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The miracles of the primitive church, after obtaining the sanction of ages, have 

been lately attacked in a very free and ingenious inquiry; which, though it has met with 

the most favorable reception from the Public, appears to have excited a general scandal 

among the divines of our own as well as of the other Protestant churches of Europe. Our 

different sentiments on this subject will be much less influenced by any particular 

arguments than by our habits of study and reflection; and, above all, by the degree of the 

evidence which we have accustomed ourselves to require for the proof of a miraculous 

event. The duty of an historian does not call upon him to interpose his private judgement 

in this nice and important controversy; but he ought not to dissemble the difficulty of 

adopting such a theory as may reconcile the interest of religion with that of reason, of 

making a proper application of that theory, and of defining with precision the limits of 

that happy period, exempt from error and from deceit, to which we might be disposed to 

extend the gift of supernatural powers. 

 

******************************* 

 

Whatever opinion may be entertained of the miracles of the primitive church since 

the time of the apostles, this unresisting softness of temper, so conspicuous among the 

believers of the second and third centuries, proved of some accidental benefit to the cause 

of truth and religion. In modern times, a latent, and even involuntary, skepticism adheres 

to the most pious dispositions. Their admission of supernatural truths is much less an 

active consent than a cold and passive acquiescence. Accustomed long since to observe 

and to respect the invariable order of Nature, our reason, or at least our imagination, is 

not sufficiently prepared to sustain the visible action of the Deity. But, in the first ages of 

Christianity, the situation of mankind was extremely different. The most curious, or the 

most credulous, among the Pagans were often persuaded to enter into a society which 

asserted an actual claim of miraculous powers. The primitive Christians perpetually trod 

on mystic ground, and their minds were exercised by the habits of believing the most 

extraordinary events. They felt, or they fancied, that on every side they were incessantly 

assaulted by daemons, comforted by visions, instructed by prophecy, and surprisingly 

delivered from danger, sickness, and from death itself, by the supplications of the church. 

The real or imaginary prodigies, of which they so frequently conceived themselves to be 

the objects, the instruments, or the spectators, very happily disposed them to adopt, with 

the same ease, but with far greater justice, the authentic wonders of the evangelic history; 

and thus miracles that exceeded not the measure of their own experience inspired them 

with the most lively assurance of mysteries which were acknowledged to surpass the 

limits of their understanding. 

 

******************************* 

 

 The decline of ancient prejudice exposed a very numerous portion of human kind 

to the danger of a painful and comfortless situation. A state of skepticism and suspense 

may amuse a few inquisitive minds. But the practice of superstition is so congenial to the 



multitude that, if they are forcibly awakened, they still regret the loss of their pleasing 

vision. Their love of the marvelous and supernatural, their curiosity with regard to future 

events, and their strong propensity to extend their hopes and fears beyond the limits of 

the visible world, were the principal causes which favored the establishment of 

Polytheism. So urgent on the vulgar is the necessity of believing that the fall of any 

system of mythology will most probably be succeeded by the introduction of some other 

mode of superstition. 

 
Taken from Edward Gibbon, “The Progress of Superstition,” in The Portable Enlightenment Reader, 

ed. Isaac Kramnick (New York: Penguin Books, 1995), 150–152, 154. 
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OLYMPE DE GOUGES (1748–1793) 

THE RIGHTS OF WOMAN (1791) 
 

Mothers, daughters, sisters, female representatives of the nation ask to be constituted as a 

national assembly. Considering that ignorance, neglect, or contempt for the rights of 

woman are the sole causes of public misfortunes and governmental corruption, they have 

resolved to set forth in a solemn declaration the natural, inalienable, and sacred rights of 

woman: so that by being constantly present to all the members of the social body this 

declaration may always remind them of their rights and duties; so that by being liable at 

every moment to comparison with the aim of any and all political institutions the acts of 

women’s and men’s powers may be the more fully respected; and so that by being 

founded henceforward on simple and incontestable principles the demands of the 

citizenesses may always tend toward maintaining the constitution, good morals, and the 

general welfare. 

 
In consequence, the sex that is superior in beauty as in courage, needed in maternal sufferings, 

recognizes and declares, in the presence and under the auspices of the Supreme Being, the 

following rights of woman and the citizeness. 

 

1. Woman is born free and remains equal to man in rights. Social distinctions may be based only 

on common utility. 

 

2. The purpose of all political association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible 

rights of woman and man. These rights are liberty, property, security, and especially resistance to 

oppression. 

 

3. The principle of all sovereignty rests essentially in the nation, which is but the reuniting of 

woman and man. No body and no individual may exercise authority which does not emanate 

expressly from the nation. 

 

4. Liberty and justice consist in restoring all that belongs to another; hence the exercise of the 

natural rights of woman has no other limits than those that the perpetual tyranny of man opposes 

to them; these limits must be reformed according to the laws of nature and reason. 

 

5. The laws of nature and reason prohibit all actions which are injurious to society. No hindrance 

should be put in the way of anything not prohibited by these wise and divine laws, nor may 

anyone be forced to do what they do not require. 

 

6. The law should be the expression of the general will. All citizenesses and citizens should take 

part, in person or by their representatives, in its formation. It must be the same for everyone. All 

citizenesses and citizens, being equal in its eyes, should be equally admissible to all public 

dignities, offices and employments, according to their ability, and with no other distinction than 

that of their virtues and talents. 

 

7. No woman is exempted; she is indicted, arrested, and detained in the cases determined by the 

law. Women like men obey this rigorous law. 

 



8. Only strictly and obviously necessary punishments should be established by the law, and no 

one may be punished except by virtue of a law established and promulgated before the time of the 

offense, and legally applied to women. 

 

9. Any woman being declared guilty, all rigor is exercised by the law. 

 

10. No one should be disturbed for his fundamental opinions; woman has the right to mount the 

scaffold, so she should have the right equally to mount the rostrum, provided that these 

manifestations do not trouble public order as established by law. 

 

11. The free communication of thoughts and opinions is one of the most precious of the rights of 

woman, since this liberty assures the recognition of children by their fathers. Every citizeness 

may therefore say freely, I am the mother of your child; a barbarous prejudice [against unmarried 

women having children] should not force her to hide the truth, so long as responsibility is 

accepted for any abuse of this liberty in cases determined by the law [women are not allowed to 

lie about the paternity of their children]. 

 

12. The safeguard of the rights of woman and the citizeness requires public powers. These powers 

are instituted for the advantage of all and not for the private benefit of those to whom they are 

entrusted. 

 

13. For maintenance of public authority and for expenses of administration, taxation of women 

and men is equal; she takes part in all forced labor service, in all painful tasks; she must therefore 

have the same proportion in the distribution of places, employments, offices, dignities, and in 

industry. 

 

14. The citizenesses and citizens have the right, by themselves or through their representatives, to 

have demonstrated to them the necessity of public taxes. The citizenesses can only agree to them 

upon admission of an equal division, not only in wealth, but also in the public administration, and 

to determine the means of apportionment, assessment, and collection, and the duration of the 

taxes. 

 

15. The mass of women, joining with men in paying taxes, have the right to hold accountable 

every public agent of the administration. 

 

16. Any society in which the guarantee of rights is not assured or the separation of powers not 

settled has no constitution. The constitution is null and void if the majority of individuals 

composing the nation has not cooperated in its drafting. 

 

17. Property belongs to both sexes whether united or separated; it is for each of them an 

inviolable and sacred right, and no one may be deprived of it as a true patrimony of nature, except 

when public necessity, certified by law, obviously requires it, and then on condition of a just 

compensation in advance. 

 
Taken from Olympe Gouges, “The Rights of Woman,” in The French Revolution and Human Rights: 

A Brief Documentary History, trans. and ed. Lynn Hunt (Boston: Bedford Books of St. Martin’s 

Press, 1996), 124–129. 


