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... IN A MAN’S WORLD
THE ECLIPSE OF WOMAN

Dora Russell

MRS. PANKHURST’S STATUE stands hard by the Houses of Parliament
and, not long since, an addition to the statue commemorated her
daughter Christabel. Very large numbers of people in Great Britain
assume, when they think of the matter at all, that the battle of women
for equal rights with men has long since been won. A closer look at
the present day status of women, however, makes one wonder whether
there is a real basis for this optimistic assumption. The recent publi-
cation by the National Council for Civil Liberties of its pamphlet on

- the disabilities under which women still suffer will reinforce such

misgivings.

To detail the manifold information of this pamphlet here would
be inappropriate. What concerns me here is not so much the victories
of varying importance still waiting to be won, as the question, to me
the most important of all, as to how far women are able to influence
the shape and trend of society as a whole. Many women, of course,
especially in political life in this country, deny that any special stress
should be laid on a woman’s point of view. It is interesting to note
that this attitude is in marked contrast to that obtaining in countries
where women reached equality recently as part of a general revolution.
In such countries one finds that women form themselves into huge
united organisations, who take it for granted that they are there to
speak ‘“‘as women”, while the ratio of women to men in their national
assemblies is higher than in our own Parliament.

In Italy the vote came to women after World War II: one of the
first tasks of the developing women’s movement was to care for the
families left destitute and maimed by the war, hence they have always
combined a strong maternal attitude with their feminism. In India
the great Women’s Congresses are more influential than such gatherings
in Britain. While, even in a small country like Albania, women now
enjoy great prestige and their public work is held in high esteem.
They are in fact given some preference over men for some superior
positions.

In Britain in almost any office or Civil Service department one
will find women to a large extent employed on the more mechanical
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work, or—if in the upper grades—acting as lieutenant, right hand, or
“office wife”’ to the man at the top. Nor is this because the women
lack the ability to become top executives or administrators; on the
contrary, often it is their very ability as second in command that
bolsters up the position of their chief. Possibly women lack the bounce
and self-confidence to take on responsibility, but this is largely due to
their education and the general estimate of them as ‘“‘second class’
citizens. Milton’s ‘“He for God only, she for God in him” has sunk
deep into our social and economic pattern. Yet take a look at women
in those spheres recognised by tradition as peculiarly theirs—as mid-
wives, mothers, chancellor of the exchequer in the home—here is no
lack of initiative or shouldering of responsibility.

The education of women requires our attention, the more so as it
was the subject not long since of a controversy sparked off by Sir John
Newsom in the Observer., It was argued, among other points, that an
academic, over-rational, theoretical type of learning was unsuited to
women, that it also unfitted them for the more concrete and instinctive
occupations of maternity and child care. The male contributions to
the discussion were remarkable in illustrating how great a degree of
prejudice still exists in Western countries against women of high in-
telligence and learning, of which there is further proof in the very small
percentage of women able to get to the Universities, to study medicine,
or to reach the top posts in any intellectual profession. Nor did it
seem to occur to anyone that this prejudice—and many other signs—
indicates that there is something very wrong with the education of
men, whose curriculum and mental attitudes are obsolete and little
adapted to the world in which they have to live to-day.

To take a small example: the first secondary schools for girls,
founded by the Girls’ Public Day School Trust, were not obliged to
struggle against the stranglehold of the Classics on education. For
the most part, their pupils concentrated on modern languages and the
sciences, cramming Latin and Greek only when these were required
for admission to a University. But the persistence of classical educa-
tion for men of our upper classes has been a powerful and in many
respects adverse influence on educational advance as on our political
and economic life. While not decrying the enriching of our imagina-
tion and language by classical studies, one cannot help reflecting on
the countless small boys construing the exploits of the Roman legions
in Gaul and Britain, and seeing themselves as the Caesars of the future,
conquering ‘“‘regions Caesar never knew, over which ‘their posterity
has held sway’—that is, until this day and age. Greek rationalism
and mathematics have, however, been a most potent influence on the
evolution of our present day society.

Such is the fear of women that it has been, by tradition,
essential to a man’s education that he should, from an early age. be
removed from feminine influence-—sons were taken from their mothers
to begin a process of hardening for knighthood, or to go to the
monastery for learning; at a later date we find the young boy hustled
off to prep school; while, only the other day, I read a statement by a
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headmaster that all children should spend some time at boarding
school, to get them away from their mothers.

In so far as education for women was considered at all, men’s
first notions appear to have been that it should not only differ from
that of men, but should, in all respects, be related to men’s needs.

Not to elaborate on the notions of feminine personality that have
prevailed down the ages, let us quote from the Sermons for Young
Women of Dr. Fordyce, much read when Mary Wollenstonecraft was
preparing to write her Vindication of the Rights of Women in the
eighteenth century. Women, according to Dr. Fordyce, should be
“meek, timid, yielding, complacent, sweet, benign and tender”; their
propensity to “melt into affectionate sorrow” is their great charm;
while ‘“war, commerce, exercises of strength and dexterity, abstract
philosophy and all the abstruser sciences are not for women”. And
many must be familiar with Rousseau’s notion of the functions of
women: “to please, to be useful to us, to make us love and esteem
them, to educate us when young and take care of us when grown up,
to advise, to console us, to render our lives easy and agreeable: these
are the duties of women at all times and what they should be taught
in their infancy”.

Before relegating this thesis to the antique past, let us reflect for
one moment on the type of activity and morals inculcated week by
week in the women of to-day by the women’s magazines with their
five and six million circulation—a most potent educational influence
on the younger generation. Is their point of view so very different
from that of Rousseau, or the Rev. Dr. Fordyce?

At the same time compare the many aids to beauty and hints on
sex appeal contained in these journals with the terms of the Act passed
by our Parliament in 1770, which laid down that “all women of what-
ever age, rank or profession or degree, whether virgin, maid or widow
that shall from and after such Act impose upon, seduce or betray into
matrimony any of His Majesty’s subjects, by means of scent, paints,
cosmetics, washes, artificial teeth, false hair, Spanish wool, iron stays,
hoops, high heeled shoes or bolstered hips shall incur the penalty of
the law now in force against witchcraft and like misdemeanours, and
that the marriage upon conviction shall stand null and void.” I
wonder if this Act has ever been repealed—how devastating might be
its effect nowadays!

The early feminists can scarcely be blamed for seeking to prove
that women could learn and do all that became a man—after all, it is
a man’s world in which women have to live. Nor, even if it were
desirable, is there much scope in present day society for sex differences
in education. We live in a utilitarian state, in which the chief value
of the individual is measured by the service or the function which he
or she performs. Our educational factories, year by year, must turn
out a sufficient production quota of civil servants, doctors, dentists,
lawyers, managers, advertising agents, technologists, scientists, teachers,
skilled workers and efficient instruments in the supply of goods and
services.






