
From Women in Revolutionary Paris 1789-1795: Selected Documents, trans. by Daline Gay Levy, Harriet1

Branson Applewhite, and Mary Durham Johnson (Univeristy of Illinois, Urbana, 1979), 87-96

The Rights of Women, Olympe de Gouges (1791)1

            Man, are you capable of being just? It is a woman who poses the question; you will not deprive her of that

right at least. Tell me, what gives you sovereign empire to oppress my sex? Your strength? Your talents? Observe

the Creator in his wisdom; survey in all her grandeur that nature with whom you seem to want to be in harmony, and

give me, if you dare, an example of this tyrannical empire. Go back to animals, consult the elements, study plants,

finally glance at all the modifications of organic matter, and surrender to the evidence when I offer you the means;

search, probe, and distinguish, if you can, the sexes in the administration of nature. Everywhere you will find them

mingled; everywhere they cooperate in harmonious togetherness in this immortal masterpiece.

            Man alone has raised his exceptional circumstances to a principle. Bizarre, blind, bloated with science and

degenerated - in a century of enlightenment and wisdom - into the crassest ignorance, he wants to command as a

despot a sex which is in full possession of its intellectual faculties; he pretends to enjoy the Revolution and to claim

his rights to equality in order to say nothing more about it.

      Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen

            Mothers, daughters, sisters [and] representatives of the nation demand to be constituted into a national

assembly. Believing that ignorance, omission, or scorn for the rights of woman are the only causes of public

misfortunes and of the corruption of governments, [the women] have resolved to set forth in a solemn declaration the

natural, inalienable, and sacred rights of woman in order that this declaration, constantly exposed before all the

members of the society, will ceaselessly remind them of their rights and duties; in order that the authoritative acts of

women and the authoritative acts of men may be at any moment compared with and respectful of the purpose of all

political institutions; and in order that citizens' demands, henceforth based on simple and incontestable principles,

will always support the constitution, good morals, and the happiness of all.

            Consequently, the sex that is as superior in beauty as it is in courage during the suffering of maternity

recognized and declares in the presence and under the auspices of the Supreme Being, the following Rights of

Woman and of Female Citizens.

      Article 1

            Woman is born free and lives equal to man in her rights. Social distinctions can be based only on the

common utility.

      Article 2

            The purpose of any political association is the conservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights of

woman and man; these rights are liberty, property, security, and especially resistance to oppression.

      Article 3

            The principle of all sovereignty rests essentially with the nation, which is nothing but the union of woman and

man; no body and no individual can exercise any authority which does not come expressly from it [the nation].

      Article 4

            Liberty and justice consist of restoring all that belongs to others; thus, the only limits on the exercise of the

natural rights of woman are perpetual male tyranny; these limits are to be reformed by the laws of nature and reason.

      Article 5

            Laws of nature and reason proscribe all acts harmful to society; everything which is not prohibited by these

wise and divine laws cannot be prevented, and no one can be constrained to do what they do not command.

      Article 6

            The laws must be the expression of the general will; all female and male citizens must contribute either

personally or through their representatives to its formation; it must be the same for all: male and female citizens,



being equal in the eyes of the law, must be equally admitted to all honors, positions, and public employment

according to their capacity and without other distinctions besides those of their virtues and talents.

      Article 7

            No woman is an exception: she is accused, arrested, and detained in cases determined by law. Women, like

men, obey this rigorous law.

      Article 8

            The law must establish only those penalties that are strictly and obviously necessary, and no one can be

punished except by virtue of a law established and promulgated prior to the crime and legally applicable to women.

      Article 9

            Once any woman is declared guilty, complete rigor is [to be] exercised by the law.

      Article 10

            No one is to be disquieted for his very basic opinions; woman has the right to mount the scaffold; she must

equally have the right to mount the rostrum, provided that her demonstrations do not disturb the legally established

public order.

      Article 11

            The free communication of thoughts and opinions is one of the most precious rights of woman, since the

liberty assures the recognition of children by their fathers. Any female citizen thus may say freely, I am the mother of

a child which belongs to you, without being forced by a barbarous prejudice to hide the truth; [an exception may be

made] to respond to the abuse of this liberty in cases determined by the law.

      Article 12

            The guarantee of the rights of woman and the female citizen implies a major benefit; this guarantee must be

instituted for the advantage of all, and not for the particular benefit of those to whom it is entrusted.

      Article 13

            For the support of the public force and the expenses of administration, the contributions of woman and man

are equal; she share all the duties [corvees] and all the painful tasks; therefore, she must have the same share in the

distribution of positions, employments, offices, honors and jobs [industrie].

      Article 14

            Female and male citizens have the right to verify, either by themselves or through their representatives, the

necessity of the public contribution. This can only apply to women if they are granted an equal share, not only of

wealth, but also of public administration, and in the determination of the proportion, the base, the collection, and the

duration of the tax.

      Article 15

            The collectivity of women, joined for tax purposed to the aggregate of men, has the right to demand an

accounting of his administration from any public agent.

      Article 16

            No society has a constitution without the guarantee of the rights and the separation of powers; the

constitution is null if the majority of individuals comprising the nation have not cooperated in drafting it.

      Article 17

            Property belongs to both sexes whether united or separate; for each it is an inviolable and sacred right; no on

can be deprived of it, since it is the true patrimony of nature, unless the legally determined public need obviously

dictates it, and then only with a just and prior indemnity.

      Postscript

            Woman, wake up; the tocsin of reason is being heard throughout the whole universe; discover your rights.



The powerful empire of nature is no longer surrounded by prejudice, fanaticism, superstition, and lies. The flame of

truth has dispersed all the clouds of folly and usurpation. Enslaved man has multiplied his strength and needs

recourse to yours to break his chains. Having become free, he has become unjust to his companion. Oh, women,

women! When will you cease to be blind? What advantage have you received from the Revolution? A more

pronounced scorn, a more marked disdain. In the centuries of corruption you ruled only over the weakness of men.

The reclamation of your patrimony, based on the wise decrees of nature - what have you to dread from such a fine

undertaking? The bon mot of the legislator of the marriage of Cana? Do you fear that our French legislators,

correctors of that morality, long ensnared by political practices now out of date, will only say again to you: women,

what is there in common between you and us? Everything, you will have to answer. If they persist in their weakness

in putting this non sequitur in contradiction to their principles, courageously oppose the force of reason to the empty

pretensions of superiority; unite yourselves beneath the standards of philosophy; deploy all the energy of your

character, and you will soon see these haughty men, not groveling at your feet as servile adorers, but proud to share

with you the treasures of the Supreme Being. Regardless of what barriers confront you, it is in your power to free

yourselves; you have only to want to. Let us pass not to the shocking tableau of what you have been in society; and

since national education is in question at this moment, let us see whether our wise legislators will think judiciously

about the education of women.

            Women have done more harm than good. Constraint and dissimulation have been their lot. What force has

robbed them of, ruse returned to them; they had recourse to all the resources of their charms, and the most

irreproachable persons did not resist them. Poison and the sword were both subject to them; they commanded in

crime as in fortune. The French government, especially, depended throughout the centuries on the nocturnal

administrations of women; the cabinet kept no secret from their indiscretion; ambassadorial post, command, ministry,

presidency, pontificate, college of cardinals; finally, anything which characterizes the folly of men, profane and

sacred, all have been subject to the cupidity and ambition of this sex, formerly contemptible and respected, and since

the revolution, respectable and scorned.

            In this sort of contradictory situation, what remarks could I not make! I have but a moment to make them, but

this moment will fix the attention of the remotest posterity. Under the Old Regime, all was vicious, all was guilty; but

could not the amelioration of conditions be perceived even in the substance of vices? A woman only had to be

beautiful or amiable; when she possessed these two advantaged, she saw a hundred fortunes at her feet. If she did not

profit from them, she had a bizarre character or a rare philosophy which made her scorn wealth; then she was

deemed to be like a crazy woman; the most indecent made herself respected with gold; commerce in women was a

kind of industry in the first class [of society], which, henceforth, will have no more credit. If it still had it, the

revolution would be lost, and under the new relationships we would always be corrupted; however, reason can

always be deceived [into believing] that any other road to fortune is closed to the woman whom a man buys, like the

slave on the African coasts. The difference is great; that is known. The slave is commanded by the master; but if the

master gives her liberty without recompense, and at an age when the slave has lost all her charms, what will become

of this unfortunate woman? the victim of scorn, even the doors of charity are closed to her; she is poor and old, they

say; why did she not know how to make her fortune> Reason finds other examples that are even more touching. A

young, inexperienced woman, seduced by a man whom she loves, will abandon her parents to follow him; the ingrate

will leave her after a few years, and the older she has become with him, the more inhuman is his inconstancy; is she

has children, he will likewise abandon them. If he is rich, he will consider himself excused from sharing his fortune

with his noble victims. If some involvement binds him to his duties, he will deny them, trusting that the laws will

support him. If he is married, any other obligation loses its rights. Then what laws remain to extirpate vice all the

way to its root? The law of dividing wealth and public administration between men and women. It can easily be seen

that one who is born into a rich family gains very much from such equal sharing. But the one born into a poor family

with merit and virtue - what is her lot? Poverty and opprobrium. If she does not precisely excel in music or painting,

she cannot be admitted to any public function when she has all the capacity for it. I do not want to give only a sketch

of things; I will go more deeply into this in the new edition of all my political writings, with notes, which I propose

to give to the public in a few days.

            I take up my text again on the subject of morals. Marriage is the tomb of trust and love. The married woman

can with impunity give bastards to her husband, and also give them the wealth which does not belong to them. The

woman who is unmarried has only one feeble right; ancient and inhuman laws refuse to her for her children the right

to the name and the wealth of their father; no new laws have been made in this matter. If it is considered a paradox



and an impossibility on my part to try to give my sex an honorable and just consistency, I leave it to men to attain

glory for dealing with this matter; but while we wait, the way can be prepared through national education, the

restoration of morals, and conjugal conventions.

      Form for a Social Contract Between Man and Woman

            We, ________ and _________, moved by our own will, unite ourselves for the duration of our lives, and for

the duration of our mutual inclinations, under the following conditions: We intend and wish to make our wealth

communal, meanwhile reserving to ourselves the right to divide it in favor of our children and of those toward whom

we might have a particular inclination, mutually recognizing that our property belongs directly to our children, from

whatever bed they come, and that all of them without distinction have the right to bear the name of the fathers and

mothers who have acknowledged them, and we are charged to subscribe to the law which punished the renunciation

of one's own blood. We likewise obligate ourselves, in case of separation, to divide our wealth and to set aside in

advance the portion the law indicates for our children, and in the event of a perfect union, the one who dies will

divest himself of half his property in his children's favor, and if one dies childless, the survivor will inherit by right,

unless the dying person has disposed of half the common property in favor of one who he judged deserving.

            That is approximately the formula for the marriage act I propose for execution. Upon reading this strange

document, I see rising up against me the hypocrites, the prudes, the clergy, and the whole infernal sequence. But how

is [my proposal] offers to the wise the moral means of achieving the perfection of a happy government! I am going to

give in a few words the physical proof of it. The rich, childless Epicurean finds it very good to go to his poor

neighbor to augment his family. When there is a law authorizing a poor man's wife to have a rich one adopt their

children, the bonds of society will be strengthened and morals will be purer. This law will perhaps save the

community's wealth and hold back the disorder which drives so many victims to the almshouses of shame, to a low

station, and into degenerate human principles where nature has groaned for so long. May the detractors of wise

philosophy then cease to cry out against primitive morals, or may they lose their point in the source of their citations.

            Moreover, I would like a law which would assist widows and young girls deceived by the false promises of a

man to whom they were attached; I would like, I say, this law to force an inconstant man to hold to his obligation or

at least [to pay] an indemnity equal to his wealth. Again, I would like this law to be rigorous against women, at least

those who have the effrontery to have recourse to a law which they themselves had violated by their misconduct, if

proof of that were given. At the same time, as I showed in Le Bonheur primitif de l'homme, in 1788, that prostitutes

should be placed in designated quarters. It is not prostitutes who contribute most to the depravity of morals, it is the

women of society. In regenerating the latter, the former are changed. This link of fraternal union will first bring

disorder, but in consequence it will produce at the end a perfect harmony.

            I offer a foolproof way to elevate the soul of women; it is to join them to all the activities of man; if man

persists in finding this way impractical, let him share his fortune with woman, not at his caprice, but by the wisdom

of laws. Prejudice falls, morals are purified, and nature regains all her rights. Add to this the marriage of priests and

the strengthening of the king on his throne, and the French government cannot fail.

            It would be very necessary to say a few words on the troubles which are said to be caused by the decree in

favor of colored men in our islands. There is where nature shudders with horror; there is where reason and humanity

have still not touched callous souls; there, especially, is where division and discord stir up their inhabitants. It is not

difficult to divine the instigators of these incendiary fermentations; they are even in the midst of the National

Assembly; they ignite the fire in Europe which must inflame America. Colonists make a claim to reign as despots

over the men whose fathers and brothers they are; and, disowning the rights of nature, they trace the source of [their

rule] to the scantiest tint of their blood. These inhuman colonists say: our blood flows in their veins, but we will shed

it all if necessary to glut our greed or our blind ambition. It is in these places nearest to nature where the father

scorns the son; deaf to the cries of blood, they stifle all its attraction; what can be hoped from the resistance opposed

to them? To constrain [blood] violently is to render it terrible; to leave [blood] still enchained is to direct all

calamities towards America. A divine hand seems to spread liberty abroad throughout the realms of man; only the

law has the right to curb this liberty if it degenerates into license, but it must be equal for all; liberty must hold the

National Assembly to its decree dictated by prudence and justice. May it act the same way for the state of France and

render her as attentive to new abuses as she was to the ancient ones which each day become more dreadful. My

opinion would be to reconcile the executive and legislative power, for it seems to me that the one is everything ad the



Robespierre, On the Moral and Political Principles of Domestic Policy (Modern History SourceBook,2

Paul Halsall August 1997; http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/robespierre-terror.html)

other is nothing - whence comes, unfortunately perhaps, the loss of the French Empire. I think that these two powers,

like man and woman, should be united but equal in force and virtue to make a good household. . . .

Robespierre, Justification of the Use of Terror (February 1794)2

Maximilien Robespierre (1758-1794) was the leader of the twelve-man Committee of Public Safety

elected by the National Convention, and which effectively governed France at the height of the

radical phase of the revolution.

The committee was among the most creative executive bodies ever seen - and rapidly put

into effect policies which stabilized the French economy and began the formation of the very

successful French army. It also directed it energies against counter-revolutionary uprisings,

especially in the south and west of France. In doing so it unleashed the reign of terror. Here

Robespierre, in his speech of February 5, 1794, from which excerpts are given here, discussed this

issue. The figures behind this speech indicate that in the five months from September, 1793, to

February 5, 1794, the revolutionary tribunal in Paris convicted and executed 238 men and 31

women and acquitted 190 persons, and that on February 5 there were 5,434 individuals in the

prisons in Paris awaiting trial.

But, to found and consolidate democracy, to achieve the peaceable reign of the constitutional laws, we must end the

war of liberty against tyranny and pass safely across the storms of the revolution: such is the aim of the revolutionary

system that you have enacted. Your conduct, then, ought also to be regulated by the stormy circumstances in which

the republic is placed; and the plan of your administration must result from the spirit of the revolutionary government

combined with the general principles of democracy.

Now, what is the fundamental principle of the democratic or popular government-that is, the essential spring which

makes it move? It is virtue; I am speaking of the public virtue which effected so many prodigies in Greece and Rome

and which ought to produce much more surprising ones in republican France; of that virtue which is nothing other

than the love of country and of its laws.

But as the essence of the republic or of democracy is equality, it follows that the love of country necessarily includes

the love of equality.

It is also true that this sublime sentiment assumes a preference for the public interest over every particular interest;

hence the love of country presupposes or produces all the virtues: for what are they other than that spiritual strength

which renders one capable of those sacrifices? And how could the slave of avarice or ambition, for example,

sacrifice his idol to his country?

Not only is virtue the soul of democracy; it can exist only in that government. ...

Republican virtue can be considered in relation to the people and in relation to the government; it is necessary in

both. When only the govemment lacks virtue, there remains a resource in the people's virtue; but when the people

itself is corrupted, liberty is already lost.

Fortunately virtue is natural to the people, notwithstanding aristocratic prejudices. A nation is truly corrupted when,

having by degrees lost its character and its liberty, it passes from democracy to aristocracy or to monarchy; that is the

decrepitude and death of the body politic. ...

But when, by prodigious efforts of courage and reason, a people breaks the chains of despotism to make them into

trophies of liberty; when by the force of its moral temperament it comes, as it were, out of the arms of the death, to

recapture all the vigor of youth; when by tums it is sensitive and proud, intrepid and docile, and can be stopped
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neither by impregnable ramparts nor by the innumerable ammies of the tyrants armed against it, but stops of itself

upon confronting the law's image; then if it does not climb rapidly to the summit of its destinies, this can only be the

fault of those who govern it....

From all this let us deduce a great truth: the characteristic of popular government is confidence in the people and

severity towards itself.

The whole development of our theory would end here if you had only to pilot the vessel of the Republic through

calm waters; but the tempest roars, and the revolution imposes on you another task.

This great purity of the French revolution's basis, the very sublimity of its objective, is precisely what causes both

our strength and our weakness. Our strength, because it gives to us truth's ascendancy over imposture, and the rights

of the public interest over private interests; our weakness, because it rallies all vicious men against us, all those who

in their hearts contemplated despoiling the people and all those who intend to let it be despoiled with impunity, both

those who have rejected freedom as a personal calamity and those who have embraced the revolution as a career and

the Republic as prey. Hence the defection of so many ambitious or greedy men who since the point of departure have

abandoned us along the way because they did not begin the journey with the same destination in view. The two

opposing spirits that have been represented in a struggle to rule nature might be said to be fighting in this great

period of human history to fix irrevocably the world's destinies, and France is the scene of this fearful combat.

Without, all the tyrants encircle you; within, all tyranny's friends conspire; they will conspire until hope is wrested

from crime. We must smother the internal and external enemies of the Republic or perish with it; now in this

situation, the first maxim of your policy ought to be to lead the people by reason and the people's enemies by terror.

If the spring of popular government in time of peace is virtue, the springs of popular government in revolution are at

once virtue and terror: virtue, without which terror is fatal; terror, without which virtue is powerless. Terror is

nothing other than justice, prompt, severe, inflexible; it is therefore an emanation of virtue; it is not so much a special

principle as it is a consequence of the general principle of democracy applied to our country's most urgent needs.

It has been said that terror is the principle of despotic government. Does your government therefore resemble

despotism? Yes, as the sword that gleams in the hands of the heroes of liberty resembles that with which the

henchmen of tyranny are armed. Let the despot govern by terror his brutalized subjects; he is right, as a despot.

Subdue by terror the enemies of liberty, and you will be right, as founders of the Republic. The government of the

revolution is liberty's despotism against tyranny. Is force made only to protect crime? And is the thunderbolt not

destined to strike the heads of the proud?...

. . . Indulgence for the royalists, cry certain men, mercy for the villains! No! mercy for the innocent, mercy for the

weak, mercy for the unfortunate, mercy for humanity.

Society owes protection only to peaceable citizens; the only citizens in the Republic are the republicans. For it, the

royalists, the conspirators are only strangers or, rather, enemies. This terrible war waged by liberty against tyranny-

is it not indivisible? Are the enemies within not the allies of the enemies without? The assassins who tear our country

apart, the intriguers who buy the consciences that hold the people's mandate; the traitors who sell them; the

mercenary pamphleteers hired to dishonor the people's cause, to kill public virtue, to stir up the fire of civil discord,

and to prepare political counterrevolution by moral counterrevolution-are all those men less guilty or less dangerous

than the tyrants whom they serve?
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