaigns. For purposes of this
thesis, John Stuart Mill has been taken as the chief examplar of classical
1iberal feminism; his views will be sketched in before turning to American
feminist thought. The discussion of American feminism is divided into
two main sections: antebellum feminism, and late nineteenth and early
twentieth century feminism. Important elements of the feminism that
emerged in the 183Csup until the time of the Civil War include liberal
and especially American revolutionary ideals, evangelicalism, and romanticism.
(There is some overlap among these, but they have been dealt with separately
for the sake of clarity.) There is also a slight Owenite and Fourierist
socialist influence. The reform mood in America quickly paled after the
Civil War, and feminism went through a time of transition. The feminism

which emerged in the 1890s through to 1920 was quite different in character,
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being more conservative, more focused on the single issue of getting

the vote, and more elitist. Less attention was given to voting as a

. natural right, and more attention was given to the good that women could
do for society if they had the vote. Aspects of the suffrage era which
will be highlighted here include: Tiberal arguments, elitist arguments,
ideas about moral superiority and motherhood, and the notion of state as
housekeeper. Since the vote was often treated as an enabling device to
further a wide range of reforms, few of which were directly related to
women's rights, the types of reforms advocated by feminists have been
briefly described.

It might be suggested that since liberalism itself underwent great
changes during the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
that it is only to be expected that there would be changes in Tiberal
feminism. To some extent this is true, but the changes that took place in
American mainstream feminism cannot adequately be characterized as simply
part of a shift to a more state interventionist form of liberalism, and

even at the beginning, American mainstream feminism was not simply liberal.

II Classical Liberal Feminism: John Stuart Mill

John Stuart Mill's The Subjection of Women is generally considered

the definitive statement of classical liberal feminist principles. The
arguments in the essay reinforce and expand on briefer comments on women in

On Liberty, The Principles of Political Economy, and Considerations on Repre-

sentative Government, and fit in with the general arguments of Utilitarian-

ism. By placing his arquments about women in a larger context, Mill

achieves a philosophic depth and comprehensivness seldom found in nineteenth
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century feminist works. (Most works were much more activist in orientation,
and might typically include a few brief references to the principles of
~natural rights and the need for women to protect their interests, lists

of grievances, and illustrative stories 'about the hardships of several
individual women"which showed the need for reform.)

The Subjection of Women was written in 1861, and first published in

1869.2 The book opened with the ringing declaration that:
The principle which regulates the existing social relation
between the two sexes—the legal subordination of one sex to
the other—is wrong in 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.3

This statement certainly provides strong evidence for the prevailing view
that liberal feminists are only interested in laws, and naively think that
such legalistic solutions will solve problems which run much deeper. The
statement is, however, less than an accurate description of what Mill went
on to talk about. Mill did indeed criticize laws, but he saw the laws as
expressions of social values, and it is these values which were at the
root of his attack. For instance, at one point in his discussion of
inequality in marriage, and barriers to women in education and employment,
he said that:

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 equa].4

Mi1l began by discussing the difficulties of getting a fair hearing

on a subject where people's minds were already made up, and where they had
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a personal stake in maintaining their opinions. He pointed out that where
people could not answer reasoned arguments they were likely to fall back

. on the belief that customs would not have lasted so long if they were not
good, and that there were deeper truths that reason could not touch.

His response was to argue that the Tongevity of the system of sexual
inequality was no proof of its superiority because no other system had ever
been tried. Moving from the specific to the general, he explained that:

It 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 polities always begin by recognizing

the relations they find already existing between individuals.

They convert what was a mere physical fact into a legal right,
giving it the sanction of society.5

How had such an anachronistic state of affairs survived into a modern
society where 1liberty, justice, and equality were supposed to be the governing
principles? In part, the barbaric origins of inequality in marriage had
been forgotten, and the more harsh Taws glossed over with chivalrous rhetoric.
In addition, most men were better than the Taws which officially governed
their relationships with women, and consequently many women did not feel
the full force of the Taw. But there was another side to the story: the
socialization of women, and barriers to their protesting.

Mill pointed out that:

Men do not want solely the obedience of women, they want their

sentiments....and they turned the whole force of education to

effect their purpose. A1l women were brought up from the very

earliest years in the belief that their ideal of character is

the very opposite of men: not self-will, and government by self-
control, but submission, and yielding to the control of others.6

Barriers to protesting included the fact that wives were dependent on
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their husbands, and therefore had to be wary of giving offense, and the
fact that wives lived in much closer contact with their husbands than with
_other women, making it difficult for women to combine their actions.7

Mill went on to argue that because women had always been found in
societies with men (and vice versa) and because women had always been
socially subordinate to men, it was impossible to know what women's natures
would be 1ike if women were allowed to develop freely. Only under conditions
of equality where women were not forced to behave as men wished them to in
order to get a Tiving would it be possible to tell what women's natures
would really be like.

Mill did not claim that there were no innate differences between the
sexes. He claimed that it was impossible for anyone to know for sure.
Drawing on his broader views on psychology, he added that most people
underestimated the power of external influences on character formation.

Put somewhat differently, he felt that in nature vs. nurture controversies,
the methodological presumption should be that differences were due to
nurture, unless it could be proven otherwise. Next, he made a brief survey
of views of "woman's nature”8 in different historical periods and in
different countries, to show that what was usually taken to be woman's
nature in Victorian England was not a universal constant.

A1l this led to the claim that there was no reason for anyone to
pronounce on woman's nature by definitional fiat, or to say what women should
or should not be allowed to do:

For, according to all the principles involved in modern society,

the question rests with women themselves—to be decided by
their own experience, and by the use of their faculties. There
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are no means of finding what either one person or many can
do, but by trying—and no means by which any one can discover
for them what it is for their happiness to do or leave undone.9

Despite all this, Mill did actually speculate on what women's
characters might be 1ike, and came to fairly traditional conclusions, such
as that the evidence available suggested that on average women might be
more intuitive than men, and good at practical details, while on average
men might be more logical and good at abstract thought; but he also emphasized
the tentative nature of his speculations, and that there was a wide range

of character traits in both sexes.]0

Furthermore, it would be unjust to

judge an individual on the basis of stereotypes about the sex as a whole.
Mill's arguments about jobs and education flowed from his arguments

about women's nature, and the liberal principle of judging people on the

basis of individual merit rather than supposed group characteristics. Put

succinctly, his argument was that if it was against women's nature to do

something, then legal barriers were superfluous; if not, then such barriers

were unjust. Barriers harmed both the individual who was kept from exercising

their talents, and society at large, which was deprived of the benefit of

their ta]entsﬁ]
Mill made the case for equal educational and job opportunities more

forcefully than many other liberal feminists, but the basic Tine of argument

was a very familiar one. His case for granting women political rights

was a little more uncommon. He avoided direct appeals to natural rights.

He concentrated on arguing that women needed to vote for self-protection,

and tangentially referred to the developmental effects of seriously thinking

about and participating in politics (a subject which he takes up in more
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detail in Considerations on Representative Government).

More unusually, he argued that the indirect influence which women
often had on politics seldom operated for the public interest. Women,

being trained to care only for their family's interests, tended to encourage

men to take popular stands which could lead to preferments, and to

discourage men from taking unpopular but principled stands which might

damage a family's social standing or finances. Granting women political

rights would encourage them to think more broadly about public affairs,

and the fact that their influence would be open and limited would tend to

12 It was far

make them act in a more responsible, public-spirited manner.
more common in feminist circles to argue that women's indirect influence
in politics was beneficial, and that it would be even more beneficial if
women had a direct say in politics instead of being limited to encouraging
their husbands to do the right thing.
Mill did not treat the public and private spheres as totally separate.
Aside from his comments on women's indirect political influence, Mill
commented on the family as a school of tyranny. He argued that someone
who was habituated to relationships of command and obedience in private
1ife would find it hard to treat people as equals in the public sphere.
Leaving aside the argument that authoritarian habits of mind could
be transferred from family 1ife to the public sphere, Mill presented a
wide-ranging critique of marriage in Victorian society, including attacks
on unjust marital property laws, and on the lax enforcement of what Taws

did exist to protect women against domestic violence. However, the keynote

of his discussion was that marriage should be based on friendship between
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equals. He spoke warmly of a relationship where:

there exists that best kind of equality, similarity of powers
and capacities with reciprocal superiority in them—so that
each can enjoy the Tuxury of looking up to the other, and

can have alternately the pleasure of leading and being led

in the path of development.... I maintain that this, and
this only is the ideal of mamm'age.]4

While Mill's views on the moral ideal of marriage were unorthodox by
conservative standards, his views on the division of labour in marriage
were fairly conventional. He insisted that job opportunities should be
open to women, and that every woman ought to be capable of earning a living
if need be. However, he also argued that:

Like a man when he chooses a profession, so, when a woman
marries, it may in general be understood that she makes
choices of the management of a household, and the bringing up
of a family, as the first call upon her exertions during as
many years of her 1life as may be required for the purpose;
and that she renounces, not all other objects and occupations,
but all that are not consistent with the requirements of
this.

15

He did add that "the utmost latitude ought to exist for the adaptation

u16 but it is clear that he

of general rules to individual suitabilities,
thought that most married women would prefer to stay home rather than go
out to work. However, the reasoning behind this attitude was not, in the
first instance, a desire to restrict opportunities for women, but a belief
that most women worked hard enough as it was, without being burdened with

17

additional Tabour outside the home. (Mi11 did not foresee the possibility

of men and women sharing household responsibilities and conditions of
employment becoming more f]exib]e.ls)
This discussion of Mill's views has illustrated how he made use of

general liberal principles, ranging from his depiction of unequal laws as
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outdated holdovers from the days when might made right (thus making the
emancipation of women part of the general progress of humankind), to his

- primarily environmentalist account of character formation, to his arguments
for equal educational and job opportunities for both the good of the
individual and society, to his insistence that women needed the vote to
protect their own interests, on to his ideal of marriage as friendship
between equals. Yet for all this, the liberal nature of Mill's views comes
across most strongly in his comments on women and freedom:

After the primary necessities of food and raiment, freedom
is the strongest want of human nature.]9

...There is no subject on which there is a greater habitual
difference of judgment between a man judging for himself, and
the same man judging for other people. When he hears others
complaining that they are not allowed freedom of action—that
their own will has not sufficient influence in the regulation
of their affairs—his inclination is to ask, what are their
grievances? what positive damage do they sustain? and in

what respect they consider their affairs to be mismanaged? and
if they fail to make out, in answer to these questions, what
appears to him a sufficient case, he turns a deaf ear, and
regards their complaint as the fanciful querulousness of people
whom nothing reasonable will satisfy. But he has a quite
different standard of judgment when he is deciding for himse]f.20

ITI Antebellum American Mainstream Feminism

Historians have pointed out traces of feminism in American women's

21 but it was not until the 1830s

22

charitable activities in the early 1800s,

and
23

that the beginnings of a feminist movement began to emerge clearly,
it was not until 1848 that the first women's rights convention was held.
For purposes of this thesis, influences on American feminism have been

categorized as follows: liberal and specifically American revolutionary

ideals; evangelicalism; romanticism and transcendentalism; and (as a minor
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element) socialism. Naturally, individual feminists differed in how much
they were influenced by these (partly overlapping) streams of thought.

It should be noted that historians differ somewhat in their accounts
of antebellum feminism. Most accounts focus on the women's rights movement
per se, but it is sometimes argued that women who set up their own charitable
and moral reform associations should also be considered feminists insofar
as they extended woman's sphere, showed that women had greater capabilities
than many people thought, developed a sense of pride in womanhood, and were
often trying specifically to help other women.24 The opposition they
encountered from some males (who thought they should either stay home, or
work in auxiliaries to organizations run by men), led them to defend women's
right to move outside the home in order to carry out what they saw as their
Christian duty to help those in need, and to organize their activities as
they thought best. Such women primarily used what are here called "evangelical"
arguments. Seeing the problems of needy women often led moral reform
feminists to advocate better education and job opportunities for women,
but most such women stopped short of endorsing what they saw as a "radical"

25 Given broad definitions of feminism (for instance,

women's rights movement.
the one in the first chapter of this thesis) such women can be considered
feminists, but it is a fairly Timited and conservative type of feminism,
aimed at allowing women to better carry out traditional "feminine" duties.
The remainder of the discussion will focus on the ideas of those
feminists who were explicitly committed to women's rights. The demands

of these women and men included better educational opportunities, access

to more jobs, changes in Taws on marital property and guardianship of
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children, and most radically, the right to vote. They were often involved
with health and dress reform, arguing for women doctors and more comfortable
and practical clothing for women. In addition, at the early women's rights
conventions, considerable time was spent discussing religious questions,

as feminists sought support for women's rigﬁts in the Bible, and argued

that women should be allowed to become ministers.26 Feminists occasionally
came out publicly in favour of easier divorce (particularly where a husband

27 and in private, at least some feminists advocated

was a habitual drunkard),
that a wife should not have to submit to her husband's sexual demands
unless she wished. However, "self-ownership" was generally not publicly

discussed in mainstream feminist circ]es.28

Many advocates of women's
rights also approved of the work of the more conservative reformers, and
favoured temperance and efforts to stamp out prostitution, along with
traditional femalecharitable and missionary concerns. Most of the prominent

advocates of women's rights had a background in the abolitionist movement,29

and the peace movement of the day also included a number of feminists.30
The fact that many leading feminists were associated with the
Garrisonian branch of the abolitionist movement is significant. William
LToyd Garrison viewed politics as corrupt, and attempts to find a politically
negotiated solution to the slavery problem as too slow, and involving
compromise with sin. He favoured "moral suasion," to try to convert
Northerners to his view, and to put pressure on Southerners to see the
sinfulness of their ways and bring an end to slavery. Garrison himself was

a "Christian anarchist" and pacifist who did not believe that any government

with a standing army was 1egitimate.3] Garrisonian abolitionists did not
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necessarily endorse all his views, but his anti-political attitudes had

an impact on the antebellum feminist movement, which concentrated on
~trying to convert the public through moral suasion, rather than on setting
up organizations which could act as a pressure group to lobby for women's
demands. (Feminists did often petition legislatures, but had no permanent

32) One of the most

organizational structure until after the Civil War.
important early feminists, Lucretia Mott, made a statement to the effect
that even though she felt that women should have the vote as a matter of
principle, she personally had no desire to get involved in politics in its

33 In addition, it was involvement in the abolition-

present corrupt state.
ist movement that led some feminists to see parallels between black
slavery and "the slavery of sex.“34 Finally, at the practical level,
feminists often gained their first experience at public speaking, at
organizing petition and fund drives, and at writing and editing materials,

in the abolitionist movement.35

The opposition they encountered along the
way for stepping beyond the bounds of "woman's proper sphere" was a
consciousness-raising experience which led people 1ike Sarah Grimke to
demand that women be allowed to decide for themselves what activities it

was proper for women to undertake.36

With this historical background in
mind, it is time to turn to the main influenceson mainstream feminist

thought in this period.

a) Liberalism:
Blanche Glassman Hersh has written that the central concern of
antebellum feminists was the "right of woman to define her own sphere."37

They challenged narrow, rigid, conceptions of woman's nature and woman's
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sphere, but did not completely disavow them. Hersh describes their ideal
as "overlapping spheres:"
As human beings, the rights and responsibilities of women and
men were the same, and their spheres identical; both had
obligations to the total society, including family and community.
Only in their more narrow roles did some differentiation of
spheres occur; because of divinely ordered duties and talents,

woman's special function was to nurture and preserve the
family, and man's to labour in the world outside.38

Feminists also wanted to provide greater flexibility in social roles;
for instance, less pressure should be put on women to marry, and a range
of jobs should be open to unmarried women to allow them to be economically
independent.

The demand that women, rather than men, define woman's place was in
keeping with the 1iberal ideal of people choosing their own pursuits (even
if some of the pursuits chosen were traditional ones). The argument that
women were entitled to natural rights as human beings was also liberal.

In addition, even if feminists did sometimes wax sentimental about women's
natural dedication to hearth, home, and motherhood, they also challenged
narrow stereotypes of woman's nature and woman's place. First, they
argued that such traits as passivity, helpless dependence, and intellectual
weakness were not desirable in anyone. Second, they pointed out that not
all women were mothers, and not all mothers had young children at home.

(To some degree, the nineteenth century feminist solution to the childcare/
out-of-the-home work dilemma was to suggest that women would become more

39) Finally, they pointed out

active in public affairs as they got older.
that women were individuals of varying temperaments and talents, and were

not all alike.




48

The actual demands of feminists were often liberal ones, such as
better education, access to a wider range of jobs, the vote, and various
. legal changes to reflect the new ideal of marital equality. The strategy
of cutting through chivalrous rhetoric about the glories of woman's sphere,
to examine the actual legal position of wives and the ways in which social
conventions put women at a disadvantage, was typical of the liberal insistence
on analyzing the practical effects of social customs, instead of assuming
the benevolence of traditions. The tactic of examining historical and
cross-cultural views of woman's nature and woman's place was also typical
of Tiberalism—it provided documentation to back up claims that women had
greater and more diverse capacities than people thought. In addition,
when opponents pointed to the Tesser achievements of women, feminists pointed
to the inferior education that girls received, and to the prejudice that
women encountered.

The use of American revolutionary ideas was straightforward. The
slogan "no taxation without representation” was regularly invoked, as were
references to "1ife, 1iberty, and the pursuit of happiness" and all men
being created equal (with feminists interpreting "man" as "humankind"). A
good example of this type of argument is:

How can she be said to have a right to 1ife, who has never

consented to the laws which may deprive her of it? who is

steadily refused a trial by her peers, who has no voice in

the election of judges? How can she be said to have a right

to liberty, whose person, if not yet in custody, almost

inevitably becomes so on her maturity, who does not own her

own earnings, who can make no valid contract, and is taxed

without representation? How can that person be said to possess

either the right or the reality of happiness, who is deprived

of the custody of her own person, of the guardianship of her
children, of the right to devise or share her property? The
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government is tyrannical which leaves a single citizen in this
predicament. What is to be said of a government which
enforces it upon half its subjects?40

It would be possible to cite numerous other examples of feminists
making use of 1iberal arguments, but there would be 1ittle point in doing
so. It is other strands of antebellum feminist thought that need more

attention.

b) Evangelicalism/religious arguments:

The evangelical impulse involved a missionary zeal to convert sinners
and morally transform society. Evangelicalism can be associated with
conservative doctrines of restoring or increasing respect for traditional
values, but it could also be used to demand radical changes in the status
quo to bring society into line with various interpretations of Christian
principles. Moral reformers were in many respects conservative;
abolitionists were radicals demanding that the South adopt a whole new way
of Tife.

A particularly important aspect of antebellum evangelical Protestantism
was the doctrine of perfectionism. Briefly, where traditional Christianity
had stressed the innate depravity of human nature, perfectionists argued
that moral perfection, or at least very great moral improvement was possible

41 Since

within both individuals and society before the Second Coming.
great improvement was both possible and much needed, good Christians had a
strong duty to help bring it about. This religious impulse underlay many
antebellum reforms, and gave a millenial tone to much reform rhetoric—the

aim was not so much to achieve modest reforms in particular social
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institutions as to transform morally society as a whole. At times this
zeal could Tead to intolerance of those whose conduct was seen as sinful,
_ and impatience with political methods of dealing with problems.

Another factor which needs to be taken into account is a major change
in the way woman's nature was characterized. Traditional Christianity had
predominantly portrayed women as the morally weaker sex, but in the nine-
teenth century, it became increasingly common to describe women as morally
superior to men, and to use this as a justification for women taking an
interest in social, moral, and political issues. As the natural guardians
of morality, women had a duty to see that Christian values were upheld

42 It should be noted

throughout society, not just in the private sphere.
that this doctrine was not necessarily associated with women's rights. In
fact, the "altruism" of the more conservative charitable and moral reform
workers was sometimes contrasted with the "selfish" demands of advocates

40 (As will be seen, as the century wore on, feminists

of women's rights.
increasingly handled this problem by arguing that women wanted the vote
better to carry out altruistic reforms.)

The religious case for women's rights made use of both Evangelical
Protestant and Quaker-derived religious ideas. These included: the idea
of individual conscience (or Quaker "inner 1ight") which could be taken to
imply that women should make up their own minds about moral and social
issues, including woman's proper place; the idea of the need to perform
good works, which required an enlargement of woman's sphere; and the idea

that "soul has no sex," or that both men and women were morally responsible

beings whose Christian duties transcended sexual distinctions and
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conventional notions of woman's proper sphere.

Sarah Grimke elaborated on these themes in her Letters on the

Equality of the Sexes, making particular use of the phrase "in Christ

there is no male or female" and pointing out that God did not issue
separate lists of commandments to men and wgmen. In addition, she argued
that the parts of the Bible which enjoined women's submission to men were
either directions to specific churches, not intended for general use; or
the result of faulty translations made by biased male translators; or were
anachronisms, understandable in their historical context, but not applicable
in the present more enlightened state of society. God made both men and
women rational and morally accountable beings, and the over all spirit of
the Bible, as exemplified by the Golden Rule, was supportive of women's
rights. (Would men 1ike to be deprived of their rights?) The book was
published in 1837, and one frequently finds later feminists using Grimke's
arguments.44

Evangelical attitudes coloured the women's rights movement in several
ways: an emphasis on moral suasion to convince people that women were men's
equals, rather than concentrating on reforming institutions; a belief
that social transformation would accompany the moral transformation of
individuals; the use of religious appeals based on the Golden Rule to
establish women's rights; and, for the participants, a sense of inner
certainty that they were in the right, which helped them to withstand the

45

harsh criticism that they were subjected to. Evangelicalism also tended

to cast the opposition in the role of sinners.
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c) Romanticism and Transcendentalism:

Romanticism, and its American variant of Transcendentalism, were
~also a major influence on antebellum feminism. Among the key concepts

of Transcendentalism were a secular form of perfectionism; a belief that
there was a rational order and harmony to the cosmos; a glorification of
emotion and intuition as the means of discovering truth (as opposed to
reason); an anti-institutional bias (because it was held that institutions
cramped the individual); and a Kantian, rather than Lockean view of the

m1'nd.46

The Transcendentalists were very strong individualists, but their
emphasis on intuition as the route to truth, and self-development as part
of a rather mystical harmony of the cosmos owe more to German romanticism
than to Lockean T1iberalism.

Several aspects of Transcendentalism and romanticism were especially
attractive to American feminists. First, the Transcendentalist praise of
intuition, emotion, harmony, spirituality, and the artistic appealed to
many women because these were "female" qualities that had often been

denigrated in the United States.47

Second, the emphasis that Transcendentalists
placed on self-development could be applied to women, and the many restrictions
on women's activities pointed out as barriers to growth. Third,
Transcendentalists spoke warmly of independence, and feminists could point

out that women's lack of education and job opportunities made it difficult

for a single woman to achieve economic independence, and that if a woman
married, marriage placed wives in a position of legal subservience to their
husbands instead of treating them as equal partners.48

The woman most responsible for bringing Transcendentalist themes
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and rhetoric to American feminism was Margaret Fuller. Her Woman in the

Nineteenth Century (1844) was the most important work, and the only full-

~length philosophical consideration of feminism, by an American woman prior

to the Civil War.49

The book covered a wide range of topics, but the
keynote was that women should be given scope for many-sided self-development,
for its own sake.

Too much is said of women being better educated, that they may

become better companions and mothers for men. They should be

fit for such companionship.... But a being of infinite scope

must not be treated with a view to any one relation. Give the

soul free course.... The intellect no more than the sense of

hearing, is to be cultivated merely that Woman may be a more

valuable companion to Man, but because the Power who gave a

power, by its mere existence signifies that it must be brought
to perfection.50

Fuller also discussed the subject of woman's nature at length and
ambiguously. At times she stressed that masculine and feminine qualities
were found, to some degree, in both sexes. However, for the most part,
she not only argued for a '"separate natures" position, but treated "the
great dualism" of masculine and feminine as part of the ultimate harmony
of the cosmos. She argued that the male element had been predominant
throughout history, but that the time had come that further progress
required that the feminine element play a larger role, or even lead the way.
Fuller herself stressed that both sides of the great dualism were equally
valuable, but her argument could easily be tilted into one for the moral
superiority of women, and the need for women to rescue public affairs from

male materialism and aggression.
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d) Utopian socialism:

This thesis is concerned with mainstream rather than socialist

- feminism, but it is worth noting that some mainstream feminists sympathized
with certain Fourierist and Owenite ideas. -- Margaret Fuller praised Fourier
for recognizing that women, 1ike men, needed to engage in kinds of labour
that would further self-development, and that women had diverse temperaments

51

suiting them to diverse kinds of labour, just as men did. Elizabeth

Cady Stanton, feeling isolated and overworked, commented favourably on the

idea of co-operative housework.52

In addition, Owenite writings on birth
control may have been one source for feminist ideas on "self-ownership,"
although such ideas were also current outside socialist circ]es.53 However,
even in the relatively radical days before the Civil War, most "respectable"
feminists preferred to avoid association with "atheistical, free Tove"
doctrines of Owenite socialists such as Fanny Wright, the first woman to

give public Tectures in the United States.54

IV Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Feminism
(The Suffragist or Maternal Feminist Era)

Historians vary in how much weight they give to various influences
on antebellum feminism, but generally speaking they agree that towards the
end of the nineteenth century there was a marked shift away from earlier
natural rights justifications (which had been predominant in antebellum
feminism), to types of arguments which Aileen Kraditor has grouped together
as "expediency" arguments.55 Canadian historians have sometimes used the

56

term "maternal" feminism to capture some of these same elements. Here

the arguments have been categorized otherwise, highlighting elitism;
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justifications relating to moral superiority and motherhood; and the
concept of the state as housekeeper. However, a brief historical account
of what happened to feminism after the Civil War is in order before turning
to these arguments.

During the Civil War, American feminists generally devoted themselves
to the Union war effort. They hoped that their patriotism and hard work
would be rewarded with the vote. However, that did not happen. Most
abolitionists concentrated on getting rights for black males. One small
and relatively radical group of feminists refused to work for any measures
that did not include women's rights, while the larger and more conservative
group favoured working for any extension of rights. These circumstances
precipitated a split in the women's movement which lasted up until 1890
(though other policy and personality differences were involved as well).

The controversy also had another impact on Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
the leader of the smaller faction. She had previously used individual
rights arguments and praised male support, but she quickly turned to
racist arguments, claiming it was an insult for "Sambo" to be given the
vote when Anglo-Saxon women were not, and her rhetoric became increasingly
anti-male—women had been betrayed once by their erstwhile abolitionist
allies and now knew they could count only on themselves in the future.58
A Tonger-range impact was to break the close link between black suffrage
and woman suffrage natural rights ideals. The feminist movement went into
a Tull in the 1870s and 1880s, and by the time it revived in the 1890s,

a new generation of feminists (and some of the old ones), frequently and

openly used racist and elitist arguments. (Such arguments had not been
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entirely absent before the Civil War, but the predominant theme had been
that all human beings were worthy of individual rights.) Another outcome
of the post-Civil War controversies was to focus attention on the vote.
What had been called the woman's rights movement began to be called the
woman suffrage movement.

Other changes took place after the Civil War. After high hopes for
the moral reformation of American society during the early days of
Reconstruction, disillusion set in. Romanticism and transcendentalist
optimism were no longer in fashion, and reformers had to deal with a growing
conservatism. Reformers themselves, not being immune to the spirit of the
times, often became more conservative. This was reflected in a change in
American feminism, where many feminists sought to confine women's rights
agitation to respectable causes, primarily the vote, but also support for
higher education, widening of job opportunities, and changes in marital
property laws. Most mainstream feminists shunned such controversial issues
as divorce, criticisms of the role of Christianity in keeping women sub-

1

servient, and "self-ownership," issues which had been present in antebellum
feminism, though treated with caution and not the major issues even then.
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who continued to espouse the more controversial
causes, found herself increasingly isolated from the mainstream feminist
movement, despite the fact that she was, for a time, the nominal Teader
of the National American Woman Suffrage Association.59
There were several main types of argument or contributory streams
to late nineteenth and early twentieth century feminism. They are, for-

tunately, quite straightforward, and can be described fairly quickly.
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a) Liberal arguments:

Feminists did continue to use traditional individual rights and "no
~ taxation without representation" pleas. Since these have already been
described, and they did not change greatly during this time, they will

not be repeated here. However, it should be noted that while previously
the vote had only been one of a range of liberal concerns, it now became
almost the sole focus of attention. The broad 1iberal concern with Taws,
social customs, and stereotypes which placed restrictions on women's
activities was much Tess in evidence. In fact, feminists began to play up

stereotypes.

b) Elitist arguments:

A second type of argument was expedient in the worse sense of the
term—opportunistic and elitist appeals to the prejudice of Northerners
concerned about immigration and Southern whites concerned about black
suffrage. It was, for instance, pointed out that the combined votes of
native-born white men and women would outweigh the votes of immigrants
(depicted as ignorant, often drunken slum-dwellers under the control of
corrupt political machines) and blacks (depicted as an inferior race).60
As an example of such rhetoric, which also includes overtones of female
superiority over men in general, here is an excerpt from a speech by
Olympia Brown:

We enfranchise the saloon and the poorhouse, the irresponsible

classes. We disfranchise the home, the church, the school. We

make the daughters of America subject to the serfs and slaves
from the old world.... The aristocracies of the old world are

based upon noble birth, superior qualifications, merit in some
form.... America alone presents the spectacle of an
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aristocracy of pantaloons. We are the first people to try
the experiment of enfranchising ignorance, drunkenness, and
all forms of vice, and subordinating intelligence,
patriotism, religion. Such an experiment must fail.... The
only hope of the nation is in the enfranchisement of woman.

The anti-democratic overtones of that speech—praise for aristocracies
and lack of faith in the common people—are also significant. Brown,
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and others even called for an educational qualification
which would enfranchise middle-class white women ("responsible voters") and
disenfranchise "the ignorant." This attitude was a sharp break from

proclaiming that voting was an inalienable individual right.

c) Moral superiority and motherhood:

Antebellum feminists had devoted considerable energy to fighting
stereotypes of women as frail, over-emotional, irrational, naturally
dependent beings. They did sometimes appeal to sentimental stereotypes of
motherhood and women as moral guardians, but on the whole, they claimed
that sex differences were not as extensive as commonly thought.62 Women
were not so different from men that they were incapable of going to university
or holding a wide range of jobs or understanding public affairs. In
addition, possible sex differences were irrelevant to the question of
rights, because rights belonged to all human beings, even if "the fact of
maternity" meant that there would be considerable difference in the daily
activities of most women and men.

When antebellum feminists argued against stereotypes, they were
fighting an uphill battle. The "woman as moral guardian" theme which had

been one element of antebellum feminism became much more pronounced after
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the Civil War. Later feminists, instead of challenging sexual stereotypes,

agreed that the more flattering traditional stereotypes about women were

- true. However, they went on, it was precisely because women did have

special qualities that their influence was needed in public affairs. Frances

Willard, leader of the Woman's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), argued

that it was because women were mothers and were devoted to their homes that

they needed to take steps to ensure that the family was protected, and that

society was infused with family values. Instead of talking about the vote

as a natural right, she called it "the home protection ba]]ot."63
Margaret Fuller had argued that differences between the sexes

complemented each other, and that both sets of qualities were equally valuable.

Later feminists frequently said that that was their position, but their

rhetoric often belied that claim. Female and male qualities were not so

much "complementary" as antagonistic and diametrically opposed. The motherly

qualities argument stressed that women had an intuitive and compassionate

understanding of children, and by extension, of all the weak, the needy,

and the helpless. The closely related moral superiority theme portrayed

women as altruistic, compassionate, peaceful, morally pure, and cooperative-

minded, while men were hard-hearted, selfish, aggressive, materialistic,

and easily corruptible. Given this perspective, female influence in public

affairs was necessary for the establishment of a good society (or to save

civi]ization).64

d) Government as housekeeper:

A fourth major argument for granting women the vote—that modern

government was housekeeping in a larger scale—came to the fore in
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65 Historians disagree over whether progressivism should be

progressivism.
seen as an American version of European social democracy, or the British
- "New Liberalism," or an essentially conservative attempt to preserve the
traditional WASP ascendancy in the face of urbanization, industrialization,

and 1mmigration.66

In any case, progressives did support state intervention
as a means of solving large-scale social problems, and in some ways the
movement can be seen as a successor to the earlier evangelical reforms.
Although more secular in tone, it was highly moralistic. It differed,
however, in taking an institutional approach to reform, rather than stressing
individual changes of heart as the key to a better world.

It was Jane Addams who popularized the "government as housekeeping"

or "social housekeeping" argument.67

In the old days, governments were
concerned with war, finance, and justice—traditional male concerns. However,
by the late nineteenth century, government had taken on responsibilities
which were housekeeping writ large. These included such things as milk
inspection, garbage collection, and the provision of proper drainage and
street 1ighting. Governments were also filling the role of the traditional
lady of the manor, providing education and care for the sick and the needy.
A1l of these were traditional women's concerns. When women asked for the
vote, they were not taking on a new role, they were following their old role
out into the public sphere, as part of an adaptation to life in an urban
industrial society. Just as the individual household required both a father/
provider and a mother/housekeeper, the "social household" required the

contributions of both women and men if all its concerns were to be properly

attended to. The emphasis in Addam's own argument was on the practical,
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day-to-day experiences of women, who could tell first-hand when food had
not been adequately inspected, when garbage was not collected often enough,
- and so forth, but the public housekeeping argument tended to merge with
moral superiority and maternal sensibility -arguments. One simply had to
point out that hard-hearted, corrupt male politicians refused to provide
adequate services which compassionate, altruistic, virtuous women would
unhesitatingly provide if they had the power.

For purposes of this thesis, it is necessary to Took only briefly
at the types of reforms pursued by feminists from the 1890s through to 1920.
What is striking about the reforms is that, while many of them were badly
needed at the time, strictly speaking, they had very Tittle to do with
women's rights. One historian has gone so far as to refer to the later
suffrage movement as 1ittle more than a "ladies' auxiliary to the progressive
movement."68

As mentioned above, many of the reforms came under the category of
public housekeeping. These included pure food and drug laws, better drainage,
street cleaning, and sometimes public ownership of utilities. Other reforms
were "child-centred." These included curfews, provision of kindergartens
and playgrounds, separation of juvenile offenders from adult prisoners,
and the provision of foster homes to replace orphanages (so that children

69 Mothers' (or widows') pensions

could be raised in a family atmosphere).
can also be considered a child-centred reform insofar as the aim was to
insure that children were not neglected because their mothers had to go out
to work. So great was the emphasis on women needing the vote to ensure

the passage of reforms for the good of children, that Sheila Rothman has
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written that "the vote was a triumph for organized motherhood, not for
individual rights."70
The third area of concern was moral reforms. These ranged from
temperance, to the closing of brothels, to the banning of prizefights, to
censorship of books and movies, to raising the age of consent, to enacting
and enforcing stiffer penalties for sex crimes, to laws enforcing Sunday

71 A central feature

closings of businesses and recreational facilities.
of many of these reforms was a willingness to use the state to enforce
conservative, WASP, female, middle-class values, and an intolerance of
opposition (disagreement being considered tantamount to endorsing sin). It
is worth noting that John Stuart Mill had opposed both prohibition and
Sabbatarian (Sunday closing) 1aws.72
A fourth area of concern was with the character of politics itself.
An underlying theme of "maternal" feminism was the rejection of "male" party
politics, which was seen as governed by self-interest and corruption. It
is scarcely putting it too strongly to say that maternal feminists looked
on politics as an arena in the battle between good and evil. Given that
evangelistic perspective, the give-and-take compromises of everyday, "male,"
interest group politics were necessarily suspect. Feminists often favoured
reforms which would minimize the room to maneuver of politicians (the

)73 and they were often prominent in the

referendum, plebiscite, and recall
non-partisan movements in Western states. Beyond their lists of specific
reforms, the deeper aim of maternal feminists was to "moralize" politics,
by infusing it with what they thought of as "female values."

Against this background, the vote gradually took on an almost magical
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significance. Once granted, reforms would be enacted, and society would

be transformed. Little attention was paid to the potential problem of

. keeping reformers mobilized once the vote was granted, nor were difficulties

in enforcing moralistic legislation anticipated. The belief that "after the
vote" things would more or less automatically fall into place, and that society
would be transformed, was more characteristic of the evangelistic temper

than of the liberal sense of the pragmatic uses and ultimate Timitations of
politics. Not surprisingly, disillusion set in when enfranchised women fell

short of sainthood.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that there was considerably more to American
feminism than Tiberal arguments that women be granted their rights. The
section on Mill illustrated how his arguments about women drew on his larger

74 The section on antebellum feminism described

philosophic perspective.
romantic/transcendentalist and evangelical influences. Neither of these
were necessarily anti-liberal, but they did introduce certain tensions into
American feminist thought. Romanticism stressed intuition, following one's
impulses, and not compromising in one's activities, whereas traditional
British 1iberalism had stressed reason and moderation. Furthermore, the
optimism and anti-institutionalism of American romantics meant that they
paid Tittle attention to the need for conflict resolution procedures in
society. Finally, transcendentalism gave something of an abstract character
to some feminist rhetoric, as 1in the writings of Margaret Fuller.

Evangelicalism was also significant. What might be called "the

evangelical temper" often influenced advocates of women's rights, but the
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program of evangelical reforms was not necessarily connected to women's
rights, beyond the argument that woman's sphere needed to be enlarged
- enough to allow women to carry out properly their Christian and womanly
duties. This was a relatively Timited challenge to stereotypes about
woman's nature and woman's place, and the actual reforms advocated were not
necessarily liberal ones. For instance, moral reformers were trying to
restrict people's activities to ones that met the reformers' personal
standards for upright conduct. It is, in fact, quite possible for evangelical
beliefs about one correct way of life to conflict with 1iberal, "freedom of
choice" ideals, and for evangelical stereotypes about woman's nature to
conflict with liberal, "women as individual" ideals. Many reforms could
be justified on either religious grounds of "the Golden Rule" or by appeals
to individual rights. In addition, feminists were optimistic enough to
think that if women's sphere were widened, that women would freely make the
"proper" choices. For these reasons, potential conflicts were obscured,
but there is a tension there, neverthe]ess.75
In the later suffrage era, 1liberal arguments for granting women the
vote continued to be used, but racist and elitist arguments which flatly
contradicted natural rights ideals were common. The evangelical tradition
was brought forward with a much sharper emphasis on female moral superiority
and motherly sensibilities, as opposed to the Christian duties of reformers
of both sexes. "Government as housekeeping" arguments became a feminist
justification for a wide range of reforms. In short, feminism in both the
antebellum and suffragist eras involved a number of different, and at times

conflicting, themes.
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Chapter Three

I Introduction

The previous chapter sought to establish that nineteenth and early
twentieth century feminism were not entirely liberal. This chapter will
seek to establish the same thing for modern American mainstream feminism.
As before, the emphasis will be on broad themes, rather than specific lists
of policies, biographies of leaders, or histories of organizations.
Influences to be discussed here include: activism, liberalism, hyper-
individualism and existentialism, theories of social conditioning, state
interventionism, anti-commercialism, expressivism, the androgynous ideal,
radical feminism, and "female values." Some of these categories overlap,
and some are closely related: the division is somewhat arbitrary and is
only intended to highlight certain things. Overall, these categories suggest
the eclecticism and vague leftism of much mainstream feminist thought.
Radical feminists are also correct in saying that some of the issues raised
in recent radical and mainstream feminist thought do not readily fit into
standard ideological categories. Obviously, the numerous topics raised
here cannot be discussed in depth. It should be especially noted that the
discussion of radical feminism is restricted to ideas that have influenced
mainstream feminist thought and is not intended to be a mini-history of

radical feminism as a whole.

II Aspects of Mainstream Feminist Thought

a) The Activist Orientation:

While radical and socialist feminists have engaged in elaborate theory-
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building about capitalist patriarchy, mainstream feminists have tended

to focus on pragmatic actions to solve immediate problems, and to write

~ "popular" works designed to persuade the general public to support mainstream
feminist reforms. There are, of course, many mainstream feminist academics
who apply social science theories to the condition of women,] but a much
larger number of mainstream feminists are primarily activists who have
concentrated on pursuing reform, rather than setting out philosophic visions
of the good society.

Two aspects of this activist orientation are worth further attention.
First, justifications for demands have frequently been non-ideological, and
could best be characterized as based on pragmatic humanitarianism. Seeing
people in need, reformers have taken concrete steps to do something about
it: for instance, founding shelters for battered wives or demanding higher
payments for single mothers on welfare. Many reforms undertaken for
humanitarian reasons are compatible with liberalism, but that does not mean
they were undertaken for distinctively liberal reasons.

Second, at the risk of stating the obvious, most mainstream feminists
have not been political philosophers, and have not worried overmuch about
the philosophic fine points of such concepts as "equality" or "freedom."
Take, for instance, Betty Friedan's comment on the founding of NOW (The
National Organization for Women):

The crux of the ideology and the actions was simply the concept

of "equality" and the value of the individual: dignity, self-

fulfillment, self-determination—which seem 1ike no ideology
because they are simply the values of the American Revolution

(of all human revolutions basically) applied to women. "Equality"

is the basic word: it cut through the confusion of the symposia
and the talk, the psychological claptrap, the mystique, and



74

exposed the apologetic token half-solutions which were all that
women had been offered, or had even dared to demand, up until
now.

2

At the common sense level, it is clear what Friedan means, but such
an all-purpose usage of the term "equality" does have its dangers. When
the concept is Teft so nebulous, it makes it hard to detect slippage from

liberal to non-Tiberal goals.

b) Liberal Values:
Liberal values have played an important role in recent mainstream
feminism. A clear-cut example of liberal ideas at work lay in parallels
between the civil rights movement and the women's movement, attempting to
work within the system to get anti-discrimination Tegislation passed, putting
pressure on government agencies for enforcement, and launching lTawsuits
against recalcitrant employers. Not only were the tactics used standard
liberal ones, but the goal—bringing about equal opportunity—was a standard
Tiberal one.
Another Tliberal value that mainstream feminists have made use of is
respect for privacy. The central reason the United States Supreme Court
gave for legalizing abortion was privacy (not, incidentally, "a woman's
right to control her own body"), and the same rationale was one of the
arguments used for legalizing contraceptives. Feminists also argued against
discrimination against lesbians on the grounds that one's sexual preference
is a personal matter.3

Another Tiberal value that feminists have emphasized is autonomy.

The concern that women understand financial matters, learn to do "handyman"
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things around the house, that they have good educations, and that they be
capable of economic independence are all connected with the idea that

- women should not be helplessly dependent on men. The concept of "a woman's
right to control her own body" shows a concern for autonomy in a different
context.4

Finally, another 1iberal concept which surfaced in a number of contexts
was the idea that women should be treated as individuals, instead of being
judged on the basis of stereotypes. Feminists used this argument to open
up non-traditional jobs to women, and to challenge various discriminatory
laws which, for instance, forbid women from being executors of estates or
forbid them to enter various sporting events, such as marathons. Feminists
challenged sex-segregated high school programs which forced girls to take
home economics, and boys to take "shop." They objected to guidance materials
which channeled girls into only "sex appropriate" jobs. More generally,
feminists criticized the mass media for stereotyped portrayals of women,
and began producing alternative materials.

It would be possible to go on at much greater length about 1iberal
aspects of recent mainstream feminism, but it is not necessary. The argument
in this chapter is not that mainstream feminism is entirely devoid of Tiberal
elements; the claim is that there is more to recent mainstream feminism

than Tiberalism.

c) Hyper-Individualism and Existentialism:
Yet another influence on feminism, especially in the late 1960s, was
a sort of hyper-individualism which was found in both mainstream and radical

feminism. British authors Mary Midgley and Judith Hughes refer to it as
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“"Nietzchean" and note the influence of existentialism, as we11.5 Among
some feminists there was a strong reaction against being either emotionally
~or financially dependent on a man, and at the same time, a taking up of

the "male" ideal of the self-sufficient, lone hero. Commitment was seen

as a barrier to autonomy and self-development. In a related view, family
1ife was seen as a zero-sum game, where the interests of the wife and
mother were in conflict with the interests of the other family members. The
"family life as a zero-sum game" idea was new, and stands in sharp contrast
to nineteenth century mainstream feminist ideals of mutual interdependence
and marriage to the right person as a potential source of self-development
for both partners.6 To the extent that this hyper-individualism can be
called liberal, it owes more to Hobbes than to Locke or Mill.

To mention Nietzche or existentialism is not to suggest that millions
of American women went out and read the collected works of Nietzche or
Jean-Paul Sartre. It is only to suggest that feminists drew on influences
which had filtered into the popular culture, and to put a name to the
ultimate source of those influences. In the case of existentialism, however,
there was an explicitly feminist work that people could draw on. Simone

de Beauvoir's The Second Sex influenced works as diverse as radical feminist

Shulamith Firestone's The Dialectics of Sex, and mainstream feminist

Elizabeth Janeway's Man's World, Woman's Place: A Study in Social Mythology.

Although de Beauvoir's book was complex, American feminists seemed
to pick up on three main themes. Most straightforwardly, de Beauvoir was
one of a number of sources for critiques of Freudian views of "woman's

nature." Second, de Beauvoir, using the terminology of "immanence" and
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"transcendence," in effect suggested that the hyper-individualistic "male"
ideal was what women should aspire to. In particular, she seemed to
_ disparage the "animal function" of bearing young to continue the race, and
to glorify the creation of "artifacts" and ideas which transcended the
biological cycle of life.’
A third aspect of de Beauvoir's thought which was influential was her
concept of "woman as other." The concept was Hegelian, and involved
several ideas: men had defined themselves as the absolute human type, and
defined women as relative to them, and different and inferior. Men were
Subjects, wanting mastery and independence; women were passive Objects.
Men project onto women the qualities they want women to have, and women
have allowed this to happen for complex psychological, biological, and
economic reasons. Men, however, feel ambiguous about woman-as-object
because although they want mastery, they also long for stimulating and
alluring companions, and passive and dependent women lack these qualities.
In addition, women, as conscious beings, also long to be Subjects themse]ves.8
The crucial point about "the other" for American feminists was that
"woman's nature" was a myth imposed on women by men. Men ignored the
qualities common to men and women when they defined "woman's nature;" and
on close examination the distinctive qualities attributed to women turned
out to be ones which were highly convenient for men. Women, for instance,
were supposed to enjoy serving men, like to be dependent, and prefer to
avoid the rigours of thinking for themselves. Women were also supposed
to be happy to undertake the routine work of childcare and running a

household, leaving the more adventurous, exciting, or intellectually



78

stimulating work to men. Against this background, both radical and main-
stream feminists in the late sixties were often suspicious of arguments
that there were many significant innate psychological differences between
the sexes. By the mid-seventies feminists were reacting against the
devaluation of traditional female qualities and activities found in much
sixties-style feminism and looking much more positively on "female values.
The influence of Nietzchean individualism and existentialism on all forms
of feminism has lessened perceptibly in recent years, but it was a major
influence in the late sixties, and it helped set the image of feminism in

the minds of members of the general public.

d) Behaviorism/Social Conditioning:

Liberalism has always stressed the influence of the environment on
character formation. Behaviorism took this idea to extremes, claiming that
people were entirely the creatures of their social conditiom‘ng.9 When one
took a Tiberal predisposition to attribute sex differences to environmental
influences, behaviorism, existentialist suspicion of "woman's nature," and
the Marxist idea of false consciousness, it was possible to argue that women
in general had been socially conditioned, and that some women had seen through
their conditioning. Feminists tried to play down the elitist implications
of the enlightened few raising the consciousness of the conditioned many,
whose values were portrayed as not merely different, but "inauthentic;" but

the implication was there.

e) State Interventionism/Democratic Socialism:
Both left liberalism and democratic socialism allow considerable scope

for government regulation of society and the provision of social services.
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Some forms of state intervention may violate liberal principles, but in
other cases the boundary between left liberalism and mild forms of socialism
is blurred. Perhaps one difference 1ies in attitudes toward state inter-
vention: the traditional Tiberal would prefer to find solutions to social
problems which did not involve state intervention if possible, and fall
back on state action as a last resort, mindful of the fact that the cumulative
effect of adding to government programs can be detrimental to personal
1iberty and economically harmful to society as a whole, and that government
programs have limitations. Governments cannot create utopias.

With this in mind, it is significant that one commentator has
summarized mainstream feminism as follows:

Feminist leaders incorporated their sentiments into a coherent

ideology, which defined sex discrimination as women's problem,

held the government responsible for ending this unfair treatment,
and offered a plan of action to ease women's bur‘dens.]O

However, to say that feminists held the state responsible for solving
the problem of sex discrimination does not fully capture the extent of
feminist demands on the state to do everything from funding universal daycare,
to withholding funds from school boards that wished to buy textbooks which
did not meet feminist criteria for non-sexism, to insisting not merely that
equal opportunity laws be adopted but that educational institutions and
businesses submit affirmative action plans to the state if they wished to

1 Even "independent projects" sometimes

qualify for government contracts.
relied on state grants and subsidies.

One rather caustic commentary on the National Women's Conference at
Houston in 1977 pointed out that:

Aside from advocating passage of the Equal Rights Amendment,
something that would directly prohibit restrictions on
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liberty, most of what the news weeklies called the "hot
issues" were those that, if enacted, would bring the government
into the Tives of women in a pervasive way. o,

It might well be argued that many of the issues addressed at Houston
were serious problems, and that sometimes state intervention is needed to
solve problems. Nonetheless, there is some justice to the argument that
the effect of many of the demands would be to substitute dependence on the
state for dependence on an individual man, or "government in the role of
Mr. Right."'3

Increased provision of various social services may well be justified
by Tiberal principles, but some state interventionist measures demanded by
mainstream feminists are clearly a departure from traditional liberal
principles. Three examples are affirmative action, censorship, and "equal
pay for work of equal value." There is a vast Titerature on all three
issues, and limitations of space prevent even a cursory examination of the
major arguments for and against each. However, each one involves a shift
from an important traditional 1iberal principle. Affirmative action, when
it extends to official or unofficial quotas, replaces equal opportunity on
the basis of individual merit with membership in an ascriptive group as a
legitimate criterion for hiring scmeone.14 Censorship of pornography

15

violates the Tiberal principle of freedom of speech. "Equal pay for work

of equal value" substitutes the judgment of some kind of committee for

16 and leads to state intervention in the

market wage-setting mechanisms,
economy insofar as courts would end up adjudicating disputed claims and
overseeing the resulting settlements.

Liberalism is a complex doctrine, and one which takes into account

the possibility of clashing principles, and the need to deal with a reality
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that falls short of ideals. It is conceivable that a person might come

up with liberal reasons for suspending the principles in question in order
to bring about some great good, but it is at Teast questionable whether
many of the advocates of the policy change§_1isted have in fact used
liberal arguments, and have established that the good to be achieved out-
weighs the potential harmful side-effects. Very basic principles are at
stake.

At the very least, one must insist on definitional clarity. Affirmative
action may well be necessary to bring about what William Galston calls
"social inclusiveness'—widening the range of activities effectively opened
to women]7——but, still, quotas based on group membership are different in
kind from, and clash with, Taws that demand that a job applicant be judged
solely on the basis of individual merit. They are not merely a stronger
version of the same type of law. Similarly, "equal pay for work of equal
value" rests on the principle that people ought to be paid according to
(a subjective judgment of) the intrinsic worth of their jobs as compared
to other jobs, and not in accordance with the rules of supply and demand.
It cannot legitimately be considered simply an extension of the idea of
paying equal wages to men and women doing the same job, just because the
aim in both cases is said to be fairness to women. And if it is argued
that pornography should be banned because it causes harm to others—a class
of acts which can be restricted under liberal principles—it needs to be
made clear that "harm to others" is being defined in terms quite different
than John Stuart Mi]]'s.]B

As was said at the beginning of this section, liberalism does allow
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considerable scope for state intervention to regulate society and provide

social services. However, the philosophical reader who goes through

- mainstream feminist writings of the sixties and seventies cannot but be

struck by the almost complete lack of attention to such traditional liberal
concerns as the need to avoid too much concentration of power in a government,19
or the possible difficulties of financing various proposals, or the need

to do the educative groundwork so that when legislation is passed it is not
20

too far outside the broad social consensus.

Betty Friedan's The Second Stage, published in 1981, took the pragmatic

view that, realistically speaking, further major expansions of social programs
were simply not on the American political agenda for the 1980s. She argued,
among other things, that feminists should rediscover the American tradition

of mutual aid through voluntary associations, or risk political irrelevance
and practical ineffectiveness while waiting for big government to solve
problems. She also argued that feminists should take a more positive

21

attitude toward the family. The book received a mixed reception.

f) Anti-business Attitudes:

Mainstream feminism displayed an ambivalent attitude towards business.
On the one hand, the NOW statement of aims had said that the organization's
purpose was:

to take action to bring women into full participation in the

mainstream of American society now, exercising all the

privileges and responsibilities thereof in a truly equal
partnership with men. .,

This meant, among other things, giving women equal employment

opportunities. The aim was not to get a few token women appointed to
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corporation and government boards, but widespread progress. Still, one
would think that feminists would be pleased when increasing numbers of
~ women made use of new opportunities, and began to "make it to the top."
This was sometimes the case, as numerous accounts celebrating "the first
woman to..." make clear. However, there were also stories asking, "Is
this what we fought for?"

Various people have pointed out that many reform-minded intellectuals

and activists in the 1960s had an anti-commercial bias.23

They were hostile
to big business on grounds ranging from its supposed acquisitive and
technocratic ethic, to its supposed corrupting influence on politics, to

its general lack of social conscience. This bias was also present in
mainstream feminism, and turned into clear-cut opposition to capitalism

in radical and socialist reminism. As early as 1963, Betty Friedan's The

Feminine Mystique argued that big business and advertising had deliberately

foisted "the feminine mystique" on American society in order to be able

to sell more products to women.24 More generally, her critique of the
1ifestyle of the suburban housewife has been called a parallel to 1950s
writings on "the man in the grey flannel suit."25 Since then, feminists
have attacked business for various forms of discrimination against women
and for being unresponsive to the needs of women who work outside the home.
The mass media have come under particularly strong attacks for perpetuating
sexist stereotypes. Business pleas that changes took time, or that

regulations were expensive and unwieldv, met with little sympathy.

g) Expressivism:

Another element of mainstream feminism was what is sometimes called
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"expressivism." Characteristics of expressivism include placing a high
value on emotion, intuition, and spontaneity, and an emphasis on self-

' development, and "authenticity,"—being in tbuch with one's "real self."
Underlying this is the implicit belief that one's natural, undistorted,
uncorrupted impulses will be good, and will be in harmony with the impulses
of others. Another aspect of expressivism is opposition to hierarchies in
social arrangements, and a preference for co-operative, egalitarian arrange-
ments with a minimum of rules, and thus a minimum of barriers to personal

growth.26

The expressivist outlook has clear affinities with nineteenth
century romanticism and transcendentalism.

Expressivism played a much greater role in radical feminism than in
mainstream feminism, but even so, one can see its influence in mainstream
feminist complaints that the role of housewife-mother was too restrictive
to allow for self-fulfillment; that even mainstream feminist organizations
should be run along participatory democratic rather than hierarchical
lines; and that business and government were too technocratic and needed
to be "humanized" with expressivist values. A general impatience with
having to work through institutional mechanisms and a dislike of having
to negotiate demands in order to accomplish things in the political arena
(thus compromising one's principles and "authenticity") also reflect
expressivist values.

The broad philosophic doctrine of expressivism is associated with
doctrines of positive Tiberty. Mainstream feminists sometimes used rhetoric

of women being socially conditioned into stereotypical feminine roles, and

hence "unfree" and in need of consciousness-raising. However, while
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mainstream feminists often talked about social conditioning, it was more
often radical and socialist feminists who explicitly linked the ideas of
_ patriarchal oppression and "false consciousness," in order to explain why
more women did not seek "liberation." The implications of this will be

taken up in the next chapter.

h) The Androgynous Ideal:

The core idea of androgyny is that all human beings have what we think
of as "masculine" and "feminine" elements to their personalities, but that
sexual stereotyping prevents men from developing or using "feminine"
qualities, and prevents women from developing or using "masculine" qualities.
Beyond this core idea, definitions of androgyny vary considerab]y.27

Milder versions of the concept drew on three liberal ideas. First,
such advocates of androgyny made use of T1iberal environmentalism to suggest
that many, supposedly innate, sexually stereotyped traits were in fact the
result of socialization; second, they arqgued that stereotyping prevented
people from developing or expressing their full self-potential; and third,
they said that not only was this situation harmful to people as individuals,
but that society as a whole was harmed by, for instance, women who might
have been brilliant medical researchers going into "more feminine" fields
instead. In this form, androgyny wasnot much more than a plea for 1iberal
individuality, and the ways suggested for bringing about a more androgynous
society were in line with Tiberal ideals of widening options. Actions
suggested included persuading the media to show men and women in non-

traditional roles, using non-sexist educational materials and avoiding

channelling students automatically into "sex-appropriate" careers, and
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increasing the availability of daycare and jobs with flexible or limited
hours in order to make it easier for men and women alike to participate in
both childcare and jobs outside the home.

In practice, however, things were seldom that simple. Advocates of
androgyny often wavered between the claim that if it were not for sexual
stereotyping, everyone would be androgynous, and the quite different claim
that if it were not for sexual stereotyping, then people would exhibit a
much broader range of characteristics, in which case one would expect some
men and women to be androgynous, and some members of both sexes to be

28 1 addition,

predominantly "masculine" and others to be "feminine."
sometimes androgyny would be described in quite scientific terms, with long
lists of personality traits, and people rated on androgyny sca]es,29 while
other times it was treated as a moral ideal of how people oucht to be.

When people praised androgyny, it was not a combination of stereotypical
female deviousness and male ruthlessness that they had in mind. Furthermore,
sometimes people talked about androgyny in terms of personalities, in which
case one might, for instance, have full-time housewives who were androgynous,
while other times people talked about androgyny in terms of social customs
and social structures, so that, for instance, in an androgynous society it
would be the norm for all parents to participate in childcare part-time,

and to work outside the home part-time. Finally, although androgyny was,

on the face of it, a claim about the range of personality traits and
abilities found in men and women, these traits included what in earlier

times would have been called "virtues," and at times amounted to a plea

for everyone to develop all the good qualities and none of the bad qualities
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heretofore associated with one sex or the other. This was close to calling
for the moral transformation of humanity as the solution to social problems.
From the liberal perspective, there are several things which are
striking about the literature. First, although mainstream feminists often
said they favoured androgyny as diversity, in practice they sometimes
described non-androgynous people in such unflattering terms as to suggest
they were setting up one ideal personality type that everyone should aspire
to. Second, the issue of coercion was virtually never confronted in
discussions of how to get from a largely non-androgynous present to an

a0 Third, while 1iberal feminists were traditionally

androgynous future.
skeptical of conservative claims about the vast extent of psychological sex
differences, they held that possible differences were a matter for scientific
investigation. Advocates of androgyny occasionally came close to treating

it as a matter of principle that there were no significant innate
psychological differences between the sexes.

Beginning in the early seventies, feminists began to be more critical
of androgyny. There were a number of grounds given, but primarily the
argument was that there might be some important psychological sex differences

31

after all, and that women should be proud of, and build on "female values."

That topic will be discussed shortly.

i) Radical Feminism:

Radical feminism had a major impact on mainstream feminism. It was
radical feminists who first made abortion, rape, sexual preference, sexual
harassment, and censorship of pornography into major issues, and they
provided some of the background ideas behind "equal pay for work of equal

3z

value." Radical feminist rhetoric also had an impact on mainstream
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feminism, as it became common to talk of "oppression" rather than
"discrimination," and "liberation" rather than "equal rights." Concepts
originally formulated by radical feminists have also made their way into
the mainstream. "Patriarchy" is one; the distinction between (non-violent)
erotica and (coercive) pornography33 is another.

Radical feminism has been mentioned at various points already. Hyper-
individualism and expressivism had an influence on various aspects of
American society in the 1960s. It is not always clear to what extent
mainstream feminism absorbed views from the general social climate, and
to what extent it was specifically radical feminist versions of general
influences that had an impact on mainstream feminism. In other cases,
radical and mainstream feminists were working with quite different versions
of nominally similar concepts. For instance, when mainstream feminists
talked about their ideal of "the androgynous society," they did not mean
a non-capitalist, communalistic society, as some radical feminists did.

Only a small number of radical feminist concepts will be discussed
here to illustrate radical feminist influences on mainstream feminism.

This should not be taken to imply that they were the only such influential
ideas.

34 and radical feminists

Radical feminism sprang from the New Left,
took ideals of participatory democracy very seriously. This was partly
a matter of principle, but it was also reinforced first-hand by women's
treatment at the hands of all too many New Left men. When radical feminists
set up their own groups they went to great lengths to insure that everyone

had a chance to take part in discussions and decision-making, and that
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tasks would be rotated. Hierarchy, authority, and elitism were to be
avoided at all costs.35 Mainstream feminism did not go as far as radical

. feminism in disavowing all structure and authority, but, especially in the
early years, it went farther in that direction than many traditional
American reform organizations. Mainstream feminists often speak in terms
of "facilitators" and "co-ordinators" rather than "leaders" or "chairwomen."

Another radical feminist concept which played a role in mainstream
feminism was "sisterhood." Roughly speaking, this meant that women had
common interests and should display solidarity, but such a prosaic definition
does not capture the idealistic and communalistic spirit that "sisterhood"
was supposed to invoke. Radical and mainstream feminists both used the
concept to get members to put aside differences and work together on various
projects, notably abortion reform, or the 1970 New York march. "Sisterhood"
was also a way of appealing to non-feminist women, to gain their support.

The concept of sisterhood ran into trouble from several directions.
Differences between mainstream and radical feminists meant they sometimes
disagreed over both tactics and goals, and did not necessarily want to work
together?6 Black, lesbian, and working-class feminists, and feminists
outside the U.S. argued that the concept obscured their distinctive problems
and priorities, and conflicts between their goals and those of middle-class,

37 Meanwhile,

white, heterosexual feminists, under a "false wuniversalism."
anti-feminist groups challenged the right of any kind of feminist to speak
for all women. Phyllis Schlafly's success in mobilizing women against

the ERA and the high profile of women in the anti-abortion movement were

sore blows to sisterhood. Despite these problems, the rhetoric of sisterhood
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continues to be used.

The radical feminist parallel between social class oppression and
sexual oppression, and the associated concept of "sexual exploitation"
also had an impact on mainstream feminism. - It opened up a range of issues
far different than demands for legal equality and better educational and
job opportunities. It focused attention on issues such as women as sex
objects in advertising, pornography, rape, and sexual harassment. The
concept of sexual exploitation also changed the tenor of mainstream feminism
somewhat. Betty Friedan and others had emphasized that men were fellow
victims of the feminine mystique and would benefit from sexual equality
because they would no longer have to carry the whole economic burden for
a family, and the emotional burden of being the only source of meaning in
a woman's life. And, of course, society would benefit from doubling the
talent available. Radical feminist claims suggested that men benefitted
in numerous ways from the economic, emotional, and sexual exploitation of

38 In the case of radical feminists

women. Bluntly put: men were the enemy.
the lesson drawn was either that women could only rely on themselves to
bring about sexual equality (though help from enlightened males might be
welcomed in the meantime, provided they did not try to take over); or,

39 that women should have as little

if men were considered beyond redemption,
to do with them as possible.

Even if radical and socialist feminists explained that what they were
saying was that it was the system of patriarchy or capitalist patriarchy
that was at fault and they were not attacking individual males, there was

no denying that to most people they sounded anti-male. Mainstream feminists
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sometimes cautioned them that it was no more fair to lump all men together

as male chauvinists than to engage in stereotyping all women.40

However,
anti-male rhetoric did become more prominent in mainstream feminist oratory.
At a deeper Tevel, the idea of sexual exploitation made mainstream feminists
more aware that problems went far deeper tﬁén needing to put equal

opportunity laws on the books and making daycare available.

Another aspect of radical feminism which had an influence on mainstream
feminism was radical feminist views on the public/private split. The slogan
"the personal is political" meant different things in different contexts,
but two meanings stand out. First, when women got together in consciousness-
raising groups, it became apparent that what they had thought of as unique,
personal problems were often problems that other women in the group had also
experienced. Those common experiences then became the basis for general-

izations about the way women had been treated.4]

Once problems were
identified in terms of social patterns, it became possible to analyze ways
of dealing with them politically. A second meaning hinged on defining the
public sphere, including both politics and the economic sphere in this
formulation, as a system of power with the elite dominating the powerless
in subtle as well as direct ways, as in the concept of "capitalist hegemony."
It was then argued that exactly the same type of exploitative relationship
existed in private 1ife, even if the way women were taught to think about
marriage obscured the true nature of what was going on.42
This way of looking at the private sphere was in sharp contrast to

traditional liberalism, which tended to treat the public and private spheres

(and their subdivisions) as separate and operating on different principles,
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none of which could be characterized as all-pervasive or based on one-
sided power. The result of this new outlook was "the politicization of

~ private life," as marriage was analyzed in terms of the economic, sexual,
and emotional exploitation of women, and myths about woman's nature that
made it seem natural. More concretely, it was pointed out that marriage
Taws often operated to the disadvantage of the wife; that the principle

of the state not interfering in the private sphere was in itself a
political stance; that domestic violence should be treated far more
seriously than it had been in the past; and that wives often worked far
longer hours than their husbands. Casual words and actions were subject
to ideological scrutiny, and there was sometimes a tendency to read
political meanings into personal disagreements, and to attach great symbolic
significance to what non-feminists considered to be relatively trivial
matters. Mainstream feminists did not necessarily accept the whole radical
feminist analysis that lay behind the slogan "the personal is political"

but they did become much more sharply critical of marriage.

i) Female Values/Motherhood:

Advocates of androgyny theoretically held that "masculine" and
"feminine" qualities were both valuable when moderated and balanced against
each other. For instance male aggressiveness toned down was legitimate
self-assertion, and Togic and intuition complemented each other. However,
from the first, there was a tendency to tilt the balance in the favour of
"female" qualities. Males held power, and it was "male" materialism,
aggressiveness, and cold calculation that were responsible for war,

imperialism, pollution, and a technocratic rather than humanistic outlook



93

on domestic politics. By the mid-seventies, the androgynous ideal began

to fade, and was replaced by an emphasis on "female values" as the proper
~organizing principles of society, and the ideal qualities that both sexes
should aspire to.43

Along with the resurgence of "female values" has come an increasingly
positive view of motherhood. This occurred within both radical and mainstream
feminism. One result of this is that feminists are giving increasing
attention to questions of how to handle the demands of both family life
and careers. While abortion and the ERA were the main issues in the 1970s,
feminists have begun to focus more attention on the need for daycare (which
had been a demand, but not such a high priority demand44), parental leaves,
and flexible job hours.

Finally, some radical and socialist feminists have begun producing
epistemological arguments that the process of becoming a mother (or even
having the potential to become one) makes women see 1ife in holistic,
connected terms, and develop intuitive sensibilities which stand in sharp
contrast to typical "male" rationalistic, dualistic, pseudo-objective,

"Tinear" phi]osophies.45

In short, they have come up with a novel argument
against dualism, and liberalism, which they take to be an archetypical
dualistic and rationalistic philosophy.

The recent attention to the "gender gap" on political issues is also
worth noting, not so much for the differences found in male and female
opinions on political issues, as for the fact that feminists have chosen

to stress ten or twenty percentage point differences in male and female

opinions, rather than eighty to ninety percent agreement.46 In addition,
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the common feminist tendency to confound the categories of "feminist"

and "woman" surfaced. For instance, women are traditionally, stereotypically,
~more peace-loving than men, so that reluctance to endorse vast military
spending is not a specifically feminist po;jtion.47 And as political
scientists have pointed out, there is a difference between a voter agreeing
or disagreeing with a candidate's stand on a particular issue, and a voter

making that issue the decisive consideration in deciding whom to vote for.48

ITT  Conclusion

What are the characteristics of modern mainstream feminism? To recap
briefly, the themes or elements set out here were: an activist orientation,
liberal influences, hyper-individualism and existentialism, behaviorism/
social conditioning, state interventionism/democratic socialism, anti-
business attitudes, expressivism, the androgynous ideal, radical feminism,
and female values/motherhood. Obviously, the label "Tiberal" is not
adequate for such a diverse and at times contradictory group of character-
istics, but what can one say about mainstream feminism?

To begin with, mainstream feminism has been eclectic. Sometimes
liberal arguments are used, sometimes radical feminist concepts are invoked,
sometimes appeals are based on compassion or pragmatism, and still other
influences might be present. In addition, there is an ad hoc quality to
mainstream feminist arguments, as part of a theory may be invoked to back
up one demand, while the implications of the rest of the theory are ignored.
In particular, radical feminist arguments have often been 1ifted out of
their underlying theoretical context. Alternately, different principles

might be applied to what are in some respects similar situations. For
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instance, women were supposed to beware of ways in which family commitments
could infringe on individuality, and talk of mutual interdependence and

~ co-operation within the family was looked on with some skepticism, but

one was supposed to adopt a much more idea}jstic approach when looking at
the demands that women's groups made on their members.

To the extent that there is any overall trend in recent mainstream
feminism, it is a tendency to move to the left of traditional 1iberal feminism.
However, even this does not indicate any unified ideal because even though
radical and socialist feminists share such characteristics as expressivism
and anti-commercial attitudes, there are differences between vaguely
anarchistic radical feminist ideals, and the advocacy of state interventionism
favoured by socialist feminists.

Another point to be considered is that some of the issues raised by
modern feminists do not readily fit into traditional ideological catecories.
For instance, while androgyny was not a completely new concept (Plato's

49), it was never a major theme in

Republic included one version of it
western political thought. Parallels between economic and sexual exploitation,
and the concept of "sexual politics" as a system of power went beyond
traditional Tiberal or Marxist feminist arguments about women's place in
society. Finally, there is the curious fact that "female values" stereotypes
can be found in conservative anti-feminist thought, in maternal feminism,

in radical feminism, in socialist feminism, and increasingly, in mainstream
feminism. This makes it impossible to compartmentalize comments about

"different but equal” into traditional ideological categories.

Another characteristic of mainstream feminism is that rhetoric has not
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always matched the substance of demands. Feminists have often used liberal
rhetoric even when demands have changed. For instance, the shift from
. demanding laws against discrimination to demanding quotas for minorities
may be glossed over as "real equal opportunity." Conversely, when mainstream
' feminists took up the originally radical feminist slogan that "the personal
is political" they were not endorsing the radical feminist view of capitalism
and marriage as nothing but systems of oppression which needed to be
completely abolished.

A final point which needs to be brought out is that the term "mainstream
feminism" encompasses people with a very broad spectrum of opinions. For
purposes of this thesis it was more useful to do a survey of themes in
mainstream feminism than to provide summaries of the writings of individual
feminists, but a thematic treatment should not be allowed to obscure the
fact that there is considerable difference between the outlook of, for
example, Betty Friedan, lately labelled a "conservative feminist" in some

50

circles,”” and Gloria Steinem, who says that if labels must be used, she

51

prefers to call herself a radical feminist. In addition, the views of

mainstream feminists, notably Betty Friedan and Alice Rossi, have changed

52

substantially over the years. In short, modern mainstream feminism is

a complex phenomenon.
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Chapter Three
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Chapter Four

I Introduction

This thesis began with the argument that radical and socialist
feminists have frequently defined 1liberalism inadequately, and consequently
made claims about Tiberal feminism which do not stand up. The chief means
by which this occurs is by defining any form of feminism which does not
call for the abolition of capitalism "liberal;" other times "liberalism"
may be defined as possessive individualism. A common tactic is to take
the statements of "popular" mainstream feminist writers and treat them as
exemplars of philosophic liberalism. Not surprisingly, such statements are
often found wanting when subjected to philosophic scrutiny. And here a
second theme comes in: it is not only radical and socialist feminists who
may be dissatisfied with mainstream feminist arguments; the arguments may
also be unsatisfactory from a liberal philosophic perspective.

Radical and socialist feminists have some justification for Tlatching
on to popular mainstream feminist arguments, insofar as there is only a very
small body of work by philosophic liberal feminists in recent years. What
is significant is that they have ignored this body of work. Between vague
definitions of "liberalism," a failure to distinguish between popular and
philosophic mainstream feminist arguments, and a refusal to consider those
liberal philosophic writings which are available, one is hard put not to
conclude that academic feminists have not taken Tiberal feminism very
seriously, preferring to demolish paper tigers. At the same time, one
should not lose sight of the second theme: that modern philosophic liberal

feminism has not been very well developed. If 1iberal feminism is to
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present a challenge to socialist and radical feminist theory, or even to

be a coherent alternative, it needs to be more than an eclectic mixture

_of arguments, porous to illiberal presuppositions and demands. Some
flexibility and openness to new ideas is a virtue, but fundamental principles
also deserve serious attention.

This chapter will have five main sections. The first will consist of
historical considerations on past and present American mainstream feminism,
with the main focus on political implications. The other four sections each
deal more directly with Tiberal political and philosophic concerns. The
first has to do with androgyny, maternalism, and individualism; the second
takes up themes of power and politics; the third deals with the state and
pluralism; and the fourth directly addresses issues of liberty. There
is some overlap among the topics, but a rough categorization of the issues
makes them easier to deal with. There are many other topics which could
have been dealt with, but these should be enough to indicate that:

a liberal approach makes a difference in feminist as in all
other aspects of po]itics.]

Of course, liberalism is a complex and diverse doctrine, and arguments

given here are by no means the only ones that might be made.

I1 Historical Considerations and Comparisons

Some parallels between antebellum and/or late nineteenth and early
twentieth century feminism, and modern mainstream feminism have almost
achieved the status of cliches, and will not be dwelt on here. For instance,
there are obvious similarities between some women rejecting the Timited

role assigned to them in the abolitionist movement and their drawing of
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conceptual parallels between black slavery and "the slavery of sex" and

the similar combination of first-hand experience in reform movements and
~the use of the concepts of "racism" and "sexism" by modern feminists.? In
addition, most feminist leaders and the main feminist constituency have
always been white, middle-class women,3 although feminists have often claimed
to speak for all women, and have often advocated measures aimed especially

at helping needy or working-class women.

In what follows, the focus will be on slightly less familiar patterns.

While there are obvious differences between earlier and modern feminism,
particularly in regard to the scope for allowable state action, and sexual
ideals (bringing men "up" to female standards vs. increasing sexual freedom
for both sexes), there are also a number of parallels. Liberal individual
rights arguments have been present in all three eras, and there has also

been a strong moralistic reform component, directed less at securing women's
rights than at morally transforming society as a whole. In the antebellum
era the arguments were straightforwardly evangelical; in the suffragist or
maternal feminist era the rhetoric was often of applying scientific principles
to social change, but the ultimate aims were often justified with reference
to the "social gospel." In modern feminism, it is primarily radical feminism
that can be seen as a successor to the evangelistic impulse to morally trans-
form the wor'ld,4 but then radical feminism has had a major influence on
mainstream feminism. Furthermore, there appears to be something of a shift
occurring once again where an emphasis on what men and women have in common
is giving way to an emphasis on "separate natures" and "female values" being

needed to save society from "masculine" corruption and aggression. Just
y
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as the whole range of Progressive reforms was rationalized as "social
housekeeping" and bringing female moral superiority and motherly sensibilities
~to bear on social problems, so preventing nuclear war, saving the environment,
staving off "American imperialism" in the Third World, and getting the
American government to spend more on social services and less on the
military are issues which women are supposed to be especially concerned
about, not as socially responsible citizens, but as mothers, or potential
mothers.5
The implications of this trend will be taken up shortly, but two related
trends will be briefly noted first. Both nineteenth and twentieth century
mainstream feminism started out with a typical lTiberal emphasis on voluntary
reform, but soon gave way to an emphasis on state coercion: if people would
not behave the right way voluntarily, then it was necessary to make them do
so. Prohibition is one example of this approach; attempting to ban pornography
is another. The evangelical/moral reform influence is important here because,
while the Tiberal might argue for a gradualist educative approach or call
for mild regulations, from a moral reform perspective things are Tikely
to appear more black and white, and it is wrong to tolerate sinful (or
perhaps "reactionary") behavior. Right from the start American feminists
and moral reformers had a tendency to call on the state to enforce their
views when educative efforts did not produce quick enough, deep enough
results. This was true of the temperance movement even before the Civil
War, and the trend continued in the Progressive era.
A second tendency which is worth noting is the expansion of the feminist

agenda to encompass a whole range of reforms, which may then be considered
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an integral part of feminism. Causes supported by modern feminists—
environmentalism, political reforms, peace, increased social services, and
~support for Tabour—bear a striking resemblance to the Progressive roster

of reforms. Furthermore, modern feminists have begun to use familiar maternal
feminist rationales, and virtually any social reform can be viewed as an
extension of feminism once it is claimed that a social practice has to change
to bring it into T1ine with "female values."

The crucial point here is not whether various Progressive and modern
reforms are worthy of support. At the definitional level what matters is that
once feminism has been expanded to mean "any reform which might contribute
to a better society" its distinctive meaning becomes lost. A concept which
means all things to all people has 1little cutting edge, and it may make it
impossible to analyze clearly when other reforms might come into conflict
with narrowly-defined feminist goals. At the level of practice, what matters
is that the strategy of increasing support by 1linking up with allied causes
can backfire if it ends up alienating people who approve of equal rights,
but disagree with some of the other policy positions that feminists seem
to be committed to.

Returning to "female values" issues, Emily Stoper and Roberta Ann
Johnson have drawn & number of parallels between maternal feminism (although
they do not use the term), and modern feminists, including both some
mainstream and radical feminists. Stoper and Johnson focus on the political
implications of using moral superiority and related arguments, in order to
suggest that modern feminists should be cautious about using them. One

danger with moral superiority/female values arguments is that they can
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boomerang. Anti-feminists have argued that "feminine" qualities are
valuable in the home but not suited for the wider world. Both maternal and
~some modern feminists have played up the more flattering depictions of
traditional female qualities to argue that it is those very qualities that
are needed in the public sphere, and that only women can provide them.
However, as long as the stereotype itself is not challenged there is always
the possibility that it will be turned around again. An image of women as
sentimental, self-righteous, and so naively idealistic as to be out of touch
with political realities would not necessarily help a women's group that
wished to influence public policy, and the stereotype might well make it
more difficult for women seeking political careers.

The authors then summarize arguments made by Midge Decter in an analysis
of the group Women Strike for Peace, as an example of possible pitfalls for
pressure groups taking the high moral ground:

First, their purity may be "borrowed" by others not so pure

and cynically used for other purposes.... Secondly, it may

become difficult for the group (1ike the Pope) to admit

mistakes, because so much of their strength lies in their

belief that their moral instinct is perfect and that moral

instinct is an unerring guide. Thirdly, the combination of

initial enthusiasm and ineffective strategy may quickly Tead

to disillusionment and demoralization. And, last, Decter

says the effort expended in merely expressing one's moral

wishes distracts from the real work that needs to be done,

the work of a dispassionate study of the realistic alternatives
to war in a given situation.6

Stoperand Johnson add that both nineteenth and twentieth century feminists

have "been unwilling to give up their purity," and make the compromises
necessary to succeed in the political system. "Typically, they call for a
restructuring of all social institutions as the only answer to the

righteousness/power dﬂemma."7 This is more true of modern radical feminists
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than mainstream ones, but even mainstream feminists have worried about
activists getting co-opted by "the power structure," and demanded major
~changes in American politics. The fact that many mainstream feminists
insisted on supporting an agenda of increasingly radical reforms in the name
of sisterhood and solidarity, even though that alienated members of the
general public who might otherwise have supported the more moderate reforms,8
is perhaps a modern example of the unwillingness to compromise "purity" even
when practical considerations are at stake, and a whole reform agenda stands
to be lost.

Returning to Stoperand Johnson, they argue that the glorification of
"feminine" qualities also needs to be closely examined because those qualities
are not necessarily valuable in all situations, or when taken to extremes.
For instance, compassion can turn into naive sentimentality, while "masculine"
qualities such as logic and assertiveness do have their uses. In short,
while appropriating traditional stereotypes may have short-run advantages,
in the long run it locks women into limited roles, and may hamper political
effectiveness. Stoper and Johnson do not explicitly contrast "separate
nature" arguments with traditional 1iberal attempts to challenge stereotypes
and insist that women be treated as individuals, but it is significant
that in both nineteenth and twentieth century American feminism there has
been a tension between attempts to challenge stereotypes on the one hand,
and attempts to make use of stereotypes for feminist purposes on the other.

There are several other possible parallels between nineteenth and
twentieth century feminism. Historian Carl Degler and others have pointed

out that, while women have had a certain amount of success extending rights
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to women, and giving women the option of home or career, feminists have
run into great difficulties every time they have substantially challenged
~women's role in the famﬂy.9 When early feminists called for the vote as
an individual right, their opponents argued that the household was a unit
and should be represented by the head of the family. Treating wives as
independent individuals violated Biblical views ("wives, submit yourselves
unto your husbands"), and would sow seeds of discord. Later suffragists
circumvented this line of argument as much as possible by claiming that
women needed the vote as an extension of their role as mothers.

Jo Freeman has pointed out that most of the successes of modern feminists
were in fields which had direct parallels to black Civil Rights issues such
as discrimination in education and employment, and financial institutions
unfairly denying people credit. Issues which did not have direct parallels
had (and continue to have) difficulty in gaining as much support.]0 For
instance, abortion demands have encountered strong opposition, and sexual
harassment is not taken nearly as seriously as feminists believe it should
be. However, it is when feminists try to make major changes in women's and
men's roles within the family that they have encountered the most resistance.
In recent years it has become acceptable for a middle-class wife to work
outside the home, but to a large extent this has been accomplished by adding
the role of working outside the home onto the role of homemaker. Numerous
studies have shown that husbands seldom do an equal share of housework and
childcare, even when both spouses work equally Tong hours outside the home.]]
A slightly different example involves the image of the Equal Rights Amendment.

When the ERA was perceived as a means of ensuring equitable

treatment it passed Congress and was quickly ratified by
35 states.]2
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However, when Phyllis Schlafly and others depicted it as a threat to the
family, opposition mounted, and the drive for the ERA ultimately failed.

The movement against the ERA hints at yet another parallel between
nineteenth and twentieth century feminism: opposition by women. Although
feminists have claimed to speak for all women, many women have been indifferent
towards organized feminism, while others have actively opposed it. This
has complicated the tasks of feminists immensely.

Two final possible parallels between the suffragist era and recent
feminism are also worth noting. First, just as the suffragist reform coalition
fell apart after the uniting issue of the vote was gone, it may be that
modern American feminism will Tose momentum without the ERA to serve as a
uniting cause. Reformers may go off in different directions, pursuing

13 Second, it has been argued that one reason feminism

a variety of goals.
declined in popularity in the 1920s was that unrealistic expectations of what
would happen when women got the vote set the stage for disillusion when no

spectacular changes took p]ace.]4

It is possible that something similar
may happen with the ERA. Feminist rhetoric depicted the ERA as, if not a
cure-all, then something close to it, and a symbolic affirmation that women
and men were equals. The failure of the ERA would not only be an insult

to women, but would be a signal to reactionaries that they could do whatever
they wanted, and open the legislative floodgates to send women back to the
Dark Ages. Since the campaign for the ERA did fail, and Tife has gone on
pretty much as before, it is possible that many people will conclude that

the ERA was not so necessary after all, and that feminist complaints in

general are overblown. The effect of freighting the ERA with unrealistic
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expectations of what it would do if it passed, combined with dire forebodings
of what would happen if it failed, may have the same long-term effect as
~portraying the vote as a panacea: public scepticism of feminist rhetoric,
followed by disillusion and public apathy. More optimistically, however, it
has been pointed out that modern feminism has had a broad impact on social
attitudes; and, at the political level, that mainstream feminist lobby

15 In this view, modern

groups have become accepted in the political system.
feminism is in a better position to maintain some influence than earlier

feminism was.

IIT  Androgyny, Maternalism, and Individualism

Why group androgyny and maternalism together? First, because both
involve stereotyping, and second, because both lend themselves to certain
kinds of moralistic politics which a Tiberal would be uneasy about. There
are, however, also important differences between them, so they will be dealt
with one at a time.

The previous chapter discussed a number of points related to androgyny:
its many definitions; the fact that some formulations of androgyny end up
setting up one stereotype of the ideal personality (which has anti-
individualistic overtones); the failure of advocates of androgyny to confront
issues of coercion when discussing the transformation to an androgynous
society; and the tendency to translate political issues into demands for
personality transformation. In addition, it was pointed out that some,
though by no means all, advocates of androgyny insisted as a matter of
principle that there were no significant innate psychological differences

between the sexes. This anti-scientific attitude, ruling potential evidence
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out of court for ideological reasons, is stronaly at variance with the
liberal tradition.

The tendency of advocates of androgyny to translate what might
conventionally be considered debates about moral and political issues into
debates about personality traits is particularly significant. To use only
one example, the Vietnam War was blamed on "masculinity" run rampant. Such
a view takes into account neither conventional geo-political explanations
for war, nor possible distinctions between just and unjust wars, nor even
the fact that men do not always approve of, or women disapprove of, a country
going to war. It also obscures the fact that there are various components
to traditional masculinity, and even conflicting stereotypes, as between
the passionate war-monger and the cold rationalist. The central point,
however, is that complex moral and political issues are reduced to
condemnations of personality traits, which are described in simplistic,
moralistic terms. Furthermore, given 1iberal-democratic definitions of
politics, this tendency to turn concrete policy disagreements into abstract
moral universals is in a sense anti-political. What room is there for give
and take when one side claims what in other contexts would be called all
virtue and wisdom for itself and demands the moral and personality trans-
formation of all non-androgynous opponents?

There is another issue at stake as well. One undercurrent in many
androgyny arguments is the idea that since men have always used "separate
natures" as an excuse to discriminate against women, the only way to stop

16

discrimination is to deny the existence of sex differences. Bernard

Boxill made an apt reply to one such argument: a better approach is to
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educate people to distinguish between the idea that some traits are more
common or stronger in one sex than the other, on average; and the idea that

~all women or all men do or do not have "X" trait.]7

Acknowledging possible
average differences does not inevitably lead to iron-clad, all-encompassing
stereotypes. The liberal case for equal rights does not rest on everyone
being exactly the same; it rests on the tolerance of diversity, and the
belief that people should be treated as individuals and not judged in
accordance with vague stereotypical impressions of race or sex.

Advocates of separate-nature claims at times adopt the anti-scientific
stance of some androgyny theorists. There is a remarkably quick shift from
the radical feminist glorification of female Third World guerillas in the
late 1960s—evidence that women could be just as dedicated and effective
warriors as men—to the assertion that women are essentially peaceful, and
men aggressive, in the mid-seventies, to the claims that women are the
natural leaders of peace movements found in some of the current literature.
Unless one wishes to suggest that there was a complete turn around in
"woman's nature" between 1972 and 1976, it would seem that evidence has
been used very selectively to buttress ideological positions. There is a
large body of serious research into possible sex d1‘1°fear‘ences,]8 but it
does not back up the more simplistic separate nature claims. The limited,
cautious, tentative nature of many findings is certainly not reflected in
sweeping claims that if women held "real” political power, there would be
no more wars—an argument which is a direct parallel of the maternal
feminist argument that if women had the vote there would be no more wars.

Moral superiority claims of women, or race, or class, or religion for

that matter, may also be anti-political in the sense mentioned above in
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connection with androgyny: there can be Tittle conception of people trying
to accommodate each other's legitimate needs in a way which will promote
~ the common good, when one group is portrayed as selfishly bent on domination,
while the other group claims an altruistic concern for the good of the whole.
One last problem with moral superiority claims is that, in effect,
they endorse different moral standards for men and women, or at least set
up different expectations. If depicting men as "naturally" war-mongers
and polluters of the environment does not quite absolve them of responsibility
for their actions, it does leave an opening for men to reply, "But what
else would you have expected? Now you can go and do your lady-of-the-manor
bit, consoling people and repairing some of the damage." Mary Wollstonecraft
pointed out some of the dangers of separate moral standards as early as
1792, and she made another point that is relevant here: should not all good
qualities be encouraged in both sexes, and bad qualities discouraged? A
comment that Harriet Taylor Mill made in response to some of the
transcendentalist rhetoric at an American women's rights convention is also
much to the point:
What is wanted for women is equal rights, equal admission to

all social privileges; not a position apart, a sort of
sentimental pm‘es‘chood.]9

IV Power and Politics

It has been pointed out several times in the course of this thesis
that several strands of feminist thought lead to anti-political attitudes.
Evangelical, maternal, and radical feminists all tend to view politics as

a battle between good and evil rather than as a pragmatic means of conflict
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resolution among people whose concerns may be equally legitimate, and who

all may have some useful ideas on how to solve a given problem. Politics

~ take on the air of a moral crusade, and the fundamental demand is for the

moral transformation of the opposition. This does not mean that such
feminists have completely refused to participate in politics, but that they
have generally expressed a distate for conventional politics, and called
for its purification.

Romanticism and expressivism also lead to an impatience with procedures
and political institutions, for various reasons. Rules and regulations put
a damper on individual spontaneity. Procedures take time to be adjusted
to new situations, and bureaucracies are notoriously insensitive to unique
circumstances and special cases. Furthermore, it can be frustrating when
rules seem to stand in the way of solving a problem and thwart the goals of
an individual or group. The frustration is intensified when those goals
are strongly felt moral ones. This anti-institutional impulse is another
factor in feminist calls for a new kind of politics based on simple,
altruistic devotion to the public good, without a 1ot of rules and regulations
standing in the way of benevolent impulses. However, feminists have also
called for increased regulations when it would further feminist ends, for
instance, insisting on quotas to increase the number of women delegates at
political conventions.

The subject of power has also been touched on at various times in this
thesis. Mainstream and radical feminist attitudes toward power are frequently
ambivalent. On the one hand, there is a distaste for what are seen as

political power games, and a desire to banish power from human affairs, but,
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on the other hand, feminists have also wanted power for themselves to put
their ideals into practice. This same tendency can be found in earlier
feminism, as well.

Modern feminist views on power derive largely from radical feminism,
although those views quickly became absorbed into mainstream feminism in
a watered-down form. Only a few of thoseradical feminist views will be
highlighted here. One of the main claims was that both the public and
private spheres were structured by dominance relations. Thisdepiction of
the public sphere derives from Marxism, and as such, is incompatible with
the liberal understanding of how politics works in modern Western societies.
The addition of "patriarchy" to "class dominance" is significant from a
Marxist/socialist/radical feminist perspective, but does nothing to bridge
the gap between liberal and non-Tiberal perspectives. The novelty of
radical feminism was to apply Marxist modes of analysis to marriage, with
women as an oppressed class suffering from false consciousness. Mainstream
feminists sometimes objected that this was a distorted interpretation of
the emotional complexities of marriage and the differing daily activities
of many husbands and wives, which could better be characterized as mutual
interdependence; but, nonetheless, radical feminist rhetoric of oppression
did become commonplace in mainstream feminist descriptions of marriage.

The radical and sometimes socialist feminist method of dealing with
power was to reconceptualize it. More specifically, they distinguished
what was variously called "coercive" or "male" or "power as domination"
from "cooperative" or "female" power. "Coercive" power had all the

characteristics familiar to nineteenth century feminists; however, instead



118

of just disowning it, some modern feminists argued that there was another
kind of power, which was usually overlooked in what was beginning to be

- called "malestream" thought. More specifically, egalitarian decision-
making on the basis of a group consensus was a way of accomplishing things,
and thus a kind of power.20 Given beliefs about "female values" this kind
of power was supposed to come more naturally to women than to men, and
"co-operative power" should be the organizing principle for society as a
whole. In socialist feminist formulations, if not always in radical
feminist ones, men were also supposed to be capable of exercising "co-
operative" power, even though the way they were socialized made it more
difficult for them to do so.

The unworkability of participatory democracy, with unlimited discussion
and decisions made only on the basis of unanimous consent, as organizational
principles for any large-scale, complex society, is a familiar topic in
political science and will not be pursued here. A point which does need
to be made, however, is that even though radical feminists pride themselves
on using cooperative modes of power within their own groups, they have
often shown a willingness to use coercive modes of power against others.
Examples of radical feminist actions drawn from books by Robin Morgan
include: disrupting a bridal fair, leaving a stink bomb inside the Miss
America pageant, and throwing a brick through the window of a pornography

L It is safe to say that the people at the receiving end of such

shop.2
activities would not have given their consent, had anyone consulted them.
In short, "cooperative power" is reserved for in-group situations where

some kind of consensus is potentially achievable. That is all well and
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good as far as it goes, but it does not do away with the issue of what
to do when there are serious conflicts between groups. From the liberal
perspective, cooperation within and among groups is to be encouraged, but
reconceptualizing power does not do away with the hard political questions
that the 1iberal approach to politics recognizes and attempts to deal with.
Mainstream feminists need to recognize the Timitations of radical and social-
ist feminist attempts to redefine power, rather than adopting their rhetoric.
As the above excursion into mainstream and radical (and socialist)
feminist attitudes toward power indicates, feminists have tended to waver
between two extremes: wanting to banish power entirely, and wanting it in
their own hands. Traditional Tiberal concerns about how to 1imit and channel
power are almost absent, and a point made by Isaiah Berlin and others goes
unexamined: many people object to concentrations of power in the wrong hands,
but they do not object to concentrations of power in the right hands, with

"right" usually being defined as people they agree with.22

Vv The State and Pluralism

Most of the issues dealt with in previous sections of this chapter
related to both nineteenth and twentieth century feminism. The issues in
this section focus mainly on modern feminism, and can be dealt with fairly
briefly because they have been touched on earlier. The first point is
simply that modern mainstream feminists have placed great reliance on the
state as the mechanism to bring about social change. This reliance has
taken two main forms: regulatory and monetary. Feminists have attempted

to get numerous laws changed, and have demanded state financing for
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extensive social services.

This predilection for turning to the state to solve problems is a
. sharp contrast from classical Tiberal wariness of increasing state power.
It is also a contrast with pre-1960s modern Tiberalism, which acknowledged
a larger role for the state in providing a "welfare net" but still wanted
only limited state intervention in society, and was suspicious of the
intrusiveness and inefficiency of bureaucracies. Equally significant,
mainstream feminists have made relatively 1ittle contact with the recent
"neoliberal" movement in the United States, although this may be changing.

Betty Friedan's The Second Stage is included in a list of suggested readings

in a recent book on neo]ibera]ism.23

Neoliberals argue that government is only one means among many of
dealing with social problems, and that even where governmental action is
required, heavy-handed, blanket regulations, or "throwing money at problems"
are not necessarily the appropriate actions for a government to take.
Neoliberals would make much more use of selective regulations, small-scale
pilot projects, and voluntary government-private sector cooperation.
Neoliberals also stress the need for a healthy economy in order to be able
to finance social services which are needed, the importance of a good
public education system, and the need to foster a sense of commum’ty.24

Turning briefly to modern feminist writings on the public/private
split, it is significant that when society is seen as being divided up only
into the public and private spheres, with the former in some sense controlling
the latter, there are not many alternatives to state action to bring about

social change. Voluntary associations, or what neoconservatives call
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25 are simply

"mediating structures" between the individual and the state
invisible in an analysis of society which sees only the public sphere,
meaning the-state-and-the-economy, and the private sphere, meaning only

the family.

From a Tiberal pluralistic perspective it is important to realize
that a range of social institutions are available, and may be more effective
in dealing with some social issues than massive state action is. It could
also be argued that there is much to be said for the old idea of the
individual states as social laboratories that can try out different ways
of handling problems, which the other states can then learn from. It would
be useful to take advantage of the fact that the United States is a federal
system with many state governments, instead of raising all issues to the
national level and having the federal government impose one uniform policy
on all states. In other cases, it might be appropriate to have the federal
government set goals, but allow the individual states flexibility in
designing programs to meet the goals.

Feminists have preferred to deal with issues at the federal level,
partly because it is more efficient to Tobby one government than fifty
different ones, but also because they distrust the more "reactionary" states
and do not want women in such states to do without beneficial reforms.
However, from the 1iberal perspective, the advantages of diverse "social
laboratories" should not be overlooked, especially because so many "women's
issues" are new to the political agenda. It is rather early to assume that
the best ways of dealing with problems have been found, and that there is

nothing to lose by imposing uniform policies nationwide. In addition,
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reliance on lobbying the federal government is a double-edged sword: it
may ensure that women in all states benefit if a reform passes; but on
the other hand, if legislation is stalled at the federal level, it may
hold back progressive states which would have introduced legislation on
their own, if something had not been considered an issue for the federal
government to deal with.

Leaving aside arguments that voluntary associations and state governments
may be more effective at handling some issues than the federal government,
a point made in chapter one is worth reiterating. Strong independent social
institutions provide a counterweight to concentrations of governmental
power, and are an important component of a free society. It is therefore
preferable to make use of them, rather than sapping their power, when it
is possible to achieve reforms by working through them. It is true that
the results of doing so may not be as uniform, comprehensive, and as quick
to have an impact as government-imposed reforms; but uniformity is not a
good in itself in liberal philosophy, the Tiberal does not believe that
the state has an unrestricted right to do whatever it wishes in all spheres
of society, and given human fallibility, the liberal feels that there is
much to be said for gradual, small-scale changes, rather than sudden,

wholesale social engineering.

VI Liberty

One recent book on liberalism asks the plaintive question, "Who today
is called a liberal for strength and confidence in defense of 1iberty?”26
The author's answer is that almost no one is, because American liberalism

in the last twenty years has changed almost beyond recognition. Self-
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proclaimed liberals favour extensive state intervention into the economy
and society, and make equality rather than liberty their prime social
value. In European terms, they would often be classified as social

democrats or democratic socia]ists.27

People who adhere to or rediscover
and update older liberal ideals are liable to be labelled "neoconservatives"
or occasionally "neoliberals." (This is not to say that all neoconservatives
actually are traditional liberals; many of them incorporate conservative
elements into their thought—especially on the subject of women and the
family.)

To return to the question of who now is called a liberal for defending
liberty, the answer would also be, very few feminists. Until recently,
the emphasis was on what might be called statistical equality or equality
as sameness. Using the androgynist premise that men and women are innately
alike, and that apparent differences in personality and patterns of
activities chosen are either the result of sexist socialization or
discrimination, the overall aim was to achieve similar patterns of life
for both sexes—often a combination of part-time paid work and part-time
childcare and housework, with equal members of men and women in virtually
all fields of employment. To maintain traditional differences, would, it
was thought, almost inevitably work to women's disadvantage. Given the
resurgence of maternal feminist ideas, the ideal of equality as sameness
has declined in popularity somewhat. However, feminists have not reverted
to the liberal ideal of equal opportunity; instead, they have talked
rather vaguely about "equality in difference" or "real equality."

The first chapter took up the distinction between negative and positive



124

liberty. To recap briefly, the root meaning of negative liberty is non-
interference. The state provides a framework of rights and law and order,
leaving people to live their lives as they choose. Many feminist goals

over the years have been aimed at securing basic rights for women, and
removing the Tlegal disabilities specific to women, such as laws banning
women from some jobs, or laws depriving married women of property that they
would otherwise be entitled to. In addition, 1960s arguments that the state
should not restrict the availability of birth control methods effectively
increased the 1liberty of women and men to make their own decisionsabout
having children.

"Positive 1iberty" can mean either state intervention or self-development
(or to further complicate matters, state intervention aimed at furthering
the self-development of people). Since negative liberty is not the only
value for the liberal, there may be good grounds for state intervention to
achieve certain goals, but nonetheless, there is a trade-off, and the
liberal is acutely aware of the dangers of an all-powerful state.

Given the liberal view that there is no guarantee that all good
things are compatible, or that things will neatly divide up into all good
vs. all bad, there is considerable scope within liberalism for debating
just how much state action and what types of state actions are justified.
Two features of modern mainstream feminism are, however, worth pointing out.
First, there is what might be called the order of precedence. For the
1iberal, the basic assumption is that freedom, defined as negative liberty,
is of prime importance, and infringements on it need to be justified.

Furthermore, even if the claims of 1iberty are overridden in a particular
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case, the restriction of liberty is still a genuine loss. For mainstream
feminists there appears to be little regret at overriding claims of liberty.
There is certainly Tittle sympathy for anyone who, for instance, opposes
employment quotas for women. Opposition is likely to be attributed to
self-interest (by men, or major corporations), or to the failure of women

to understand correctly the dimensions of the problems. These are, of
course, real possibilities, but so is the possibility that opponents are
concerned about the principles at stake, and fear that the long-term costs
of eroding principles may exceed the immediate benefits. Second, it is
important to note that while some forms of "positive 1iberty" are compatible
with Tiberal values, this is not necessarily the case. Some forms of state
intervention are not acceptable to the liberal. To use a rather far-fetched
example, nationalizing an economy in order to redistribute half the wealth
to female citizens would not be an acceptable way of improving the economic
status of women. In addition, some arguments for a particular form of

state action might be acceptable, while other justifications might not be.
For instance, it might be possible to construct a 1iberal case for
affirmative action but that does not mean that the arguments commonly used
by mainstream feminists are in keeping with liberal principles.

Traces of a developmental doctrine of liberty can be found in ante-
bellum feminism, in both romantic/transcendentalist and evangelical variants.
In both, however, it was crucial that the development was truly self-
development. Inner growth or moral transformation had to be voluntary;
forcing outward obedience on a person would not achieve inner change. Later

nineteenth and early twentieth century feminists were more inclined to
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believe that changes in the social environment could trigger changes in

25 and they tookamore elitist view of some of their fellow citizens.

morals,
For these reasons among others, they were more willing to use legislation
to force enlightened behavior on the less progressive.

Positive liberty doctrines have played a much more prominent role in
modern feminism. The psychological aspect of positive 1iberty doctrines

came into modern mainstream feminism in a dramatic way in Betty Friedan's

The Feminine Mystique, in which she argued that women had in effect been

brainwashed by big business and sexist social scientists, whose views were
popularized in the mass media and taught in schools. Friedan was confident
that once women understood this, they could quite easily overcome their
conditioning and get whatever educational training they required to take
advantage of equal opportunities. Friedan did not actually say that women
who accepted the stereotypical housewife role were unfree, but it quickly
became commonplace in mainstream feminism to talk of conditioning and
slavery. In addition, a "liberated woman" was not a woman who had a range
of choices open to her, but a woman who adopted particular attitudes and

types of activities.29

It is important to note that in traditional 1iberal
thought one would not usually call a "normal" adult unfree, although there
are debates about such things as people whose judgment is impaired by
drug addiction.

If the rhetoric used by Friedan, Alice Rossi, Carolyn Heilbrun, and
other relatively mainstream feminists often had overtones of positive

liberty, their actual remedies were fairly mild—non-sexist education and

flexible job schedules that would allow both parents to play a major role
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in child care, thus widening the range of opportunities for self-development.
Radical feminists went far beyond claims about big business and
social scientists convincing women that woman's place was in the home.
Instead, they argued that the entire history of the human race, with the
possible exception of a matriarchal Golden Age, was one of patriarchal
brainwashing and oppression. The theory was a direct parallel to the Marxist
view of class oppression. Also lifted directly from Marxism was the doctrine
of false consciousness. From the Tiberal perspective, the problem with
doctrines of false consciousness is that they do not allow for differences
in viewpoints. There is one correct theory‘of society, already known to
be true, and acceptance of the theory entails a specific set of goals and
preferences. Opposition can thus be attributed to either a failure to
understand the theory (because anyone who truly understood the theory would
have to agree with it) or else to "sinister interests"—people who do
understand the theory but oppose it for selfish reasons of their own.
In contrast, the 1iberal is committed to the doctrine that no theory
can be known absolutely to be eternally valid, and that rational people
in full possession of the same facts may still have different values, and
that even if they agree on values, they may nonetheless disagree about
the best way to go about implementing their aims. Thus, rhetoric about
non-feminist women or other kinds of feminists suffering from false conscious-
ness is something a liberal feminist needs to be wary of. It is possible
that non-feminist women are on occasion misinformed about some issues, and
might agree with feminist positions if they were aware of certain facts.

However, it is also possible that they might disagree with feminist
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interpretations of the facts, or agree with feminist interpretations, but
prefer some other approach to handling probiems.30 They might even agree
with feminist interpretations, but prefer to give higher priority to other
matters. Of course, what counts as a "fact" in the first place is one of
the key issues in disputes among different groups of feminists, as well

as between feminists and non-feminists. What clearly will not do is to
assume that women who object to feminist programs are conditioned and unfree,
while women who have had their consciousness raised and do agree with some

particular feminist program are free31

—thus making agreement with a
particular set of opinions the test of a free mind.

The above discussion of Tiberty only touches on the deep issues
involved, but it does illustrate the differencethat a liberal perspective
makes. It also illustrates why Tiberal feminists should look very carefully

at radical and socialist feminist claims before taking up their rhetoric.

VII  Conclusion

This thesis started off with the claim that feminist theorists too
often have a superficial view of both Tiberalism and of the history of
American feminism. A more adequate understanding of either requires more
definitional clarity and more attention to detail. This thesis has sought
to provide both, by relating liberal philosophic principles to the many
elements of American mainstream feminism. It has not attempted to sketch
in any fuli-fledged theory of modern philosophic liberal feminism. Janet
Radcliffe Richards has offered one quite rationalistic approach; Mary
Midgley and Judith Hughes have presented a quite different left liberal

or social democratic approach. In addition, other authors have provided



129

briefer useful comments.

Liberalism does offer wide scope for development, but it must rest
first and foremost on respect for the individual, not stereotypes; and as
Janet Radcliffe Richards has said, the test for true liberators is whether
they attempt to widen choices and let people decide for themselves which

to accept, or whether they insist on imposing their own choices.32
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