
Darwin and Women: A Selection of Letters
Charles Darwin (1809-1882),the renowned naturalist and father of
evolution, held complex and evolving views on women and their place in
society. These views are reflected in his writings, including his private
letters, which provide a unique glimpse into his thoughts and beliefs.
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In this article, we will explore Darwin's perspectives on women through a
selection of his letters, examining his ideas on gender roles, marriage, and
the nature of women's intellect and capabilities.

Gender Roles

Darwin believed that women were inferior to men in terms of physical and
mental strength. He saw women as naturally suited to domestic duties,
such as raising children and managing the household, while men were
better suited to public life and intellectual pursuits.
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In a letter to his friend and colleague Alfred Russel Wallace in 1860, Darwin
wrote:

“ "I fully agree with you that women are in many respects
inferior to men. They are certainly inferior in muscular strength
and size; and, though their mental powers are excellent, they
are of a different kind from those possessed by men and are
better adapted for domestic life." ”

However, Darwin also recognized that women had certain strengths and
abilities that were different from those of men. In a letter to his daughter
Henrietta in 1873, he wrote:

“ "You say that you cannot bear to think of men, as superior in
mind to women -- I do not think this is so -- but I suspect that,
at least in civilized races, they have become a little more highly
developed intellectually; but doubtless this is, in part, due to
their having had opportunities and encouragement, which
have not existed for women." ”

Marriage

Darwin believed that marriage was a natural and important institution for
both men and women. He saw it as a means of procreation and a way to
regulate sexual behavior. However, he also recognized that marriage could
be oppressive for women.



In a letter to his cousin William Darwin Fox in 1867, Darwin wrote:

“ "It does not seem to me that a married woman has gained
independence -- until she has a right to dispose of her own
property -- and earn her own money -- I am not speaking of
marrying a rich fool, who would give up his own will -- but one
who would keep his own purse -- marry and put your money
under the control of others -- and keep the use of it yourself --
If we were all compelled to earn our own living, we should get
more sense in the world." ”

Intellect and Capabilities

Darwin believed that women were capable of intellectual pursuits, but he
thought that their minds were different from those of men. He argued that
women were more intuitive and emotional, while men were more logical
and analytical.

In a letter to his friend Hooker in 1865, Darwin wrote:

“ "I cannot help thinking that women are not capable, on an
average, of ng work of equal value with men, though I know
some splendid exceptions -- and the exception proves the
rule." ”

However, Darwin also acknowledged that women had the potential to
achieve great things if they were given the opportunity.



In a letter to his daughter Henrietta in 1875, he wrote:

“ "I am rejoiced to hear that your women are now allowed to
take degrees -- I suppose it will be long before a woman will
take a senior wrangler seat, but it will come." ”

Charles Darwin's views on women were complex and evolving. He believed
that women were inferior to men in terms of physical and mental strength,
but he also recognized that they had certain strengths and abilities that
were different from those of men.

Darwin saw marriage as a natural and important institution, but he also
recognized that it could be oppressive for women. He believed that women
were capable of intellectual pursuits, but he thought that their minds were
different from those of men.

Darwin's views on women were shaped by the social and cultural norms of
his time. However, he was also a pioneer in challenging traditional gender
roles and advocating for the rights of women.
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