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In 1779, amidst the burgeoning ideas of independence, equality, and enlightenment, Judith Sargent

Murray articulated a compelling argument that challenged prevailing gender norms of her time. Her

essay, often regarded as a pioneering work in early feminist thought, boldly asserted that girls

deserved the same educational opportunities as boys. This assertion not only questioned societal

conventions but also laid the foundation for future debates on gender equality and women's rights. In

this article, we will explore the context of Murray's groundbreaking statement, analyze her arguments,

and examine the lasting impact of her advocacy for girls’ education.

Historical Context of Judith Sargent Murray’s 1779 Essay

The Enlightenment and Its Influence

The late 18th century was an era marked by revolutionary ideas rooted in Enlightenment philosophy.

Thinkers such as John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau emphasized reason, individual rights, and

the importance of education in shaping a just society. These ideas permeated American intellectual

life, inspiring leaders and writers to question traditional authority and societal structures.

Judith Sargent Murray, living during this period, was influenced by these intellectual currents. She

believed that education was essential not only for personal development but also for fostering an

equitable society. Her writings reflect a desire to extend Enlightenment principles to women,

advocating for their intellectual empowerment.



The Role of Women in 18th Century America

During Murray's time, women’s roles were largely confined to the domestic sphere. Education for girls

was often limited to basic literacy skills necessary for household management and social propriety.

Formal education, especially higher or liberal education, was typically inaccessible to women,

reinforcing gender hierarchies.

Despite these societal constraints, some women, including Murray herself, began to challenge these

norms. Her 1779 essay marked a significant departure from traditional views, asserting that women

deserved the same intellectual development as men. This was a radical stance, considering the

widespread belief that women's primary role was as wives and mothers.

Judith Sargent Murray’s 1779 Essay: The Core Argument

The Thesis: Girls Deserve Equal Educational Opportunities

At the heart of Murray’s 1779 essay, often titled "On the Equality of the Sexes," is the assertion that:

"Girls deserve the same educational opportunities as boys."

She argued that women were inherently capable of intellectual achievement and that denying them

access to education was a form of injustice and societal loss.

Key Arguments Presented by Murray

In her essay, Murray articulated several compelling points:

1. Intellectual Equality of Men and Women

Murray believed that the mind's capacity was not determined by gender. She posited that if given

equal opportunities, women could excel intellectually just as men do.



2. The Importance of Education for Society

She emphasized that educated women would become better mothers, citizens, and contributors to

society, promoting overall societal progress.

3. Gender Stereotypes Are Social Constructs

Murray challenged the idea that women were naturally inferior intellectually, asserting that societal

expectations and limited access to education were responsible for perceived differences.

4. Education as a Means to Personal Fulfillment

She viewed education as essential for individual growth, encouraging women to pursue knowledge for

their own development and happiness.

The Impact of Murray’s Arguments

Although her ideas did not immediately transform societal norms, Murray's essay sparked

conversations about gender equality and education. Her advocacy laid groundwork for future feminist

movements and challenged the cultural assumptions of her era.

The Significance of Murray’s Statement: Girls Deserved

________

In her essay, Murray explicitly states that girls deserved the same educational opportunities as boys.

This phrase encapsulates her core belief in gender equality in intellectual development.

The Evolution of the Phrase: From 1779 to Today

While Murray’s original wording focused on education, her statement has been adapted and expanded

over centuries to encompass broader themes of gender equality, including:



- Equal rights

- Equal pay

- Equal representation

- Equal access to leadership roles

However, her emphasis on education remains foundational, highlighting the importance of intellectual

empowerment as a starting point for equality.

How Murray’s 1779 Advocacy Reshaped Perspectives on

Girls’ Education

Early Challenges and Resistance

During her lifetime, Murray faced societal resistance. Many believed that women's primary role was

domestic, and education beyond basic literacy was unnecessary or even harmful. Her ideas

challenged deeply ingrained cultural beliefs, making her a pioneering but controversial figure.

Long-term Influence and Legacy

Despite initial resistance, Murray's advocacy gradually influenced educational reforms and societal

attitudes toward women’s learning. Her writings contributed to:

- The increase in women’s literacy rates

- The establishment of women’s seminaries and colleges

- The rise of women’s rights movements in the 19th and 20th centuries

Today, Judith Sargent Murray is celebrated as an early champion of gender equality, and her assertion

that girls deserved equal education remains a cornerstone of feminist thought.



Modern Perspectives: The Ongoing Quest for Educational

Equality

Current Status of Girls’ Education

While significant progress has been made globally, challenges persist:

- Gender disparities in educational access in some regions

- Cultural biases that discourage girls from pursuing higher education

- Socioeconomic barriers impacting girls’ educational opportunities

Why Murray’s 1779 Assertion Still Matters

Her early call for equality reminds us that:

- Education is a fundamental right for all genders

- Societal progress depends on empowering girls through knowledge

- Continued efforts are necessary to achieve full gender equality in education

Conclusion: Honoring Judith Sargent Murray’s Vision

Judith Sargent Murray’s 1779 essay was a groundbreaking articulation of the belief that girls deserved

equal educational opportunities. Her ideas challenged the societal norms of her time and paved the

way for ongoing struggles toward gender equality. Recognizing her contributions underscores the

importance of education as a tool for empowerment and societal advancement. As we continue to

advocate for girls’ education worldwide, her words serve as a powerful reminder that equal access to

knowledge is a fundamental right and a vital step toward building a more just and equitable world.



Key Takeaways

Judith Sargent Murray was a pioneering advocate for women’s education in 1779.

Her assertion that girls deserved equal educational opportunities challenged societal norms of

her era.

Her ideas contributed to the early foundations of feminist thought and educational reform.

Today, her legacy continues to inspire efforts toward gender equality in education worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was Judith Sargent Murray's main argument in her 1779 essay

regarding girls' education?

Judith Sargent Murray argued that girls deserved equal educational opportunities to develop their

intellectual abilities.

How did Judith Sargent Murray's 1779 essay challenge gender

stereotypes of her time?

She challenged the notion that women were intellectually inferior by asserting that girls deserved equal

access to education and intellectual growth.

What impact did Judith Sargent Murray's 1779 writings have on the



women's rights movement?

Her advocacy for women's education laid early groundwork for the women's rights movement,

emphasizing the importance of gender equality in intellectual development.

In her 1779 essay, what specific opportunities did Judith Sargent

Murray believe girls deserved?

She believed girls deserved access to education, reading, and intellectual pursuits comparable to

those available to boys.

Why is Judith Sargent Murray considered a pioneering figure in

American feminist thought?

Because she was among the first American writers to argue publicly for equal educational rights for

women, asserting that girls deserved equal opportunities for intellectual growth.

How does Judith Sargent Murray's 1779 statement about girls' rights

remain relevant today?

Her assertion that girls deserve equal education and intellectual opportunities continues to influence

ongoing discussions about gender equality and educational equity.

Additional Resources
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In 1779, amidst the tumult of revolutionary America and a burgeoning movement toward independence

and enlightenment, Judith Sargent Murray penned a profound assertion that challenged prevailing

societal norms: that girls deserved equal intellectual opportunities and education comparable to their

male counterparts. Her groundbreaking essay, which emerged during a time when women’s roles were



largely confined to the domestic sphere, boldly asserted that women should not be limited by gendered

expectations but should be recognized as rational beings capable of intellectual achievement. Murray’s

declaration was more than a mere call for gender equality; it was a pioneering argument rooted in

Enlightenment principles, emphasizing reason, education, and individual potential. This article delves

into the historical context of her statement, explores its themes and implications, and assesses its

enduring influence on American thought and women’s rights.

---

Historical Context of Judith Sargent Murray’s 1779

Statement

The Enlightenment and Its Impact on American Thought

The late 18th century was a period of transformative ideas. The Enlightenment, with its emphasis on

reason, individual rights, and scientific inquiry, profoundly influenced American intellectual life. Thinkers

like John Locke promoted notions of natural rights and the importance of education for all, regardless

of gender or social class. Murray’s writings are deeply embedded within this philosophical framework,

advocating for the application of reason and rationality to all humans.

The Role of Women in Colonial and Revolutionary America

During this era, societal roles for women were rigidly defined. Women were primarily seen as

caretakers, homemakers, and moral guardians of the family. Formal education for girls was limited,

often confined to basic literacy and domestic skills. Despite these constraints, a small but growing

number of women, including Judith Sargent Murray, challenged these norms through writing and

activism. Murray’s work emerged at a time when women’s intellectual capacities were often



underestimated or dismissed, making her assertion both revolutionary and provocative.

Judith Sargent Murray’s Personal Background

Judith Sargent Murray (1751–1820) was a prolific writer, essayist, and advocate for women’s rights.

Raised in a well-educated family in Massachusetts, she was exposed to Enlightenment ideas early on.

Her personal experiences—such as her struggles to obtain education and her desire for intellectual

fulfillment—greatly informed her views. Murray believed that women’s potential was hampered by

societal restrictions and sought to challenge the prevailing narrative that women were inherently less

rational or capable than men.

---

Analysis of Murray’s 1779 Assertion: “Girls Deserved ______”

The Missing Word: Education and Equality

Murray’s essay, often summarized as “Girls deserved equal education,” was part of her larger

argument that women’s minds are equally capable and deserving of cultivation through learning. While

the exact phrase from her 1779 writings may vary in paraphrased summaries, the core message was

that girls deserved equal opportunities for intellectual development—a radical proposition at the time.

Core Themes in Murray’s Argument

- Rationality as a Human Attribute: Murray emphasized that rationality is not gender-specific. She

argued that women, like men, possess the capacity for reason and understanding, and thus, should be



given access to education that nurtures these faculties.

- Education as a Path to Equality: She believed that education was the key to unlocking women’s

potential and that denying girls access to learning perpetuated societal inequality. She posited that

educated women would contribute more meaningfully to society, both morally and intellectually.

- Challenging Stereotypes: Murray challenged stereotypes that women were inherently less capable or

intellectually inferior. Instead, she attributed societal limitations to lack of opportunity and systemic

barriers.

- Moral and Civic Responsibility: She saw educated women as vital for the moral fabric of the nation,

capable of raising virtuous citizens and participating actively in civic life.

The Significance of Her Assertion in 1779

At the time of her writing, such views were revolutionary. Most educational institutions were male-

dominated, and women’s education was often limited to superficial literacy and domestic skills.

Murray’s assertion was a direct challenge to the prevailing worldview, advocating for an egalitarian

approach rooted in Enlightenment ideals.

---

Implications and Influence of Murray’s Writings

Early Feminist Thought

Judith Sargent Murray is often regarded as one of the earliest advocates of women’s rights in America.



Her assertion that girls deserved equal education laid intellectual groundwork for later feminist

movements. By framing education as a human right, she contributed to the evolving discourse on

gender equality.

Impact on Education Policy and Practice

Although widespread institutional change was slow, Murray’s ideas influenced educational reformers

and thinkers. Her emphasis on the importance of female education helped foster discussions that

eventually led to increased access to learning for women in the 19th and 20th centuries.

Legacy in American Literature and Thought

Murray’s essays remain influential for their eloquence, rationality, and advocacy. Her work challenged

stereotypes, emphasized reason and individual potential, and contributed to the broader Enlightenment

movement that shaped American identity. Her writings inspired future generations of women writers,

educators, and activists.

---

Modern Reflections: Relevance of Murray’s Assertion Today

The Continued Fight for Gender Equality in Education

Despite progress, disparities still exist in educational opportunities worldwide. Murray’s assertion that

girls deserve equal access to education remains a rallying cry for gender equality advocates today.

Her pioneering stance encourages ongoing efforts to eliminate barriers and promote inclusive learning



environments.

Women's Empowerment and Societal Progress

Education is a cornerstone of empowerment. Murray’s emphasis on intellectual development as a

pathway to equality underscores the importance of fostering critical thinking, leadership, and agency

among women and girls globally.

Lessons from Murray’s Advocacy

- Challenging Norms: Progressive change often begins with questioning accepted beliefs.

- The Power of Ideas: Thoughtful, well-articulated arguments can influence societal perceptions and

policies.

- Individual Potential: Recognizing and nurturing individual capacities can lead to societal

advancement.

---

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of Murray’s 1779

Declaration

In 1779, Judith Sargent Murray boldly wrote that girls deserved equal educational opportunities—a

statement that challenged the societal norms of her time and set the stage for future debates on

gender equality. Her advocacy was rooted in Enlightenment principles, emphasizing reason, individual

potential, and moral responsibility. Nearly two and a half centuries later, her words continue to

resonate, reminding us that access to education remains a fundamental human right and a vital tool for

societal progress. Murray’s legacy underscores the importance of challenging stereotypes, advocating



for equity, and recognizing the innate capacity of every individual, regardless of gender, to contribute

meaningfully to the world. Her pioneering voice helped shape the ideals of equality that underpin

modern efforts toward gender justice and educational access worldwide.
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