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Declaration of the Rights of Women and Female Citizens by Olympe de Gouges

INTRODUCTION

—

Just outside the center of Paris, in the densely populated district of Pantin, you can find the Place Olympe de Gouges. An undistinguished square, with a bakery and a couple of restaurants, it memorializes one of the French Revolution’s most tragic victims: a woman whose bravery, in speaking out against the sexist and racist injustices of her time, gave a voice to millions—and whose most important work, published in 1789, remains relevant and resonant to this day.

Marie Gouze was born in 1748, some four hundred miles from Paris, in the southern town of Montauban. After a brief marriage ended by the death of her unloved husband, she moved in 1770 to Paris, where she embarked on a life in high society, started her literary career, and changed her name to the more impressive Olympe de Gouges. Her main concern, initially, was for the plight of the slaves of France’s colonies: her play Zamore and Mirza, and several subsequent books and essays, established her as a tenacious advocate of emancipation.

Like many, de Gouges welcomed the French Revolution of 1789 and its upending of the existing political power structures; however, she rapidly perceived that revolutionary commitment to the rights of man did not extend to securing those same rights and freedoms for France’s female citizens. In response to 1789’s Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, the central text of the Revolution, she published the Déclaration des droits de la Femme et de la Citoyenne, pointing out that, revolutionary as the earlier statement had been, it was only addressed to France’s male citizens. A fair social order, and the true revolution, would not arrive until the state recognized women’s rights, gave them a voice, and resolved domestic injustices such as a wife’s inability to hold property, or an unmarried mother’s lack of recourse to the law in matters of paternity.

As the Revolution of 1789 became the Terror of 1793, de Gouges paid the ultimate price for her outspoken calls for justice. She was beheaded in Paris in November 1793, a witness calling her “calm and serene” and saying that “such courage and beauty had never been seen before.” Her revolutionary calls for sexual equality would not win out for over a century (women would not gain the vote in any European countries until the twentieth century, and in France not until 1944) but she is now recognized as one of the most courageous and influential of feminists, and her Déclaration retains its impressive power and relevance to this day.


Prelude

(Presented to the Legislative Assembly on October 28, 1791 and rejected by the Convention; published in the booklet The Rights of Women addressed to Queen Marie Antoinette)

—

We mothers, daughters, and sisters, the female representatives of this nation, demand to be constituted into a national assembly. Believing that ignorance, negligence, and scorn of the rights of women are the sole causes of public misfortune and of the corruption of governments, women have resolved to set forth in a solemn declaration, the natural, inalienable, and sacred rights of women, in order that this declaration, constantly present before all members of society, will serve as a perpetual reminder of their rights and duties; in order that the authoritative acts of women and the authoritative acts of men may, at any moment, be compared with the purposes of all political institutions and that these will thus be better fulfilled; and in order that citizens’ demands, henceforth based on simple and incontestable principles, will always seek to uphold the constitution and good morals, for the happiness of all.

Consequently, the sex that is as superior in beauty as it is in courage during the sufferings of maternity, recognizes and declares in the presence and under the auspices of the Supreme Being, the following Rights of Women and of Female Citizens.
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Article 1

Woman is born free and remains equal to man in her rights. Social distinctions should be based only on the common good.
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“Tremble, you trousered tyrants!
Women, our day has come:
Leave pity aside and trumpet
All the wrongs done by the bearded sex! (twice)
For too long this has endured,
Our patience is at an end.
Rise Vesuvians, rise,
And wash clean the abuse of old.

Chorus
Liberty, shine your warmth
Bright upon our brows;
Tremble, tremble, jealous husbands,
Respect the petticoat brigade!
Tremble, tremble, jealous husbands,
Respect the petticoat brigade!

Man, this savage despot,
Was quick to proclaim his rights;
Now let us create rights that befit us,
Now let us have laws that befit us! (twice)
Man in seventeen ninety-three,
Cared for no one but himself,
Let us today think of ourselves,
And create our own ‘Marseillaise’!”

—

Louise de Chaumont, La Marseillaise des cotillons, song published in the first issue of La République des femmes, journal des cotillons, June 1848.

 

“I myself have never been able to find out precisely what feminism is: I only know that people call me a feminist whenever I express sentiments that differentiate me from a doormat.”

—

Rebecca West (1892–1983).

 

“For too long, women have been left hoping for a social condition equal to that of men. When, in 1789, Olympe de Gouges presented her list of grievances and demands to the General Assembly on behalf of women, she was told that it was pointless to examine the condition of woman since a complete change was about to take place in society and women would be liberated from men. The revolution broke out: the rights of man were proclaimed but women remained in servitude. The women who had worked for the Revolution naively believed that they had won their share of liberty. When they found themselves utterly disregarded, they protested. And then they were ridiculed, scorned, and insulted, and, later, when they went to demand their rights from the Commune Council, [they were] driven away ignominiously by revolutionary politician Chaumette. These outraged women protested; they formed a club to defend not only their own specific rights but the common interests of all. The Convention, the Great Convention, closed down their organization and voted to ban women from assembling to engage in public affairs. And, at the same time that these autocratic revolutionaries were decreeing inequality, they made certain that the terms Equality and Liberty resounded in every corner of the world! […] Women of France, as I stand here before you, I say to you that those who deny us equality today will deny us equality in the future. Let us then look to ourselves; let us not abandon our demands. For centuries we have too often been the victims of bad faith to forget ourselves now and believe that by working for the well-being of all we shall have our share of that general good. (Applause).”

—

Hubertine Auclert, speech given to the third Socialist Worker Congress, Marseille, October 22, 1879.




Article 2

The purpose of any political association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights of woman and man; these rights are liberty, property, security, and, above all, resistance to oppression.
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“No environment, no territory, no generation is spared the violence done to women. Everywhere inequality and domination are perpetuated by it.”

—

Marisol Touraine, press release, International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, November 25, 2015.

 

“Imagine with John Lennon a world with no religion. Imagine no suicide bombers, no 9/11, no 7/7, no Crusades, no witch-hunts, no Gunpowder Plot, no Indian partition, no Israeli/Palestinian wars, no Serb/Croat/Muslim massacres, no persecution of Jews as ‘Christ killers,’ no Northern Ireland ‘troubles,’ no ‘honor killings,’ no shiny-suited bouffant-haired televangelists fleecing gullible people of their money. Imagine no Taliban to blow up ancient statues, no public beheadings of blasphemers, no flogging of female skin for the crime of showing an inch of it.”

—

Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, 2006.



 

“The three monotheistic religions—and I mean all three—fundamentally profess the same detestation of women, of desire, urges, passions, and sensuality, and of liberty—all liberties. So let’s not get worked up about the relevance or not of teaching religion in school; the real urgency is to teach atheism.”

—

Michel Onfray, Traité d’athéologie, 2005.

 

“God to the rescue to make sure the difference between the sexes holds firm—this God that misogynists always put on their side…”

—

Benoîte Groult, Le Féminisme au masculin, 1980.

 

“Among peoples who are truly free, women are free and are adored.”

—

Louis Antoine de Saint-Just, L’Esprit de la Révolution et de la Constitution de France, part III, chap. XII, “Des femmes,” 1791.




Article 3

The principle of all sovereignty lies essentially in the Nation, which is but the union of Woman and Man; no body, no individual should exercise authority that does not derive expressly from it.
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“The notion of freedom of movement is key. In the nineteenth century, cities were sexually discriminatory places where most women were unable to move about freely. Those who did so were streetwalkers. A woman needed a mask to penetrate the space appropriated by men, to switch from the status of observed to that of observer. George Sand was one of the exceptions to the rule that only men could saunter about the streets. To saunter and observe, to gorge yourself on humanity, you have to walk—a lot and for a long time. Everything about fashion conspired against such freedom: dresses, hats, shoes all condemned women to immobility.”

—

Christine Bard, Une histoire politique du pantalon, 2010.

 

“Who speaks in those wise weighty tomes in libraries? Who speaks in the Capitol? Who speaks in the temple? Who speaks from the rostrum and who speaks in our laws? It is men who have the floor. The world is what men say it is. And the words of men appear to be at odds. To make us forget this they all say the same thing: ‘what men say is what is.’ Men’s words make the world.”

—

Annie Leclerc, Parole de femme, 1974.

 

“I had my first meeting last week at Choisy-le-Roi. The first evening I was a bit panicky; I didn’t say much; I was with a man, I let him speak. The second evening I began speaking. The third evening was ok; someone asked me a question and as I was about to answer, he cut in. I heard some women in the room saying: “Isn’t he going to let her speak? Let the woman speak!” Then he shut up.
After that, I really felt that I needed to speak because the women were waiting for me to speak, and I spoke a lot more freely.”

—

A female worker from the Lip watch factory in Besançon, “Lip au féminin,” Les Pétroleuses, no. 0, 1974.

 

“We need to cure ourselves of being women. Not of being born women but of being brought up as women in a man’s world, of going through each stage and each act of our lives with men’s eyes and with men’s criteria. And we’ll never bring about this cure by continuing to listen to what these men have to say in our name or for our good.”

—

Benoîte Groult, Ainsi soit-elle, 1975.




Article 4

Liberty and justice consist in restoring to others all that belongs to them; hence, the only limits to the exercise of the natural rights of woman are found in the perpetual male
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