Lucrena Mo, Discourse on Women (1849)

One of the best-known advocates of abolition and woman's rights, Lucretia
Mott (1793-1880) lectured extensively. Her background and experience as a
Qua.kgr prepared her for public speaking. As was the case with other pioneer
femlms.ts, Mott encountered women's refusal to support equal rights. To
what did she attribute women’s resistance to their own independence? What
does the remark “she hugs her chains™ mean? Would the wife described by
Gilman fit this description?*

The question is often asked, “What does woman want, more than she enjoys? What
is she seeking to obtain? Of what rights is she deprived? What privileges are withheld
from her?” I answer, she asks nothing as a favor, but as a right, she wants to be acknowl-
edged a moral, responsible being. She is seeking not to be governed by laws, in the mak-

ing of which she has no voice. She is deprived of almost every right in civil society, and
is a cipher in the nation, except in the right of presenting a petition. In religious society
her disabilities, as already pointed out, have greatly retarded her progress. Her exclusion
from the pulpit or ministry-—her duties marked out for her by her equal brother, man,
subject to creeds, rules, and disciplines made for her by him—this is unworthy of her true
dignity. In marriage, there is assumed superiority, on the part of the husband, and admit-
ted inferiority, with a promise of obedience, on the part of the wife. This subject calls
loudly for examination, in order that the wrong may be redressed. Customs suited to
darker ages in Eastern countries are not binding upon enlightened society. The solemn
covenant of marriage may be entered into without these lordly assumptions, and humili-
ating concessions and promises. . . .

So with woman. She has so long been subject to the disabilities and restrictions, with
which her progress has been embarrassed, that she has become enervated, her mind to
some extent paralyzed; and, like those still more degraded by personal bondage, she hugs
her chains. Liberty is often presented in its true light, but it is liberty for man. . . .

Liberty is not less a blessing, because oppression has so long darkened the mind that
it cannot appreciate it. I would therefore urge, that woman be placed in such a situation
in society, by the yielding of her rights, and have such opportunities for growth and
development, as shall raise her from this low, enervated and paralyzed condition, to a full
appreciation of the blessing of entire freedom of mind. . . .

The law of husband and wife, as you gather it from the books, is a disgrace to any
civilized nation. The theory of the law degrades the wife almost to the level of slaves.
When a woman marries, we call her condition coverture, and speak of her as a fermme
covert. The old writers call the husband baron, and sometimes, in plain English, lord. . . .
The merging of her name in that of her husband is emblematic of the fate of all her legal
rights. The torch of Hymen serves but to light the pile on which these rights are offered
up. The legal theory is, that marriage makes the husband and wife one person, and that
person is the husband. On this subject, reform is loudly called for. There is no founda-
tion in reason or expediency, for the absolute and slavish subjection of the wife to the
husband, which forms the foundation of the present legal relations. Were woman, in
point of fact, the abject thing which the law, in theory, considers her to be when married,
she would not be worthy of the companionship of man.



