Karen Offen

On the French Origin of
the Words Feminisi and Feminist

The words feeinise and femist are used today throughout the Wikt
crn world Lo connote the ideas that advovae the emancipation of womer.
the movements that have attempied 1o realize it and the individoals whio
support these poals, Few peaple in the English-speaking world realize,
however, that the origin of these lerms can he traced (o nipeteenth-ceniury
French polineal discourse.

The earhiest origing of e French word femgaisiie dnd ils derivatives
are still ahseure, Their roals should be raceable to the political agitation of
the 1830s, during which tinie e related words sociafisme and faeivicdie
v mide Lherr appearsnee 1n the politicul vocabulary of French-speaking
peaples, The prgins of these latier words hove long since been tusninated by
woholirs.! But this 15 not the case for e,

lavention ol the word jominisnne has Jong been attibuied e {harkes
Laurier 11772-18370 the andacions thinker whe cained soomany French
neologisms and wha u pdersiood so well That the easenics of womens cmin-
cipation lav in eradicating their legal and economic subordination o men.
The dates of atinbuted origms nevertheless vary from |#08 —the publication
date for the first edition al the Theorie de Qraiee Vennenienis of des de-
aiincey seneraln—through 137, the vear ol Pouriers death, o LR41 when
the posthumous cocond edition of the (uafee Afonvenients appeared mn
Fouricrs Deurres compleres.

[ 896 Marva Chelipa-Loevy. wriling 1 Fans. clmmed that Fouwner
[ad jnvented the eapression in the (508 edition of s Thoorie. But careful
sxamination of this edition confirms that the word feanini s s not (o be

Tras is 2 shghtly anrended nglsh-limgusgs versien, by the st ol S Poripne dus
mots Feminsme’ ol fepiniste,”” ariginilly published in the o e o Bieredve i of
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feund, although the celebruted paragraph in which Fourier insisted thut
"r‘.-rﬁ;r-::m" i liherty for women was o precondition of general .l.m_'ial. [Iropress
'-"T'Fl_if””': reveals the existence of what we would nuw consider ter be o femi-
msl” consciousness on louriers part,

Research on these words i etymaological dictionaries of the French
Ja.lnguagt constitutes notlimg less than a frustrating exercise in circular ciia-
1.|m‘|. In Puul Roberts Dichonnaire alphabétigue o anafogigue de da fanene
rrfm.m.'-.u (1960 edition). the first usape s atiributed (o I"il}JrjEF with the li'd:l_‘
af 1837, “Ihiﬁ dictionury distinguishes between the “doctrine that anucipates
ll-.n: thw_nsmn of women’s rights and role in society™ and “the politieal femi-
nism v the sulTragettes.” Robert cites as his autharity Marcel Braunselivip
Nitry |"."{|'r.'r'{£{re."e' ditediie dany les rextes? QOn L'{]T;HIJJlillE, H-l';lumthri;
|'|.u-w.'u:n we find that he grves neither a date nor o text I'{‘.urhuuril'ruliur'l E:lu.l
mlmpi}' relers his readers Lo book by 1 éon Abensour, Fae Fenone -.'rr;a g e
:f':l;m.' :!.r:' Lemprs-Philippe e e J8455 and 1o an article by Célestin i'il.m:u.[-:l e
J-!:lmnmm: saint-simonien,” in the Revue de Parist ‘-';']1iL‘|l WS ||_-pr;'-nnl:d in
fis haok Cles fes prophiétes sootadies? A more detarled inquicy reveals
however, that Abensour's book 1s very hadly decumented on this 1'.1-;:in1. "m_l:i
that concerming Fourter. Abensour takes his analvsis from the studics of
H.mgl.c talready cited by Braunschvig) and Emile Dessignolles doctoral .I..Ei-‘:i-
.kl_‘]'F:IIM*['I. “Le Femmsme draprés la doctrine seciahiste de Charles Fourier, ™
which nowhere discusses the origins of the word, Like Roberts kliﬂinmu}r
[E.h: Meavveaie divtionnaiee covielosigue of Distorigue by Larousse | 146d) :||~'~;;
gives the date 1837 and attributes the word (o Fourier Neither fa Crrande
ercvelopeedie Lavonsse of 1886-1902 nor that of 1971-78 conlam an ;:nir'.'
under the word jeniinisone. And what is more, the 1837 date given with such
assurance by these authoritative dictionaries seems o be a 1otal mystilica.
[lﬂt‘]. Erghteen thirty-seven was the vear of Fouriers death, and a »'uu}durin '
which he published virtually nothing. The posthumous edition | I-H=ll } n|‘1hi
{raire mionvenienty pives no better results than the ariginal edition.®
. ."r'n.']'liE'II. one consulls the works of recognized listorians who have stud-
ted Pouriers voluminous, dosvneratic {and ofien repetitive) works, the
myslery only decpens. Among American scholars of Fourier whom 1 ;m‘r{‘
u.'}mm.mnl. no one could dentily a single citation of the word. ™ Fven in 1111:.
I'ILleltri.‘il dictionary, the INetionnaive de sociolieie phafanastoriomie com-
piled by Silberling, ane finds only the kevwords fGmiffisne and fepnmet 11
seemy thil a few of the works published by Fourier toward the end of hﬁ life
eseaped Sulberling’s nel, and therefore that of subsequent dictionary editors:
1L miy still he pussible 1o locale the term i the pages of some nhHEUI:'i:
Fuurierst periodical of the time. That possibility. however, seems remole.

(A

The term feminise has a less problemanie history, The Robert dicuan-
ary pives the dute as 1872 and attributes first usape o the French plivwriehl
and essavistAlexandre Dumas s This usage can be vert[ed; indeed. the
word does appear in Dumass D Hooiere-femie {TRT I Bul s pejorative use
suggests thut he did not invent it himsell "Les femynisies. passez-mot e
néologisme, disenl. a trés-bonne intention daillewrs. .7 i The termimists, il
may borrow this neologism, sav. with very good intentions mareover. ... 3
Where did e discover— if indeed he did not coin—this " neelogism™

In 1882 the werm fearnise reappears—this time as a lubel claimed Ty
Hubertine Auclert (1848-1914). the French champion of woman suffrage. [n
4 letter addressed 1o the Prefect of the Seine, published in the daily press,
Auclert opposed the restrictions recently imposed by the Prefect on speeches
during the civil marniage ceremanics held at the oty hall, She asserted the
right of féminies 1o criticize the marriage laws during Frunce’s abligatonr
civil weddings.! Further on in the same letter. Auclert used the term par
tivans de Cafiranchissement des fenmes (parlisans of women's liberationdsin
o later version of this leter, published in 1908 and cited after Auclerts death
b her sister in 19220 the words pariias o Paffranchissenient des lenmney
were changed o panisans i Fembsme, Relving solely on the [HOE ver
siom. subseipuent commentators have alleged that the 182 letler marks the
first use of hoth words, feministe and fenrinisre, Clearly, this claim will not
stand the west of closer examination of the textual evidence.

In any case, neither of these two words really entered public dascourse

helore the end of the nineteenth century, Even the movement for the exten-
sion of women’s rights is deseribed m the French press unul 1841 as e
mauvement femmin But soon thercafler the ermimology began o
change. In the 20 September 1891 issue of Fo Do alew fennmes (published
since 1869 by Léon Richer), Fugenie Pogtanie-Pierre called for the tounda-
tion of 2 “Federanon fruncase des societes feministes” The mssue o 24
Diecember published the association’s charter. In pnd-May ol 1892 this group
convened g “Conpres génerale des institutions feministes ™" Shortly 1here:
after literary critie Emile Faguct used the word feaginsie several pimes in the
Revie dlene. Maria Deraismes consecrated the usage several months lier in
the Bevie dey revniey

From 1892 an the lerms fimmiinee and féneinisie entered common
usage in French-—net only in France butalso in Belpium and Switzerlund. In
English. the carliest reported use af feriiis ity the Creford Faglisd Diction
ar iy dates from 12 October 1594, in the Dady News i Londany: fesiieiam wis
introduced i April 1893 ina literary book review ™

From 1893 on the torm e monvemiend fGminiare also gained cutrency,



+4 Fennied Dovies A add Tusy

|!I _|!.II1L‘. the Revie cocvclopedigue Earennse approprianted 0% In 1895
Clonlde Dissard pubhished the first issue of Lo Revee fominsee. In April
846, an Pans. a second “Congres féministe international” convened. [t
recerved wide coverage in the press and contributed Turther to the PUpL-
larization of the words,

. Reparting on the position of women in France at the September 1896
Burlin Womens Congress. Fugénie Potonic-Pierre took credit on hehalf of
hierselt and her colleagues for mventing the word @Gminisme. She praised the
press [or successfully launching it Several months later Marva Clicliga-
Locvy edited a special issue of the Revie encrelopédigue a’.cn'u.-r;.-.'s' devioted
to i'r-:ncih feminism: it was there she made the claim for inventing fEminisme
i Fouriers behalf Other publications soon appeared using one or anather
ol the words fémsme or fiminise in their ttles.?

t'ru.m that ume forth. Factions also emerged. Like their sovialist coun-
lur;a:ul'is in fir-ade-siecle France, groups and individuals espousing diversent
lhuprlu:h ol what constituted femanism hegan 1o categorize 1I1E11?|5r::|1.--:;5hand
their rivals through the now lamiliar practice of exclusionary classilication
1l.r1(I FJL-L' lormation of separate organizations and puhlications.®* By the be-
ginning ol the twenticth century, there were already many sclJ'—dux&ril}ed or
;_Il[l':.hl..ll{.'d femimisms: “famibal feminists,” “integral feminists,” “Christian
femminasts.” “socialist feminists,” “bourgeais feminists,” “radical eminists,”

‘.‘:nalc leminists.” ete. This phenomenon peses many interesting questions
fior 1I:»:_ historian of leminism: Who was really a ferunmst? At what point did
sume feminists become branded s sntifemmists? Which advecates of which
answer 10 the woman question held women's best interests at heart” Could i
e 5;|:|Id lh.élt all women shared the same interests? What must the fundamen-
tal L‘r![L'I']i:l be? And, most important polically, who would decide? Such
guestions remain as lively and as troubling in public discourse 1oday as they
were i France i [0
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