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Blessed arc you , reader if you do not bel ng to the sex of Lhose who are 
prec.luded from all le ings and arc deprived o( their freedom, and who arc 
even depriv d of almost all virtues by being excluded from public duties, 
offices and functions-in a word, if you are not deprived of the power by 
the moderate exercise of which most virtues are acquired, so that ignorance, 
lavery, and the capacity to play the fo I are cstabli bed as women ' onJy 

happiness (i they lik that game) and as their supreme and only virtues.9 1 

Bies cd are you , a second time, wh can be wis without  guilt, si.11ce your 

masculinity allow you-to the same extent chat all thcsl' things are forbid­
den to women-every wcll-mcan.ing acoon, ev ry noble judgement, and 
evcry expression of exquisite specuJation . BuL, while rematning s1lent tem­
porarily about the ocher complaints of our sex, I ask y u: how unjust is the 
way i 11 which women arc u willy created in conversations, msofar as they 
are mcluded in them at all? I am so little (or, more accurately o greatly) sat­
isfied with my own s1 tuat1on that I am not afraid to admit that I know dus 
from my own personal e.xpeciencc. lf women possessed the re orung and 
thoughts of rneades,112 there is no mnn , no matter how puny he may be, 
who would not put chem in cheir place with the approval of mosr of their 
company when , with merely a smile or a slight nod of the head, his silent 
eloquence would communicate: 'It 's only a woman speaking.' 

"" Ln Crief des ddmes (Paris: Jean Libert, 1 626). See Note on d1e Texts and Translations, and
note 2 �bovc abouL the term d,11111: 111 French. 

1 Thu i.cmcncc has 1,;1l'CISUC connoauons of the p:indo,aol beatitudes m Matt. 5: 3- 1 O; e.g. 
"Blc�cd arc the poor m spirit :  for tbeu-s is the kingdom on1c:.1ven.' Those who are depr,v,:d of 
ill gootb (111cm) arc d=ibcd -a 'blessed' (l1icr1/,cur('11;,;) . 

"' ameades {21 4- 129/ff uc) . born in Cyrtnc (North A.6-10) wcm 10 A1.hcns :incl lx:c;ame 
be.id or 1.hc ac:ade,uy rounded by Plato. ! - le was renowned for lus 1!.all 1 1 1  argument. Cf l.i.wli$. 

I . 26. 1 64C; l;ssnys, 'On Educ:u.ing Children: 1 84: 'And how many men lrnvc: I known io my 
umc 1 1 1adc as nupod » be:ists by •1 1 indi.scn:cl lnmgcr for k110, ledge! �meidcs ,..w wmcd so
m�d by 1ul r nd 1c: c:ould not !ind umc to tend to lus h:u.r or his n;uls.' 
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Such a man rejects objections of every kind that women could make 
against the decrees of h.is judgement, no matter how discreetly they are 
made, as merely bitter prickliness or at least as stubbornness, either because 
he does not believe tl,at they could strike his precious head with any 
response apart from chat of bitterness or obstinacy, or because he feels in the 
dep�s- ofhi� �eart that he is poorly prepared for combat and has to pretend
iliat 1t 1S a tnVJal quarrel in order to avoid the blows that might strike him .  Is 
that �ot too stupid a strategy to rely on, namely, to avoid engagement with 
certa.in mmds that one may find difficult to defeat by reasoning? 

Another man who is stopped in his tracks by his own feebleness and pre­
tends that he would not wish to disturb anyone who dresses like us will be 
declar�d both victorious and courteous at the same time.Another still, despite 
acceptmg that a woman is capable of participating in a debate, thinks that his 
sense of propriety prevents him from engaging in a fair contest with a female 
mind, because he borrows his understanding of propriety from what is com­
monly believed-which is to despise women in this respect. When all is said 
and done, there is a big difference between leading some common person by 
the nose and being vain about the fact that they lead us by the nose! 

Let us _ continue. This vulgar man, uttering many silly remarks, will

�ways wm �h_e contest either because he has a beard or displays a proud
sun�lated ability that he and his companions measure according to what is 
fashionable or useful, without realizing that his silly remarks occur to him 
quite often because he is more of a buffoon or flatterer than his companions, 
or because they resuJt from cowardly submission, some other vice, or from 
the g�od grace and favour of someone who wouJd not grant a place in their 
affect:J.ons or their company to peopl e  who are more capable than himself 

The first kind of man mentioned above will be struck, because he lacks 
the intelligence required to recognize a blow delivered by a female hand. 
The second one mentioned recognizes the blow and feels it; then, in order to 
evade it, he t urns the discourse into eitl,er a joke or a whirlwind ofincessant 
cackling. Alternatively, be unravels it and clivetts it in some other direction 

�d begins to spew out pedantically many learned things that no one asked 

� about o_r, by �eans of this ostentation, confuses and complicates the
discussion with logical tricks while believing that flashes oflearning if scat­
tered willy-nilly in every direction, will be enough to confuse his op�onent. 

These people know that, by acting in that way, it is easy to deceive 
bystanders who cannot decide if such displays of gallant ry amount to vic­
tory or defeat, since they can very rarely judge the structure and content of 
a conversation and the relative strength of those en.gaged in it.They are also 
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very seldom capable of not succumbing to the effect of the pseudo-science 
that presumptuous vanity spews out as if i t  were an exercise m reciting 
one's homework for school .  Thus, to win the argument, it is enough for 
these men to dodge che challenge, and their ga in  in glory is proportionate 
to their wish to avoid the effort involved in a genuine contest. Let these 
few words suffice abou t conversation, i nsofar as the participation of ladies 
is concerned; for, in relation to the art of conversation in general and its 
defects and perfections, the Essays provide an excellent treatment of that .33 

Let us notice, in this discourse, that it  is not only those who are unedu­
ca ted who stumble at this hurdle against the female sex. Even among those, 
living or dead, who have acqu ired a reputation for learning in our own 
day-sometimes, I would say, while clothed in official robes-there are 
some who have been known to despi e completely the writings of women 
without deigning to take the trouble to read them and get acquainted with 
their content, without accepting any advice or suggestions they might find i n  
such readings and, above all , without wishing to know 1 f they themselves could 
produce something that all kinds of women would find worth reading. That 
makes me suspect that, even when they read men's writings, they perceive the 
shape of their auLhors' beards better than the structure of their argumenLs. 

These expressions of contempt &om teachers with moustaches arc truly 
very convenient, according to popular opinion, for highlighting the lustre 
of their wisdom because, if a man is to win the esteem of the common peo­
ple--that many-headed monster-especially at Lhe Cour:t, all he needs to do 
is despise one person after another and to swear that, in his own estimation, 
he is the best in. the world, ij,1 jusc like that unfortunate woman who thought 
she could make herself a model ofbeauty by going about the streets of Paris, 
crying out with her hands on her hips: 'Come and see how beautiful [ an1 .' 

[ would wish , however, in keeping with the demands of charity, that 
these people would add only one more mark of subtlety to the one j ust 
menLioned, by showing us that their intellectual ability always surpasses that 
of the female sex, when they are compared one to one, or alternatively­
as a second best option-that  it  is equal to that of their neighbours, even 
chose neighbours, T say, who are l ess than outstanding. As a result, among 

" Us.<11 ;s , 1 1 1 : 8 \122B: Ess11ys,'On thcJ\rc o(Conversation'. 1045: 'To my taste the most fruit­
ful and most natural exercise of our minds i� conversation. I find 1he pracacc of it the most
delightful activity in our Jives.' 

.. , EHais, ( I :  36, 756A; /:ssny.1,'On the 1 1 1ost excellenL men ' ,  855-6: 'to l,c the first among the 
Greeks ,s to be easily the Gest in the world.' 
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the lists of those of their ilk who dare to write, we would not read appalling 
translations when they dabble in translating some worthwhi le author, or 
feeble and i nfantile ideas if they get involved in lecturing.We would avoid 
frequent contradictions, innumerable lapses, and a judgement that is blind 
to choice and co the succession of things, in works whose only seasoning is 
a ligh t  linguistic dressing on top of stolen material, like whipped egg whites . 

In this context ,  I smmbled the oth er day on a prefatory letter by a 
well-known person among those who claim never to bother reading any­
thing that is  written by a woman. Good God! What gems, what glory, what 
oriental treasure, what splendour, what a gift from Palestine recovered from 
a hundred leagues beyond Mount Lebanon! Good God! What crawl-marks 
offl.ies, masquer.Iding as phoenixes in the opinion of their authors! H ow far 
removed from genuine stylistic embellishments are those who look for them 
in excessive and ostentatious verbosity, especially in prose! 'Those to whom 
nature has given a skinny body,' according to a man of great merit, 'pad it out 
with scuffing; and those whose imaginations conceive of dry or insignifi­
cant material expand them with words.'85 Besides, what a shame that France 
evaluates the merit of writers with such defective vision and dubious crite­
ria that it  has bestowed a reputation for excellent writing on an author, such 
as the author of this letter, who has never had any quality to recommend 
him other than a cosmetic camouflage, assisted by a bit of scholastic learning. 
I am inclined not to name him out of respect for the dcad.86 

Finally, to return to the  charitable attitude of wishing my neighbour 
well, I would also hope tha t  a ny member of that swarm of writers or intel­
lectuals, who despise the un fortu nate and much criticized female sex, 
would cease using the services of printing companies and thereby at least 
leave us in doubt about whether or not  they are capable of wri ting a book. 
For they show that they arc i ncapable of doing so when they en hance their 
own writings by exploi ting the labour of o thers-enhan cing them, l say, in 
matters of dee: ii and sometimes even in th eir totali ty, so that the respect­
able man whom the Essays mocked for the same vice, when their au thor 
was s till alive, will not end up as the only example of this practice .87 

� Tlus IS a loose quotaaon from f1ss11js, 1 :  26, 1 57C; l:ssays, 'On Educ;:umg Children' .  
176: ' People whose bodies are coo thin pa d  them 011t: those whose mauer i s  LOO slender pad 
il Out 100, Wllh words.' 

"" The anonymous author r�ns unidentified. 
17 r n  the r;ssms I. 26, 15 IB: fasays, 'On Educmng Children', 1 70, Monc:ugne wrote :ibout 

mecung. in Pisa,'a decent 1l ian who is such anAnst0tehm U\at the ntOS( basic oflus doctrines 
is that the 1ouchstouc �nd the m.casunng-sc:tlc of:ill sound ideas and or c:ich :ind every truch 
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I F  I deigned Lo bo ther defending ladies against these learned men, 

I would have found supporters quickly in Socrates, Plato, Plutarch, Seneca, 
An tisthenes, or also in Sai nt Basil , Saint Jerome, and such minds, whom 

they so freely deny and reject when ch y es1.ablish a c:usunction pecially a 

u 1l.iversal cL t inccion-beLWcen the merits . nd capacities of the twO sexes .!!11 
But  they are adequately conquered and penalized for display10g their stupid­

ity when they refu re the parricuJar by the gcneral89-ifone could assume that, 

in gcnern.l the abiliLy of women is inferior. They also display cheir stupidity 
in the , udacity of despising the judgcmem of such fumous people as tbo e 

mentioned above (apart from some modern authors) ,  and the eternal decree 

of God Himself, who produced no more than a single creation of two sexes 
and who, moreover, honou rs women in His sacred history with all the gifts 

and graces that he shares with men, as [ have argued more ft.illy in the Equality 

of Men and Wo11 1e1 1 .  

Besides, men like that should surely be willing to be informed that we 

do not know if they are capable of defeating women by the sovereign law 

of their own arbitrary choice, which condemns women and restricts them 

to inadequacy, or whether they can achieve any glory in their attempts to 

erase women by Lheir scorn, from. which they draw their weapons with such 

self-satisfaction. But we know some women who would never seek glory 

in something as insignifican t as erasing men ,  either m the same way [as men 

behave, by scorn] or by comparing themselves with men. Furthermore, they 

will know that, by relying on the same subtlety with which men Lry Lo scorn 

women withou c listening to them or reading Lheir writings, women in con­

tra�t will aim to win the battle because they have heard what men have said 

and will have read what they wrote. They will also manage Lo remember a 

dangerous maxim that has a very good pedigree: that only the most inept are 
content with th eir own ability while glancing over their shoulder at the abil­

i ty of ochers, and that ignorance is the mother of presumption . 

lie in their confonnhy wu.h the tea bmgs ofAnuotle. oulSlde ofwluch all is m:mc and ch1-
u 1c ru:11J,' The author m quc-suon wn n:0L1mo Borio, who published Ori v;mou topics m 
/\ristorch�n nDwml ph,losophy, includmg lire ud �nd gr:ivlly: Ddflusso r rrjlum, llrl mnrr 
& 1/cl/ 'i11011d,11,n11t dt!I Nil<> (Florence. 1 577), Jnd / 1110111 .tnwium ti ll'l•ium (F lorence, I 575) . 

f-or l\nus1hcncs, scc note 27 bovc. 
"' , unray �ss11mc:1 the StRudard c:p1stcm.ic 2c:coum or the n:bt ion l>c:lwccn umvc 1 I :ind 

p2rticub.r knowledgc-cbm l11ac we know 1.lie tnn.h-valuc or propos,uous 2bom mdi.vidu 
ais rust .  by c.,:p«rcncc, ;,nd Ulal 1mrvcn:il pcoposiuons �re known 011Jy by inducuon from p:u 
ocular c;ucs. It would be 2 fuudamcm:il 1 1ust.:1kc, ll1crc:Corc, 10 :issumc thi1 we know lhc cn.ith 
o( 1 1 1 1 1ven.1l c:la 1 11u �bo11 1. wo1 1 1C 1 1 indcpcndcnlly, �nd to u�c those umvcn.ll cbiJ115 co refute t.ht 

very evidence on which they are bosed. namely, evidence about parucula1·s. 




