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“What! Such Things Have Happened and No Women
Were Taught about Them™: A Nineteenth-Century French
Woman’s View of the Importance of Women's History

Karen Offen

This remarkable meditation on the intportance of wonmn's history
was published during the Revolution of 1848 by Henrivtte Wild (dates
ot kown), who signed as “Henriette, arliste.” Although Sh.r
was amang the Crench women aclive in the mavement for wamen §
emancipation and published hier work in the revalulionary women's
periodical La Voix des femmes ( “Women's Voice ™), little biographi-
cal information seems available. We do knoiw, however, that sle was o
Protestant and that she was closely associated with Jeanne Deroin,
ane of the best remembered of the wonten actimsts for women’s rights
i the Revolution of 1848. In lie 1850s, “Henrictte, |1Irrr'su‘.r" was
engaged in @ polemtic with another women's rights activist, jenny I
d"Hericourt, over the issue of female celibacy. In 1889 she spoke about
Jeannie Deroin at the second international momen's righls congress.
held e Paris. . .

The author s focus on the sage femme, which renders in English
both as “midwife” and as “wise woman, " is significant; a key issue 1
Parisian womeit’s protest in the 1840s was the admission of womel
to tae study of medicine and, wore generally, to higher learning. o
savoir or learned knowledge. Tie book referred lo by the much-
publisied Mume de Renneville (née Soplie de Senneterre) ts [J{luhlh-:h'
her Biographie des fermmes illustres de Rome, de la Grice et :!_u
Bas-Empire (Paris: Parmantier, 1825), The Areopagus rl.':."frmd loin
the text is the Athenian corrt, comsisting of several male judges. T_fn'
story of Agnodice told by Hesriette Wild shows up again in Josephine
Butier's edited collection Women's Work and Women's Culture
(Londan: Macmillan, 1869}, and i Hediwig Dolom’s work Women's
Nature and Privilege (London: Women's Printing Society, 1536)
translated from the German Frauen Natur und I:{eq:ht (Berlin, 1876).
Dol work was reprinted i 1976 by Hyperion Press. This piece
appeared in La Voix des fernmes 28 (20 April 1848): 2-3. :

The original French text has been lightly corrected. The transla
tiow is fry Karen Offen.
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Les sages femmes d’Athénes

"histoire n'existe point encore, a dit, en s'adressant aux femmes, Fun de
nos meilleurs écrivains, Ce jugement, nous le partageons entierement;
I"histoire est touate a refaire, car nous n'en avons guere gue les apparences
quand ce n'vn est pas la parodic méme. Nous ajouterons que si 1"histore
est compromise, cest bien plus par les faux jugements et les omissions
involontaires ou caleulées, que par les faits eux-mémes. Une appréciation
nouvelle ayanl pour base le redressement moral et intellectuel du jugement
humain, voila, croyons-nous, ce qui fera de I'histoire 'image de plus en
plus vivanie de notre vie antéricure et la conscience méme de 'humanité
Bien que marchant i grands pas vers le progris, je dout: cependant que
nowas avons atleints oo point élevé, Un ouvrier manque a oeuvre, et tant
quil w'y participera point, d'immenses lacunes resteront toujours a
combler. La femme comme ['homme est appelée a explorer le domaine de
I'histoire: il v o la, comme en toutes choses, place pour teus deux, et tous
deux aussi, v onl des attributions différentes e particulieres. Le meilleur
viwtlorr pe suHil pas pour 'avancemenl de cortaines oeuvres, et [y, par
exemple, ol Fobservation se divise d’une maniére fondamentale mais
insensible, comment serait-il donné a un seul observateur e suivee en
meme temps deax lignes £"éloignant sans cesse upe de "aulre? Voila
puurques, dans une pensde, Uhistoire esl surtout un mensonge pour la
lemme, et pourguod la viérité n'y paraitra que quand observation et
lintelligence féminine y prendront part, et surtout v rattachera les intéréts
terminins. Un scepticisme cruel et un profond découragemenl s empareront
de la femme le jour ou, avin sous les veux les malériaux épars el dédaignés
de son hisloire, elle voudra les considérer et s'interroger sur leur baute
sipnificalion. Sa pensée se troublera d'abord, ses forces paraitront
Iabandonner, car une tiche immense ¢f pressante s'announcera comme
etant sa destinge. Ne pouvant douter longtemps, la femme enfin, par son
incessan! besoin de cronre el de sentir 8'élancera bientat a son tour dans
un domaine inexplore, son domaine a elle, donl elle avait ét¢ bannie. Pour
faire sentir & nos lectrices loute ma pensée, et dans 'espoir de leur faire
partager mes peines et mes joies, je ne puis mieux faire que de les appuver
du fait qqui les a fait naitre. Je lemprunte 3 Uhistoire et le trouve rapporté
dans la biographie des femmes illustres, par Mme de Renneville,
[Larcopage avait défendu aux femmes de pratiquer la médecine el
de se livrer aux accouchements. Plusieurs dames d"Athenes, blessées d'une
losi qpuat ne leur paraissait pas s'accorder avee celles de la pudeur aimisrent
ety mourr gue de consentic i étre secourues par des hommes, —La
jenene Agnodice, ouches du malheur de ses concitoyennes, pril le parti de
se dépguiser, ¢t alla, sous un habit d’homme, dans Uéeole célebre
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d'Hérophile, étudier la médecine, et surtout art d'accoucher. Ayant fait
ensuite confidence de son sexe aux dames d"Athenes, elle fut bientot le
médecin a la mode, le seul méme qui fut accueilli d'clles. Les accoucheurs,
ne sachant comment expliquer la préférence que les femmes lui donnaient
sur eux, Iaccuserent de chercher b corrompre les femmes sous prétexte de
les seconder. Agnodice, citée devant 'aréopage, repoussa la calomnie en
révelant son sexe; mais les accusateurs, tournant cet aveu contre elle,
alléguerent Ta loi qui lui interdisait la medecine; elle fut condamnee. A
cette nouvelle, les femmes d' Athénes criérent a linjustice, et se plaignirent
de la dureté des hommes, leur reprochant que ¢'était moins des maris
gu'elles trouvaient en eux que des meurtriers, puisqu’ils condamnaient,
dans Agnodice, la seule personne qui pouvait leur épargner une mort
cruelle, a laquelle elles " exposeraient plutdt que de recevoir d'oulres
secours que ceux qui leur viendraient de leur sexe. L'aréopage. vaincu par
ces représentations, abrogea la loi, et il fut permis aux femmes dexercer Ia
médicine ¢t I'art des accouchements.»

Que de questions se pressenl dans ma pensée; que de Surprise, que
de douleur peut-ttrel

Quuoi! une époque a déja paru pour la femme ol sa dignite étail assez
FECONnue, Assez respectie pour se rattacher aux intérets du |sic] son sexe?

Luaod! cette pudeur collective dont je me plaisais sans cosse 3 11 voir
revétue dans mes réves d'avenir, a déja montré sa valeur, elle n'était poinl
une fiction?

Quoi! la femme a pu étre deépossédie a ce point de sa premiere vertu
qu'un sentiment naturel froissd, contre lequel elle n'a point réagi o lui-
ménmwe amend abaissement de la fermme?

Quoi! la sainte et étroite solidarilé a é1é assez forte dans Fantiguoité
pour inspirer sus fermmes le plus male courage, of lear faime révogquer Tes
décrels de I'aréopage miéme?

Qoo de pareils [aits se sont passes, et toules Jes femmes n'en sonl
point instruiles, ef ils ne sont pas graves dans la mdmoire de toutes Tes
jeunes filles? . . [in original] Femmmes, femmes! et vous vous étonpez de
votre chute et de votre abjection! Et vous ignorez les moyens de vous
répenérer? Quvrez les yeus, marchez: car voici déja 'un des sentiers qui
vous rameéneront A la vole d"honneur el de justice. I n'y a plus de solidar:ité
entee vous ek volre sexe, parce que Ta fleor exquise de Lo pudeur qui v
correspondait s est dessechiée en volre sein. Raviver-la, renversez Uerreur
qui 8’y oppose et que vous vous etes laisse imposer. Suivez 'exemplie des
nobles Athéniennes; Iagent naturel de votre délivrance est la femme. Et
puisue, vous dit-on, pour vous micux faire violence, la science o mangue
quiil n'en sait plus ainsi, faites instuire la fernme, Que la sage-femme, celte
sentinelle perdue, devienne pour vous la sentinelle avancée. Que
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Iinfériorite qu'on Tui attribue, fausse vérité i laquelle une odicuse by rannie
a seule pu donner quelque apparence, tombe a votre voix, et que la vérité
apparaisse enlin guidée par la fraternité et la liberté. Quant 3 I'égalité vous
la posseder i présent; chaque heure, femmes, vous montre sous une face
nouvelle volre égalité dans Uinfortune et dans Uinjustice des hommes.
Soutenez la femme, agissez en son nom. Votre entrée au lemple d'Fsculape
adoucira l'austere visage de ce dieu. Il ne rest, sans doute, que parce que,
prifacsse par vocalion, vous mangquez a ses enscignements. La science de
soulager les maux de 'humanitd doit mener par vous, a celle de les
prévenir Le sacerdore supréme, celui qui a pour objet le développement
intégral et infiniment perfectible de 'humanité, se compromettrait
desarmais sans la femme. Demandez done, demandez encore, demandez
partout el loujours, Voded venir notre séricuse révolulion, car nouws sommes
nons-memes saintes revolutionndes,

—Quw toul ce gui est déja, fasse appel 3 tout ce qui n'est pas encore;
gue les fennes artistes, les travailleuses et les poetes soient en aide a nos
micdecins ¢ i nos historiens; ils ont tant 3 nous dire sur les cawses vérilables
de nes chutes progressives, sur notre déchéance, sur la perte de notre
Beanité, sur celle des objets de notre amour. N'est-ce pas femmes, que nous
velems fowab savein, vt gqu’en vous ayant rapporte ce que le hasard m'a fait
déconvrir, jai éveillé en vous Lout un monde nouveaw de désirs, de devoirs
el despérances, Allons done, sous la garde du Seigneur et marchons, par
la force de notee saint solidarité. Notre déliveance approche, Uheure sonne!
L'luire a sonné.

Henriette, artisie

e Wise Woumen of Athens

Histary does not yet exist, said one of our best writers, addressing: himsel{
o women. We agree completely with this judgment; history must be
completely rewritten, for as vel we bave little more than appearances when
it is not parady. We add that if istory finds itsell compromised. it is more
by false judgments and imvoluntary or caleulated omissions than by the
facts themselves, A new appreciation having for its foundation the moral
and intellectual cectilication of human judgment, this is, inour view, what
wittld make history more the living image of vur earlier life and the very
comscicnee ol humanily, Even o we march toward progress with !';'mr;t
steps, [ doubt that we have as vet attained this elevated position. One
waorker for the task is missing and as long as this worker does nol
participate, immense gaps will remain to be filled.
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Like man, worman is called to explore the domain of history. As in
all other things, there is room for both [sexes] and both also have dittering
and specific altributes. The best will in the world is insufficient lo advance
certain works, and in those places where observation is divided in a
fundamental vet imperceptible manner, how could it be given to a single
observer to fullow simullaneously two lines that are incessantly diverg-
ing from one another? This is why, for woman, history is a lie and why the
truth will enly appear once feminine vbservation and intelligence enler
into it and, specifically, link it to women’s interests. Cruel skepticism and
profound discouragement will take hold of woman the day when, with
the sparse and disdained materials of her history before her eyes. she
wishes to consider them and to question their deeper significance Tler
thoughts will first be troubled, her strength will seem 1o disappear. for
an immense and pressing task will announce itself as her destiny. No
longer able tu doubt, and because of her unceasing need to believe and
feel, woman will in turn throw herself into unexplored territory, her own
domain, trom which she had been banished. In order to make my readers
understand my ideas, and in the hope of encouraging them to share my
sorrows and my joys, | can do no better than to support them with
the incident that gave birth o them. [ borrow it from history and find it
reported in the biogeaphy of ilustrious women by Madame de Renneville.

“The Arcopagus had forbidden women to practice medicine and Lo
participite in births. A number of women of Athens, wounded by this
law which did not appear to them (o be in accordance with the laws of
modesty, would rather die than consent to be assisted by men. The young
Agnodice. touched by the unhappiness of her sister cilizens, look it
upon hersell to disguise herselt and wenl, in men's clothing. to the
famous school of Herophilus to study medicine and especially the art of
midwiferv. Afterwards, having let it be known to the women of Athens,
she became the most sought after plivsician, the onlv one whom they would
weleome. The male acconcherers, not knowing how to explain the women's
preterence, accused her of secking to corrupt the women under the
pretext of assisting them. Summoned before the Areopagus, Agnodice
answered this calumny by revealing her sex; but the accusers turned this
revelation against her, invoking the law that denied her the right lo
practice medicine. She was condemned. At this news, the women of
Athens cried out agains! the injustice and bewailed the harshness of
men, reproaching them that they seemed 1o be less husbands than
murderers because in condemning Agnodice, they condemned the sole
person who could spare them from a cruel death, 10 which they would
expose themselves rather than receive help from others not of their own
sex. The Arcopagus, defeated by these claims, abrogated the law, and
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warmen were then permitted to practice medicine and the art of delivering
babies.”

How many questions flooded my mind; how much surprise, how
much unhappiness perhaps!

What! A time had already existed for woman when her dignity was
sufficiently recopnized, sufficiently respecled to attach her to the interests
uf her sex?

What! That collective modesty, which in my dreams of the future |
hope to see rehabilitated, had already shown its value. It was not fictional?

What! It was possible that a woman had been dispossessed to this
point that her first virtue, a natural sentiment shocked, against which she
b ot reacted, had itself led to the lowering of woman?

What! The haly and tight solidarity had been sufficiently strong in
antigquity to inspire in women the most male courage, and get them to
revoke the degrees of the Areopagus itself?

What! Such things have happened and no women were taught about
Lthem, and they were nol engraved in the memorics of cvery young girl?
Women, women! And you are astonished at vour own fall and your
abjection! And you ignore the means of vour own regeneration? Open
vour eves, get going; here is one of the paths that can bring you back to the
high road of honor and justice. There is no longer solidarity betwesn you
and your sex, because the exquisite flower of modesty that accompanies if
has dricd up in your breast, Revive it, reverse the error that opposes it and
that you have let it impose. Follow the example of the noble Athenian
women; the natural apent of your deliverance is woman. And when, they
tell vou in order to do you more violence, she lacks science —in order o
change this, instact woman. Let the midwife /wise woman [sage feone],
this lost seotinel, become your advance sentinel. Let the inferiority
attributed to wornan, a false claim towhich only odious tyranny has given
some reality, fall at vour voice, and let the truth finally appear, guided by
fraternity and liberty As for the equality you possess at present: every
hour women, vou display vour equality in misfortune and in the injustice
of men. Support warnan, act in her name. Your enlry lo the temple of
Avscupalus will suften the austere face of this god, No doubt, it is only
bucause, pricsless by vocation, you lack his instruclion. The science of
alleviating the ills of humanity should lead, by vou, to the science of
preventing them, The supreme priesthood, that which has for its goal the
integral and infinitely perfectible development af humanity, is henceforth
compromised without the woman, Then demand it, demand it again,
everywhere and always. Here begins our serious revolution, for we are
ourselves the saintly revalutionaries. —Everything that now is makes its
appeal tothal which is to be. May women artists, women workers, women
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poets come to the aid of our doctors and our historians; they have so much
to tell us about the real causes of our repeated falls, about our disabled
status, about the loss of our beauty, and the objects of our love, Is it not
the case, women, that we want to know everything, and that in rl:plort:ng
tor you what chance has allowed me to discover, | haveqawakenud in you
4 whole world of desires, of duties and of hopes? Go then, with the
protection of our Lord and march forward, in the strength of our holy
solidarity, Our deliverance approaches, the clock sirikes! The hour has

struck!

Henriethe, artist



	IMG_0001
	IMG_0002
	IMG_0003
	IMG_0004

