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Unsexed Reason and Feminine Sensibility
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Enlightenment and Romanticism are perhaps two of the most influential artistic movements to come out of the last millennium. Their cultural impact is such that even the average person who claims to know little about them cannot escape the subconscious power they hold over a person’s perception of the world. A person’s views on a piece of art would almost definitely be seen through the lens of the Enlightenment and Romantic ideas, even if they were unable to identify this influence themselves. Beyond their ability to shape how we look at art today, these movements also have an undeniable influence on our culture and society as well, perhaps in an even subtler way. In particular, the idealisation of each movement’s favoured human qualities has carried through to the present day. In the case of the Enlightment, this primarily meant reason; for Romanticism, the ideal lay with emotional sensitivity and sensibility. 
	While plenty of study has been given to the apparent opposition between these two value systems, there is a dimension to this conflict which deserves further study: gender analysis. The question of the influence of gender politics in the Enlightenment and Romantic periods has by no means been neglected, but there is nevertheless a need for more attention to be given to the intersection of gendered values and the way in which these movements shape modern-day culture in the Western world. 
	This paper aims to consider such an interaction between the fields of gender and a New Historicist-leaning analysis of artistic movements, using examples of writers from both Enlightenment and Romantic schools to illustrate contemporary ideas about gender and character. We will begin with an overview of Enlightenment thinking regarding gender and reason, using the examples of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Mary Wollstonecraft to show proponents of reason across gender lines. This will be followed by analysis of Richard Polwhele’s poem ‘The Unsex’d Females’, which demonstrates that period’s anxieties about women and the supposed conflict between reason and femininity. The paper will then move into an examination of Romantic literature’s contrasting views, focusing primarily on the work of William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Hannah More, with some attention also given to the work of female poets of the era, such as Charlotte Smith and Helen Maria Williams.  Analysis of the writers’ works which take into account gender and cultural context will be included, alongside reference to modern scholarship which also addresses these themes in the works of Wordsworth and Coleridge. We will look in detail at the work of these poets, focusing specifically on their ideas about masculinity and the perceptions of the two with regard to their conformity (or lack thereof) to gender roles, from Wordsworth’s definition of a poet as ‘a man speaking to men’ to Coleridge’s own apparent anxieties about his relationship with gender.
	Finally, the paper will move into an examination of recent scholarship in the areas of feminist studies and the gendered dichotomy of Enlightenment vs. Romantic thought. It will consider the work of Linda Martin Alcoff and Herta Nagl-Docekal on the subject of feminism and reason, tying this in with the Romantic criticism of such writers as Anne K. Mellor, providing a lens through which to interpret the gendered presentation of Enlightenment and Romantic values in the modern day. 
	As part of their influence on popular culture today, the Enlightenment and Romanticism have both had a clear impact on perceptions of gender today, although perceptions of gender also have an impact on how we view these movements. Both movements contribute to sexist assumptions about character, as both attempted at points to exclude women from their ideological aspirations. The Enlightenment in particular is partially responsible for the still-prevalent idea that reason is a masculine quality, one which the supposedly more emotional sex is incapable of expressing. However, Romanticism suffers under misogynistic value systems that prioritise culturally masculine qualities over feminine ones, as seen in critiques of the movement which denigrate its more sensitive side.  
	In this paper, I argue that cultural ideas about gender have been immensely influential in both the development and present-day perception of the Enlightenment and Romanticism. Both movements were pervaded by sexism and misogyny of varying types – in the Enlightenment’s case, this meant outright assertions of women’s inability, while Romanticism tended to appropriate stereotypically womanly qualities while also attempting to divorce them from their feminine associations – and their enormous power over Western popular consciousness means that parts of these biases continue to this day. Yet at the same time, both schools of thought (particularly Romanticism) suffer from similar gendered assumptions in the present. For example, Romanticism is often criticised for features which are typically associated with women, such as emotional sensitivity and personal connections with nature. This two-way interaction between Enlightenment and Romanticism thinking and ideas about gender makes gender analysis crucial in understanding both the movements and the history behind our modern conception of gender and character. 
