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11-1 | A Transcendentalist View of Women's Rights

MARGARET FULLER, Woman in the Ni
’ neteenth
(1845) Century

ller (1810-1850) was nurtured among th '
srgaret Fu : Ng the New England literary and philosophi
circle known as the transcendentalists, and along with Ralph Waldo Emerzon anpd othe?s Is;ae|

pecame one of its leading interpreters. In this selection, from her 1845 book, Woman in the
N,'neteenth Century, Fuller reyeals the exf(en_t of her philosophical commitmént to transcen-
dentalism and to gender equality, a stand in line with, but more radical than, calls for women'’s

suffrageé.

Of all its banners, none has been more steadily upheld, and under none have
more valor and willingness for real sacrifices been shown, than that of the cham-
pions of the enslav.ed_African. And this band it is, which, partly from a natural
following out of principles, partly because many women have been prominent in
that cause, makes, just now, the warmest appeal in behalf of Woman.

Though there has been a growing liberality on this subject, yet society at
large is not so prepared for the demands of this party, but that its members are,
and will be for some time, coldly regarded as the Jacobins of their day.

“Is it not enough,” cries the irritated trader, “that you have done all you
could to break up the national union, and thus destroy the prosperity of our
country but now you must be trying to break up family union, to take my wife
away from the cradle and the kitchen-hearth to vote at polls, and preach from a
pulpit? Of course, if she does such things, she cannot attend to those of her own
sphere. She is happy enough as she is. She has more leisure than I have, —every
means of improvement, every indulgence.”

“Have you asked her whether she was satisfied with these indulgences?”

“No, but I know she is. She is too amiable to desire what would make me
unhappy, and too judicious to wish to step beyond the sphere of her sex. I will
never consent to have our peace disturbed by any such discussions.”

“Consent—you? it is not consent from you that is in question—it is assent
from your wife.”

“Am not I the head of my house?”

“You are not the head of your wife. God has given her a mind of her own.”

“lam the head, and she the heart.”

“God grant you play true to one another, then! I suppose I am to be grateful
that you did not say she was only the hand. If the head represses no natural pulse
othe heart, there can be no question as to your giving your consent. Both will be
of one accord, and there needs but to present any question to get a full and true
Mswer, There is no need of precaution, of indulgence, nor consent. But our doubt
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breathes, it sings, rather than deposits soil, or finishes work; and that Wl}ich is
especially feminine flushes, in blossom, the face of ea.rth, and perv ad.es, %1ke air
and water, all this seeming solid globe, daily renewing and purifying its life.
Such may be the especially feminine element spoken of as Femality. But it is no
more the order of nature that it should be incarnated pure in any form, than that
the masculine energy should exist unmingled with it in any form.

Male and female represent the two sides of the great radical dualism. But,in
fact, they are perpetually passing into one another. Fluid hardens to solid, solid
rushes to fluid. There is no wholly masculine man, no purely feminine woman. ...

But if you ask me what offices they [women] may fill, I reply —any. I do not
care what case you put; let them be sea-captains, if you will. I do not doubt there
are women well fitted for suc.:h an office, and, if so, I should be as glad to see them
in 1.t, as to vyelcome the maid of Saragossa, or the maid of Missolonghi, or the
Suliote heroine, or Emily Plater.!
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I have no doubt, however, that a large proportion of women would give

themselves to the same emplC’}.’men’cls as now, because there are circumstances
that must lead them. Mothers will delight to make the nest soft and warm. Nature
woul(.1 take (;ar Z O-f fbat; no need to clip the wings of any bird that wantsl to soar
fmd 'smg, or m. s in itself the strength of pinion for a migratory flight unusual to
its kind. The'dlfference would be that all need not be constrained to employ-
ments for which some are unfit.

I have urged upon the sex self-subsistence in its two forms of self-reliance
and self-impulse, because I believe them to be the needed means of the present
juncture.

I have urged on Woman independence of Man, not that I do not think the
sexes mutually needed by one another, but because in Woman this fact has led to
an excessive devotion, which has cooled love, degraded marriage, and prevented
either sex from being what it should be to itself or the other.

I wish Woman to live, first for God’s sake. Then she will not make an imper-
fect man her god, and thus sink to idolatry. Then she will not take what is not fit
for her from a sense of weakness and poverty. Then, if she finds what she needs

in Man embodied, she will know how to love, and be worthy of being loved.

By being more a soul, she will not be less Woman, for nature is perfected

through spirit.
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here is “no wholly masculine man, no

LT i ’s claim that t '
0 what extent did Fuller’s ling ideas of men and women'’s roles

purely feminine woman” challenge preval
in nineteenth-century society?

—_— —
advocated for womens rights

y rmer, ¢ .
and _zFourier; Charles Fourier, French p hllosopbef alz)crlnrrift(;nities in America, including Brook
Inspired the development of several utopian €
M in West Roxbury, Massachusetts.




264 PART 4 / Chapter 11 Religion and Reform, 1800-1860

2. Paying attention to the language Fuller uses in making her argument, what evi-
dence of transcendentalism’s influence can you identify? Are there particular

words or phrases that help you see her writing as having been influenced by
transcendentalist ideas?



