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women use to subvert patriarchal control of their lives
(Harvey 1997: 193-203). In France at this time the decline
in birthrate, or “demographic transition,” that occurred in
industrialized countries from the nineteenth century onward
was well under way. Frenchmen were both puzzled and
deeply concerned. There were plenty of married women
of breeding age, many with more than sufficient resources
for a family, some even wealthy, yet the censuses continued
to register a declining population. Plenty of food, yet little
in the way of “brats.”

Not in the least puzzled, Royer scoffed at her male
colleagues’ lack of imagination: “Woman ... is the one ani-
mal in all creation about which man knows the least.... a
foreign species.” When a male scientist describes women,
she cautioned, he either extrapolates from his own experi-
ence or, worse, engages in an exercise in wishful thinking.
Women were simply disguising from men their conscious
desire to have few children. Large numbers of women,
she believed, were deliberately curtailing conception—an
idea that did notat all fit current evolutionary stereotypes
about mothers.

Within the French scientific establishment of that
time, Royer was doubly subversive—Darwinian in
Lamarck’s homeland and a maverick female with icono-
clastic ideas about motherhood. No other evolutionist in
the world, much less a woman, was writing about women
who learn to be “mistresses so they do not have to be
mothers,” or wrote so enthusiastically about new techniques
emanating from America for aborting unwanted pregnan-
cies, taking advantage of physicians who have learned to
“skillfully kill off the fruit without injuring the tree” (Harvey
1987:161).

Royer’s own book on the origin of man (Originé
de I'homme et des societes) appeared in 1870. But her most in-
teresting ideas were set down in a later manuscript explain-
ing why maternal instincts were weakened in the human
species. Entitled “Sur la natalite” (On birth), it was already
in proof for an 1875 edition of the bulletin of the Societe d’
Anthropologie de Pariswhen the journal’s editors suppressed
its publication. In that suppressed manuscript Royer wrote:

Up until now, science, like law, has been exclusively

made by men and has considered woman too
often an absolutely passive being, without instincts,

passions, or her own interests; a purely plastic
material that without resistance can take whatever
form one wishes to give it; a living creature with

out personal conscience, without will, without in-
ner resources to react against her instincts, her he-
reditary passions, or finally against the education
that she receives and against the discipline to which
she submits following law, customs, and public
opinion.

Woman, however, is not made like this (Harvey

1997:194).

Royer assumed females were active strategists with agen-
das of their own. A hundred years later (in 1981), unaware
of Royer’s existence, I would publish a book, 7he Woman
That Never Evolved, that made similar points. By then, the
intellectual climate had changed. Much more empirical evi-
dence about females was available, so a stronger case could
be made. Evolutionary biology did eventually respond to
these criticisms, yet in their lifetimes, the effect that these
early Darwinian feminists—Eliot, Blackwell, Royer, and a
few others—had on mainstream evolutionary theory can
be summed up with one phrase: the road not taken. The
toll was a costly one.
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