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Mary Wollstonecraft

John Opie’s famous portrait of
Mary Wollstonecraft, probably
painted in 1797 when she was
pregnant with her and William
Godwin’s daughter Mary, was
etched for this frontispiece of
Godwin's posthumous Memoirs
of the Author of a Vindication of
the Rights of Woman (1798). The
iconic image of an unadorned,
wistful woman could not deflect
the barrage of abuse provoked
by the memoir’s scandalous
revelations.

1759-1797

It is hard to imagine how anyone advocating the education
of young women, the virtues of sense over sensibility, chas-
tity for men as well as women, school uniforms, and regular
physical exercise, could be reviled as a radical revolution-
ary, an atheist, a slut, and a pathologically castrating threat
to masculine authority. But Mary Wollstonecraft was thus
abused. One provocation was her frequently caustic refura-
tion in A Vindication of the Rights of Men of Edmund Burke’s
Reflections on the Revolution in France. She went further in
her Vindication of the Rights of Woman, a trenchant critique
of the ideologtes of gender in such culturally revered works as
Milton’s Paradise Lost and the admired “conduct” liternture
of the day—advice to young women on how to be attractive
to men and cultivate the Christian virtues of submission,
obedience, and service. [t was not only the publications; it
was also her private life, raken to be the basis of her ideas.
The indictments included helping a sister run away from an
abusive husband (an assault on the social institution and reli-
gious sacrament of marriage); her financial independence and
career as a professional writer (very unfeminine); her enam-
ored pursuit of Swiss artist Henry Fuseli in the early 1790s
(most immodest) and her affair with American adventurer
Gilbert Imlay a few years later; her out-of-wedlock daughter
by Imlay; the two attempts at suicide provoked hy Imlay’s in-
fidelities; her affair with William Godwin and a premarital
pregnancy. When she died from complications in childbirth,
her detractors intuited divine judgment, and said so in print.

A brilliant thinker and conversationalist, a prolific polemical writer, a commanding so-
cial presence, Wollstonecraft led a life of passionate commitments, and was one of the most
impressive figures of the radical circle in England in the 1790s. Born in 1759, she spent a child-
hood suffering the consequences of her father's failures at various enterprises, as he squandered
a large inheritance and sought refuge in drink; more than once she defended her mother from
his drunken rages. To escape, she hecame a lady’s companion in Bath but returned after two
years to nurse her mother. After her mother's death, she left home for good, supporting herself
with eye-straining work as a seamstress and then as a schoolmistress in North London with a
friend and another sister. When the school failed, Wollstonecraft wrote to pay off her debts,
publishing Thoughts on the Education of Daughters in 1786; she worked for a year as a governess
in an aristocratic Irish family, during which time she wrote her first novel, Mary, A Fiction.

Determined to make a |

iving as a writer, she returned ta London where she met Joseph

Johnson, a radical bookseller who, in 1788, published Mary and her book for children, Original
Stories from Real Life, and in 1789, her anthology, The Female Reader (under a male pen name).
He also hired her to work for and write articles for The Andlytical Review and to produce trans-
lations of German and French moral philosophers. In London Wollstonecraft hecame part
of Johnson's lively circle of artists, writers, liberal political thinkers, progressive philosophers,
and religious Dissenters—among them, Anna Letitia Barbauld, Tom Paine, William Blake,

Joel Barlow, Joseph Priestley,

Fuseli, and Godwin. Blake and Robert Southey were completely
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enamored of her, though Godwin was at first put off by her forwardness in conversation. In
1790 Johnson published her A Vindication of the Rights of Men, a rapid response to Edmund
Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France; it was anonymous, and when Wollstonecraft
sighed her name to the second edition, her fame was established.

She hegan Rights of Woman in 1791 and early in 1792 spent time with Talleyrand, the
French minister of education, on his visit to London; she dedicated Righes of Woman to him
when its second edition was published later that year. Her reasonable, modest proposals for the
improved education and social development of young women were etched with acid compari-
sons of the state of women to that of plantation and harem slaves, equally oppressed, tyran-
nized, and brutalized by morally illegitimate masters. Wollstonecraft called for a “revolution in
female manners,” arguing that no agenda for “the rights of man” could elaim moral authority
if it entailed the unchanged degradation of women. At the end of 1792, she left on her own
for Paris, partly to wean herself from her crush on Fuseli and partly to witness Revolution-
ary France, Here she met Helen Maria Williams, and within a few months, Imlay, dashing
veteran of the American Revolution. Paris in 1793 was a dangerous world, still reeling from
the September massacres of 1792 and the arrest and trial of Louis XV, who was beheaded
in January 1793, Over the course of this year, the Reign of Terror claimed thousands more,
including Wollstonecraft’s friend Madame Roland and Queen Marie Antoinette in Qctober,
Wollstonecraft left Paris to seek safety in the suburbs, but returned to register as Imlay's wife
at the American embassy in order to gain protection as an American citizen, France being at
war with England. Early in 1794, she and Imlay went to Le Havre, where their daughter Fanny
was born. They all returned to Paris; then Imlay went to London, leaving wife and daughter
behind. ‘

Wollstonecraft’s Histarical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolu-
tion was published later that year. On returning to London, she was devaseated to discover
Imlay living with an actress. He prevented her attempted suicide, and to distance himself from
her, sent her (with Fanny and a French nurse) on a dangerous business trip to Scandinavia
during the summer of 1795. She returned in October to find him living with yet another ac-
tress and again attempted suicide, jumping off a bridge into the Thames, Imlay left for Paris
with his new amour in November, and Wollstoneeraft, ever resourceful, published her letters
to him recording her experiences in Scandinavia. When Letters Written during a Short Residence
in Sweden, Novway, and Denmark appeared the following year, Godwin exclaimed, “If ever
there was a hook calculated to make a man in love with its author, this appears to me to be the
book.” They renewed their friendship in January 1796 and by the summer, “friendship melt-
ing into love,” they became lovers. When she became pregnant at the end of the year, they
set aside principle and decided to marry. They wed in March, but insisted on keeping separate
residences. Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin (fater, Mary Shelley) was born in August; in ten
days, her mother, having suffered agonizing pain from poisoning hy an incompletely expelled
placenta, was dead, at age thirty-seven.

When Godwin published his Memoirs and her unfinished novel, The Wrongs of Woman,
or Maria in 1798, both works fed anti-Jacobin attacks on her ideas and moral character. His
grief clouded his judgment about what he could recount without offending propriety, and the
Memoir proved a scandal, embarrassing cven those who had welcomed Rights of Woman. An
anonymous Defence of the Character and Conduct of the Late Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin (often
credited to Mary Hays, her friend and fellow feminist), appeared in 1803, but the defense
could hardly rest. Hays did not feel safe including her in her Female Biography, or Memoirs of
Tlstrious and Celebrated Women of all Ages and Countries (also 1803), even though she found
space for the Lesbian Sappho and Marat's assassin Charlotte Corday. Decades later, in 1869,
John Stuart Mill forgot to mention Rights of Woman in his Subjection of Women. Attacks on
Wollstonecraft’s character and conduct persisted well into the 19705, not only stigmatizing
the arguments of her writing but providing antifeminists with fuel to impugn any advocacy
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304 Mary Wollstonecraft

of women'’s rights. Yet there always persisted a community of admiration for her courage and
intelligence, including (for better or worse) Percy Shelley, and over ensuing decades, such
women of intellect as George Eliot, Emma Goldman, and Virginia Woolf,

Selections from A Vindication of the Rights of Men are included in Perspectives: The Righs

of Man and the Revolution Controversy, page 122.

A VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF WOMAN  The French Revolutionary Assembly's
Declaration of the Rights of Man granted patticipatory citizenship only to men. The vibrant
declarations of the “Rights of Man” meant a fraternity of “liberty, fraternity, equality.” Bluntly
comparing marriage to slavery and tyrannical oppression, Wollstonecraft’s “second” Vindica.
tion boldly challenges the thinking that sustains and frequently idealizes this subjection: the
view of women’s subordination as a universal fact of nature, human history, rational philoso-
phy, and divine ordination. Identifying this view as a sociocultural text, a “prevailing opin-
ion,” she subjects it to a sharp critical reading. This critique is energized by the actual literary
criticism that fills her pages, incisive and often sarcastic examinations of long-standing misogy-
nist myths (Pandora) and their prestigious literary vehicles: John Milton's Paradise Lost (and
its informing biblical stories); Alexander Pope’s second Moral Essay, “Of the Characters of
Women” (1735); Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa. (1747-1748); Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s educa-
tion novel Emile (1762) and his romance Julie, ou la Nouvelle Heéloise (1791); Dr. John Greg-
ory’s A Father’s Legacy to His Daughters (1774); Dr. James Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women
(1765). She turns an unforgiving focus on a set of interlocked key terms used to flatter women
into subjection—innocent, delicate, feminine, beautiful—embellished with praise for their “fair
defects” of character (an oxymoron she despises) and reverence for them as “angels” or “girls,”
rather than rationally capable, intelligent, mature adults.

Wollstonecraft’s argument for gender-neutral “reason” undoes Milton’s assignment of this
capacity to men only. To Wollstonecraft, this is no divine arrangement but a social forma-
tion. She counters that God wauld not have created women without this capacity, the source
of both virtuous conduct and spiritual salvation—a religious argument that invests her social
polemic with unimpeachable moral foundation. Alongside this moral argument, Vindication
wields the discourse of tyranny and revolution that already had currency with Wollstoneeraft's
male colleagues, allowing her to point out the reactionary attitudes about women that may be
tolerated, even supported, by progressive political thinkers.

from A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
from To M. Talleyrand-Périgord, Late Bishop of Autun'

Contending for the rights of woman, my main argument is built on this simple prin-
ciple, that if she be not prepared by education to become the companion of man, she
will stop the progress of knowledge and virtue; for truth must be common to all or it
will be inefficacious with respect to its influence on general practice. # # #

In this work I have produced many arguments, which to me were conclusive,
to prove that the prevailing notion respecting a sexual character was subversive of

1. Talleyrand (1754-1838) was Bishop of Autun (1788~1791) when he resigned to serve in the Constituent Assembly
of the French Revolutionary government, where he recommended raising revenue by confiscating church propertles. In
1791 he rendered a Report on Public Instruction, urging free education for hoth sexes but following the view of Rouse
seau’s Emile (1762) that girls be trained for subservience to men, In the first sentence of her dedicatory letter, Wollstone-
craft says she means “to induce [him] to reconsider the subject.” '
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morality, and I have contended, that to render the human body and mind more per-
fect, chastity? must more universally prevail, and that chastity will never be respected
in_the male world till the person of a woman is not, as it were, idolized, when little
virtue or sense embellish it with the grand traces of mental beauty, or the interesting
simplicity of affection.

Consider, Sir, dispassionately, these observations—for a glimpse of this truth
seemed to open before you when you observed, “that to see one half of the human
race excluded by the other from all participation of government, was a political
pheenomenon that, according to abstract principles, it was impossible to explain.” If
s0, on what does your constitution rest? If the abstract rights of man will bear discus-
sion and explanation, those of woman, by a parity of reasoning, will not shrink from
the same test: though a different opinion prevails in this country, built on the very
arguments which you use to justify the oppression of woman——prescription.

Consider, I address you as a legislator, whether, when men contend for their
freedom, and to be allowed to judge for themselves respecting their own happiness, it
be not inconsistent and unjust to subjugate women, even though you firmly believe
that you are acting in the manner best calculated to promote their happiness? Who
made man the exclusive judge, if woman partake with him the gift of reason?

. In this style, argue tyrants of every denomination, from the weak king to the
weak father of a family; they are all eager to crush reason; yet always assert that they
usurp its throne only to be useful. Do you not act a similar part, when you force all
women, by denying them civil and political rights, to remain immured in their fami-
lies groping in the dark? for surely, Sir, you will not assert, that a duty can be binding
which is not founded on reason? If indeed this be their destination, arguments may
be drawn from reason: and thus augustly supported, the more understanding women
acquire, the more they will be attached to their duty—comprehending it—for unless
they comprehend it, unless their morals he fixed on the same immutable principle as
those of man, no authority can make them discharge it in a virtuous manner, They
may be convenient slaves, but stavery will have its constant effect, degrading the
master and the abject dependent. .

But, if women are to be excluded, without having a voice, from a participation
of the natural rights of mankind, prove first, to ward off the charge of injustice and
inconsistency, that they want reason—else this flaw in your NEW CONSTITUTION will
ever shew that man must, in some shape, act like a tyrant, and tyranny, in whatever
part of society it rears its brazen front, will ever undermine morality. -

I have repeatedly asserted, and produced what appeared to me irrefragable argu-
ments drawn from mattets of fact, to prove my assertion, that women cannot, by
force, be confined to domestic concerns; for they will, however ignorant, intermeddle
with more weighty affairs, neglecting private duties only to disturb, by cunning tricks,
the orderly plans of reason which rise ahove their comprehension. .

Besides, whilst they are only made to acquire personal accomplishments,* men
will seek for pleasure in variety, and faithless husbands will make faithless wives; such
ignorant beings, indeed, will be very excusable when, not taught to respect public
good, nor allowed any civil rights, they attempt to do themselves justice by retaliation.

2. Sexual self-control, including abstinence and fidelity 4, The 18th-century female curriculum for the leisure-
to marriage. class: basic literacy, embraidery, singing: playlng a piano
3. Quoting Talleyrand’s Report; the French Constitution or harpsichord; dancing sketching; c'qnyersatit_'mal
of 1791 restricted citizenship to men over age 253 women French or [talian. o

did not gain the vote until 1944.
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The box of mischief thus opened in society,’ what is to preserve private virtue,
the only security of public freedom and universal happiness?

Let there be then no coercion established in society, and the common law of grav-
ity prevailing, the sexes will fall into their proper places. And, now that more equi-
table laws are forming your citizens, marriage may become more sacred: your young
men may choose wives from motives of affection, and your maidens allow love to
root out vanity.

The father of a family will not then weaken his constitution and debase his senti-
ments, by visiting the harlot, nor forget, in obeying the call of appetite, the purpose
for which it was implanted. And, the mother will not neglect her children to practise
the arts of coquetry, when sense and modesty secure her the friendship of her hushand.

But, till men become attentive to the duty of a father, it is vain to expect women
to spend that time in their nursery which they, “wise in their generation,” choose to
spend at their glass;” for this exertion of cunning is only an instinct of nature to en-
able them to obtain indirectly a little of that power of which they are unjustly denied
a share: for, if women are not permitted to enjoy legitimate rights, they will render
both men and themselves vicious, to obtain illicit privileges.

[ wish, Sir, to set some investigations of this kind afloat in France; and should
they lead to a confirmation of my principles, when your constitution is revised the
Rights of Woman may be respected, if it be fully proved that reason calls for this re-
spect, and loudly demands Justice for one half of the human race.

[ am, S,
Your's respectfully,

M. W,

Introduction

After considering the historic page, and viewing the living world with anxious so-
licitude, the most melancholy emotions of sorrowful indignation have depressed my
spirits, and I have sighed when obliged to confess, that either nature has made ¢ great
difference between man and man, or that the civilization which has hitherto taken
place in the world has been very partial. I have turned over various books written
on the subject of education, and patiently observed the conduct of parents and the
management of schools; but what has been the result?—a profound conviction that
the neglected education of my fellow-creatures is the grand source of the misery [ de-

plore; and that women, in particular, are rendered weak and wretched hy a variety of

concurring causes, originating from one hasty conclusion. The conduct and manners
of women, in fact, evidently prove that their minds are not in a healthy state; for,
like the flowers which are planted in too rich a soil, strength and usefulness are sac-
rificed to beauty; and the flaunting leaves, after having pleased a fastidious eye, fade,
disregarded on the stalk, long before the season when they ought to have arrived at
maturity.—One cause of this barren blooming I attribute to a false system of educa-
tion, gathered from the books written on this subject by men who, considering females

5. In the Greek fable, Pandara, overcome by curiosity, politicians as the box-openers,
opens a forbidden box, letting loose a host of evils on 6. A sarcastic reference to Jesus's parable about rewarding
mankind but closing it before “hope” could escape. Woll- a shrewd but dishonest steward (Luke 16.8).

stonecraft refuses the sexism of the myth by casting male 7. Mirror,
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rather as women than human creatures, have been more anxious to make them allur-
ing mistresses than affectionate wives and rational mothers; and the understanding of
the sex has been so bubbled! by this specious homage, that the civilized women of the
present century, with a few exceptions, are only anxious to inspire lave, when they
ought to cherish a nobler ambition, and by their abilities and virtues exact respect.

In a treatise, therefore, on female rights and manners, the works which have
been particularly written for their improvement must not be overlooked; especially
when it is asserted, in direct terms, that the minds of women are enfeebled by false re-
finement; that the books of instruction, written by men of genius, have had the same
tendency as more frivolous productions; and that, in the true style of Mahometanism,
they are treated as a kind of subordinate beings, and not as a part of the human spe-
cies,? when improveable reason is allowed ro be the dignified distinction which raises
men above the brute creation, and puts a natural sceptre in a feeble hand.

Yet, hecause | am a woman, | would not lead my readers to suppose that I mean
violently to agitate the contested question respecting the equality or inferiority of
the sex; but as the subject lies in my way, and 1 cannot pass it over without subject-
ing the main tendency of my reasoning to misconstruction, 1 shall stop a moment to
deliver, in a few words, my opinion.—In the government of the physical world it is
observable that the female in point of strength is, in general, inferior to the male.
This is the law of nature; and it does not appear to he suspended or abrogated in
favour of woman. A degree of physical superiority cannat, therefore, be denied—and
it is a noble prerogative! But not content with this natural pre-eminence, men en-
deavour to sink us still lower, merely to render us alluring objects for a moment; and
wornen, intoxicated by the adoration which men, under the influence of their senses,
pay them, do not seek to obtain a durable interest in their hearts, or to become the
friends of the fellow creatures who find amusement in their society.

1 am aware of an obvious inferencei—from every quarter have | heard exclama-
tions against masculine women; but where are they to be found? If by this appellation
men mean to inveigh against their ardour in hunting, shooting, and gaming, [ shall
most cordially join in the cry; but if it be against the imitation of manly virtues, or,
more properly speaking, the attainment of those talents and virtues, the exercise of
which ennobles the human character, and which raise females in the scale of animal
being, when they are comprehensively termed mankind;—all those who view them
with a philosophic eye must, [ should think, wish with me, that they may every day
grow more and more masculine. o

This discussion naturally divides the subject. [ shall first consider women in the
grand light of human creatures, who, in common with men, are placed on this earth
to unfold their faculties; and afterwards | shall more particularly point out their pecu-
liar designation.. : : o

1 wish also to steer clear of an error which many respectable writers have fallen
into; for the instruction which has hitherto been addressed to women, has rather
been applicable to ladies, if the little indirect advice, that is scattered through
Sandford and Merton, be excepted;’ but, addressing my sex in a firmer tone, [ pay
particular attention to those in the middle class, because they appear to be in the

1. Gas-filled; deluded. 3. The tutor in Thomas Day's popular children’s story,
2. A misconception that the sacred texts of lslam stated The History of Sandford and Merton (1786-1789), tells
that women lack souls and therefore have no afterlife in several moral tales,
Heaven. : '
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most natural state.* Perhaps the seeds of false-refinement, immorality, and vanity,
have ever been shed by the great. Weak, artificial beings, raised above the common
wants and affections of their race, in a premature unnatural manner, undermine the
very foundation of virtue, and spread corruption through the whole mass of society!
As a class of mankind they have the strongest claim to pity; the education of the rich
tends to render them vain and helpless, and the unfolding mind is not strengthened
by the practice of those duties which dignify the human character.—They only live
to amuse themselves, and by the same law which in nature invariably produces cer-
tain effects, they soon only afford barren amusement.

But as I purpose taking a separate view of the different ranks of society, and of
the moral character of women, in each, this hint is, for the present, sufficient; and 1
have only alluded to the subject, because it appears to me to be the very essence of
an introduction to give a cursory account of the cantents of the work it introduces.

My own sex, I hope, will excuse me, if I treat them like rational creatures, in-
stead of flattering their fascinating graces, and viewing them as if they were in a state
of perpetual childhood, unable to stand alone, I earnestly wish to point out in what
true dignity and human happiness consists—I wish to persuade women to endeav-
our to acquire strength, both of mind and body, and to convince them that the soft
phrases, susceptibility of heart, delicacy of sentiment, and refinement of taste, are
almost synonymous with epithets of weakness, and that those beings who are only
the objects of pity and that kind of love, which has been termed its sister, will soon
become objects of contempt.

Dismissing then those pretty feminine phrases, which the men condescendingly
use to soften our slavish dependence, and despising that weak elegancy of mind, ex-
quisite sensibility, and sweet docility of manners, supposed to be the sexual charac-
teristics of the weaker vessel, I wish to shew that elegance is inferior to virtue, that
the first object of laudable ambition is to obtain a character as a human being, re-
gardless of the distinction of sex; and that secondary views should be brought to this
simple touchstone. DR

This is a rough sketch of my plan; and should I express my conviction with the
energetic emotions that I feel whenever I think of the subject, the dictates of experi-
ence and reflection will be felt by some of my readers. Animated by this important
object, I shall disdain to cull my phrases or polish my style;—1I aim at being useful,
and sincerity will render me unaffected; for, wishing rather to persuade by the force of
my arguments, than dazzle by the elegance of my language, I shall not waste my time
in rounding periods,® or in fabricating the turgid bombast of artificial feelings, which,
coming from the head, never reach the heart.—I shall be employed about things, not
words!—and, anxious to render my sex more respectable members of society, [ shall
try to avoid that flowery diction which has slided from essays into novels, and from
novels into familiar letters and conversation. _

These pretty superlatives, dropping glibly from the tongue, vitiate the taste, and
create a kind of sickly delicacy that turns away from simple unadorned truth; and a
deluge of false sentiments and over-stretched feelings, stifling the naturdl emotions of
the heart, render the domestic pleasures insipid, that ought to sweeten the exercise
of those severe duties, which educate a rational and immortal being for a nobler field
of action.

4. “Ladies” are upper class, The middle class is the most 5, Crafting elaborate sentences—the oratorical style for
“natural” state because it has not been corrupted by ex- which Burke was famous,
tremes of wealth or poverty.
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The education of women has, of late, been more attended to than formerly; yet
they are still reckoned a frivolous sex, and ridiculed or pitied by the writers who en-
deavour by satire or instruction to improve them. It is acknowledged that they spend
many of the first years of their lives in acquiring a smattering of accomplishments;
meanwhile strength of body and mind are sacrificed to libertine notions of beauty, to
the desire of establishing themselves,—the only way women can rise in the world,—
by marriage: And this desire making mere animals of them, when they marry they
act as such children may be expected to act:—they dress; they paint, and nickname
God’s creatures.S—Surely these weak beings are only fit for a seraglio!’—Can they be
expected to govern a family with judgment, or take care of the poor babes whom they
bring into the world?

If then it can be fairly deduced from the present conduct of the sex, from the
prevalent fondness for pleasure which takes place of ambition and those nobler pas-
sions that open and enlarge the soul; that the instruction which women have hith-
erto received has only tended, with the constitution of civil society, to render them
insignificant objects of desire—mere propagators of foals!—if it can be proved that in
aiming to accomplish them, without cultivating their understandings, they are taken
out of their sphere of duties, and made ridiculous and useless when the short-lived
bloom of beauty is over,? I presume that sational men will excuse me for endeavouring
to persuade them to become more masculine and respectable.

Indeed the word masculine is only a bugbear: there is little reason to fear that
women will acquire too much courage or fortitude; for their apparent inferiority with
respect to bodily strength, must render them, in some degree, dependent on men in
the various relations of life; but why should it be increased by prejudices that give a
sex to virtue,? and confound simple truths with sensual reveries? e

Wormen are, in fact, so much degraded by mistaken notions of female excellence,
that I do not mean to add a paradox when L assert, that this artificial weakness pro-
duces a propensity to tyrannize, and gives birth to cunning, the natural opponent of
strength, which leads them to play off those contemptible infantine airs that under-
mine esteem even whilst they excite desire. Let men become more chaste and mod-
est, and if women do not grow wiser in the same ratio, it will be clear that they have
weaker understandings. [t seems scarcely necessary to say, that I now speak of the
sex in general. Many individuals have more sense than their male relatives; and, as
nothing preponderates where there is a constant struggle for an equilibrium; without
it has naturally more gravity, some women govern their husbands without degrading
themselves, because intellect will always govern. : ' -

from Chapter 1. The Rights and Involved Duties of Mankind Considered

In the present state of society it appears fiecessary to go back to first principles in
search of the most simple truths, and to dispute with some prevailing prejudice every
inch of ground. To clear my way, I'must be allowed to ask some plain-questions, and
the answers will probably appear as unequivocal as the axioms on which reasoning is

6. Suspecting Ophelia of treachery, Flamlet rants about 7. Harem.

all women, “God hath given you one face, and you make 8. A lively writer . . . asks what business women turned
yourselves another. You jig and amble; and you lisp; you - of forty have to do In the world? [Wollstonecraft's note.)
nickname God’s creatures and make your wantonness 9. The prevailing opinion that only. men have thie ratio-
[seem] your ignorance” (3,1.145-48). Cf. Rights of Men, nal and hence moral capacity for virous behavior,

page.53, and Burke, page 41,
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built; though, when entangled with various motives of action, they are formally con.
tradicted, either by the words or conduct of men.

In what does man’s pre-eminence over the brute creation consist? The answer ig
as clear as that a half is less than the whole; in Reason.

What acquirement exalts one being above another? Virtue; we spontaneously reply.

For what purpose were the passions implanted? That man by struggling with
them might attain a degree of knowledge denied to the brutes; whispers Experience.

Consequently the perfection of our nature and capability of happiness, must be
estimated by the degree of reason, virtue, and knowledge, that distinguish the indi-
vidual, and direct the laws which bind society: and that from the exercise of reason,
knowledge and virtue naturally flow, is equally undeniable, if mankind be viewed
collectively.

The rights and duties of man thus simplified, it seems almost impertinent to
attempt to illustrate truths that appear so incontrovertible; yet such deeply rooted
prejudices have clouded reason, and such spurious qualities have assumed the name
of virtues, that it is necessary to pursue the course of reason as it has been perplexed
and involved in error, by various adventitious circumstances, comparing the simple
axiom with casual deviations. :

# % + All power inebriates weak man; and its abuse proves that the more equality
there is established among men, the more virtue and happiness will reign in society.
But this and any similar maxim deduced from simple reason, raises an outcry—the
church or the state is in danger, if faith in the wisdom of antiquity is not implicit; and
they who, roused by the sight of human calamity, dare to attack human authority, are
reviled as despisers of God, and enemies of man. These are bitter calumnies, yet they
reached one of the best of men,! whose ashes still preach peace, and whose memory
demands a respectful pause, when subjects are discussed that lay so near his heart.—

After attacking the sacred majesty of Kings, [ shall scarcely excite surprise by
adding my firm persuasion that every profession, in which great subordination of rank
constitutes its power, is highly injurious to morality.

A standing army, for instance, is incompatible with freedom; because subordina-
tion and rigour are the very sinews of military discipline; and despotism is necessary
to give vigour to enterprizes that one will directs. A spirit inspired by romantic no-
tions of honour, a kind of morality founded on the fashion of the age, can only be felt
by a few officers, whilst the main body must be moved by command, like the waves of
the sea; for the strong wind of authority pushes the crowd of subalterns forward, they
scarcely know or care why, with headlong fury.

Besides, nothing can be so prejudicial to the morals of the inhabitants of country
towns as the occasional residence of a set of idle superficial young men, whose only
occupation is gallantry, and whose polished manners render vice more dangerous, by
concealing its deformity under gay ornamental drapery. An air of fashion, which is
but a badge of slavery, and proves that the soul has not a strong individual character,
awes simple country people into an imitation of the vices, when they cannot catch
the slippery graces, of politeness. Every corps is a chain of despots, who, submitting
and tyrannizing without exercising their reason, become dead weights of vice and
folly on the community. A man of rank or fortune, sure of rising by interest, has

L. Dr. Price [Wollstonecraft's note]. “Calumnies” are maliciously false charges. Wollstonecraft’s friend, dissenting minister
Richard Price, championed the American and French Revolutions. His lecture to the Revolution Society in 1789, A
Discourse on the Love of our Country, provoked shatp criticism in Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in-France (sec James
Gillray's cartoon, Smelling ot a Rat, page 114) and a spirited defense in Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Men.
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nothing to do but to pursue some extravagant freak; whilst the needy gentleman, who
is to rise, as the phrase turns, by his merit, becomes a servile parasite or vile pander.

Sailors, the naval gentlemen, come under the same description, only their vices
assume a different and a grosser cast. They are more positively indolent, when not
discharging the ceremonials of their station; whilst the insignificant fluttering of sol-
diers may be termed active idleness. More confined to the society of men, the former
acquire a fondness for humour and mischievous tricks; whilst the latter, mixing fre-
quently with well-bred women, catch asentimental cant.—But mind is equally out of
the question, whether they indulge the horse-laugh, or polite simper.

May I be allowed to extend the comparison to 2 profession where more mind
is certainly to be found; for the clergy have supetior opportunities of improvement,
though subordination almost equally cramps their faculties? The blind submission
imposed at college to forms of belief serves as a novitiate to the curate, who must
obsequiously respect the opinion of his rector or patron, if he mean to rise in his
profession, Perhaps there cannot be a more forcible contrast than between the servile
dependent gait of a poor curate and the couttly mien of a bishop. And the respect
and contempt they inspire render the discharge of their separate functions equally
useless.

Lt is of great importance to observe that the character of every man is, in some
degree, formed by his profession. A man of sense may only have a cast of counte-
nance that weats off as you trace his individuality, whilst the weak, common man has
scarcely ever any character, but what belongs to the body; at least, all his opinions
have been so steeped in the vat consecrated by authority, that the faint spirit which
the grape of his own vine yields cannot be distinguished. ;-

Society, therefore, as it becomes more enlightened, should be very careful not to
establish bodies of men who must necessarily be made foolish or vicious by the very
constitution of their profession.

from Chapler 2. The Prevailing Opinion of a Sexual Character Discussed

To account for, and excuse the tyranny of man, many ingenious arguments have been
brought forward to prove, that the two sexes, in the acquirement of virtue, ought to
aim at attaining a very different character: or, to speak explicitly, women are not al-
lowed to have sufficient strength of mind to acquire what really deserves the name of
virtue. Yet it should seem, allowing them to have souls, that there is but one way ap-
pointed by Providence to lead mankind to either virtue or happiness.

If then women are not a swarm of ephemeron! triflers, why should they be kept
in ignorance under the specious name of innocence! Men complain, and with reason,
of the follies and caprices of our sex, when they do not keenly satirize our headstrong
passions and groveling vices.—Behold, I should answer, the natural effect of igno-
rance! The mind will ever be unstable that has only prejudices to rest on, and the
current will run with destructive fury when there are no barriers to break its force.
Wornen are told from their infancy, and taught by the example of their mothers, that
a little knowledge of human weakness, justly termed cunning, softness of temper,
outward obedience, and a scrupulous attention to a puerile kind of propriety, will ob-
tain for them the protection of man; and should they be beautiful, every thing else is
needléss, for, at least, twenty years of their lives. ‘ o

1. Winged insect that lives for only a day.
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Thus Milton describes our first frail mother; though when he tells us that women
are formed for softness and sweet attractive grace,” I cannot comprehend his meap-
ing, unless, in the true Mahometan strain, he meant to deprive us of souls, and in-
sinuate that we were beings only designed by sweet attractive grace, and docile blind
obedience, to gratify the senses of man when he can no longer soar on the wing of
contemplation. ’

How grossly do they insult us who thus advise us only to render ourselves gentle,
domestic brutes! For instance, the winning softness so warmly, and frequently, recom-
mended, that governs by obeying. What childish expressions, and how insignificant is
the being—can it be an immortal one? who will condescend to govern by such sinister
methods! “Certainly,” says Lord Bacon, “man is of kin to the beasts by his body; and if he
be not of kin to God by his spirit, he is a base and ignoble creature!™ Men, indeed, appear
to me to act in a very unphilosophical manner when they try to secure the good conduct
of women by attempting to keep them always in a state of childhood. Rousseau was mare
consistent when he wished to stop the progress of reason in both sexes, for if men eat of
the tree of knowledge, women will come in for a taste; but, from the imperfect cultivation
which their understandings now receive, they only attain a knowledge of evil.4

Children, I grant, should be innocent; but when the epithet is applied to men,
or women, it is but a civil term for weakness. For if it be allowed that women were
destined by Providence to acquire human virtues, and by the exercise of their un-
derstandings, that stability of character which is the firmest ground to rest our future
hopes upon, they must be permitted to turn to the fountain of light, and not foreed
to shape their course by the twinkling of a mere satellite. Milton, I grant, was of a
very different opinion; for he only hends to the indefeasible right of beauty, though
it would be difficult to render two passages which I now mean to contrast, consistent,
But into similar inconsistencies are great men often led by their senses.

To whom thus Eve with perfect beauty adorn’d.
“My Author and Disposer, what thou hidst
Unargued I obey; So God ordains; _

God is thy law, thou mine: to know no more

Is Woman's happiest knowledge and her praise.”

These are exactly the arguments that I have used to children; but [ have added,
your reason is now gaining strength, and, till it arrives at some degree of maturity,
you must look up to me for advice—then you ought to think, and only rely on God.

Yet in the following lines Milton seems to coincide with me; when he makes
Adam thus expostulate with his Maker. ‘

Hast thou not made me here thy substitute,
And these inferior far beneath me set?
Among unequals what society

Can sort, what harmony or true delight?
Which must be mutual, in proportion due
Giv'n and receiv'd; but in disparity

The one intense, the other still remiss

2. Satan’s first view of Adam and Eve in Paradise Lost: Young Women, ch. 13.

“Not equal, as thir sex not equal seem’d; / For contempla- 3. Francis Bacon, Essay 16, “Of Atheism” (1606).

tion hee and valor form'd, / For softness shee and sweet 4. See Rousseau’s Emile (1.1): “"Only reason teaches us
attractive Grace, / He for God only, shee for God in him” good from evil,”

(4.296-99). Fordyce quotes these lines in Sermons to 5, Pavadise Lost 4.634-38; Wollstonecraft’s emphases.
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Cannot well suit with either, but soon prove
Tedious alike: of fellowship 1 speak

Such as I seek, fit to participate

All rational delight®—

In treating, therefore, of the manners of women, let us, disregarding sensual ar-
guments, trace what we should endeavour to make them in order to co-operate, if the
expression be not too bold, with the supreme Being.

By individual education, I mean, for the sense of the word is not precisely de-
fined, such an attention to a child as will slowly sharpen the senses, form the temper,
regulate the passions as they begin to ferment, and set the understanding to work
before the body arrives at maturity; so that the man may only have to proceed, not to
begin, the important task of learning to think and reason. * * #

In fact, it is a farce to call any being virtuous whose virtues do not result from
the exercise of its own reason. This was Rousseau’s opinion respecting men: [ extend
it to women, and confidently assert that they have heen drawn out of their sphere by
false refinement, and not by an endeavour to acquire masculine qualities. Still the
regal homage which they receive is so intoxicating, that till the manners of the times
are changed, and formed on more reasonable principles, it may be impossible to con-
vince them that the illegitimate power, which they obtain, by degrading themselves,
is a curse, and that they must return to nature and equality, if they wish to secure the
placid satisfaction that unsophisticated affections impart. s

In the education of women, the cultivation of the understanding is always subor-
dinate to the acquirement of some corporeal accomplishment;? even while enervated
by confinement and false notions of modesty, the body is prevented from attaining
that grace and beauty which relaxed half-formed limbs never exhibit. Besides, in
youth their faculties are not brought forward by emulation; and having no serious
scientific study, if they have natural sagacity it is turned too soon on life and man-
ners. They dwell on effects, and modifications, without tracing them back to causes;
and complicated rules to adjust behaviour are a wealk substitute for simple principles.

As a proof that education gives this appearance of weakness to females, we may
instance the example of military men, who are, like them, sent into the world before
their minds have been stored with knowledge or fortified by principles. The con-
sequences are similar; soldiers acquire a little superficial knowledge, snatched from
the muddy current of conversation, and, from continually mixing with society, they
gain, what is termed a knowledge of the world; and this acquaintance with man-
mers and customs has frequently been confounded with a knowledge of the human
heart, But can the crude fruit of casual observation, never brought to the test of judg-
ment, formed by comparing speculation and experience, deserve such a distinction?
Soldiers, as well as women, practice the minor virtues with punctilious politeness.
Where is then the sexual difference, when the education has been the same? ‘All'the
difference that I can discern, arises from the superior advantage of liberty, which en-
ables the former to see more of life. ' o

Standing armies can never consist of tesolute, robust men; they may be well dis-
ciplined machines, but they will seldom contain men under the influence of strong
passions, or with very vigorous faculties. And as for any depth of understanding, I will

6. Paradise Lost 8.381-91; Wollstonecraft’s emphases. 7. E.., cosmetic adornment, dancing, singing.:
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venture to affirm, that it is as rarely to be found in the army as amongst women; and
the cause, [ maintain, is the same. It may be further observed, that officers are also
particularly attentive to their persons, fond of dancing, crowded rooms, adventures,
and ridicule.® Like the fair sex, the business of their lives is gallantry.—They were
taught to please, and they only live to please. Yet they do not lose their rank in the
distinction of sexes, for they are still reckoned superior to women, though in what
their superiority consists, beyond what I have just mentioned, it is difficult to discover.

The great misfortune is this, that they both acquire manners before morals, and a
knowledge of life before they have, from reflection, any acquaintance with the grand
ideal outline of human nature. The consequence is natural; satisfied with common
nature, they become a prey to prejudices, and taking all their opinions on credit, they
blindly submit to authority. So that, if they have any sense, it is a kind of instinctive
glance, that catches proportions, and decides with respect to manners; but fails when
arguments are to be pursued below the surface, or opinions analyzed.

May not the same remark be applied to women? Nay, the argument may be carried
still further, for they are both thrown out of a useful station by the unnatural distinctions
established in civilized life. Riches and hereditary honours have made cyphers of women
to give consequence ta the numerical figure; and idleness has produced a mixture of
gallantry and despotism into society, which leads the very men who are the slaves of
their mistresses to tyrannize over their sisters, wives, and daughters. This is only keeping
them in rank and file, it is true. Strengthen the female mind by enlarging it, and there
will be an end to blind obedience; but, as blind obedience is ever sought for by power,
tyrants and sensualists are in the right when they endeavour to keep women in the dark,
because the former only want slaves, and the latter a play-thing. The sensualist, indeed,
has been the most dangerous of tyrants, and women have heen duped by their lovers, as
princes by their ministers, whilst dreaming that they reigned over them. # # #

Probably the prevailing opinion, that woman was created for man, may have
taken its rise from Moses's poetical story;” yet, as very few, it is presumed, who have
bestowed any serious thought on the subject, ever supposed that Eve was, literally
speaking, one of Adam’s ribs, the deduction must be allowed to fall to the ground;
or, only be so far admitted as it proves that man, from the remotest antiquity, found
it convenient to exert his strength to subjugate his companion, and his invention to
shew that she ought to have her neck bent under the yoke, because the whole cre-
ation was only created for his convenience or pleasure.

Let it not be concluded that I wish to invert the order of things; I have already
granted, that, from the constitution of their bodies, men seem to be designed by
Providence to attain a greater degree of virtue. I speak collectively of the whole sex;
but I see not the shadow of a reason to conclude that their virtues should differ in
respect to their nature. In fact, how can they, if virtue has on ly one eternal standard?
I must therefore, if I reason consequentially, as strenuously maintain that they have
the same simple direction, as that there is a God.

It follows then that cunning should not be opposed to wisdom, little cares to
great exertions, or insipid softness, varnished over with the name of gentleness, to
that fortitude which grand views alone can inspire.

8. Why should women be censured with petulant [Wollstonecraft’s notel.

acrimony, because they seem to have a passion for a 9. The first five hooks of the Old Testament are tradition-
scarlet coat? Has not education placed them more on ally attributed to Mases; in Genesis 2.21-23, followed hy

a level with soldiers than any other class of men? Milton, God creates Eve out of Adam’s rib.
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1 shall be told that woman would then lose many of her peculiar graces, and the
opinion of a well known poet might be quoted to refute my unqualified assertion. For
Pope has said, in the name of the whole male sex,

Yet ne'er so sure our passion to create,
As when she touch’d the brink of all we hate.

In what light this sally! places men and women, shall leave to the judicious to
determine; meanwhile I shall content myself with observing, that I cannot discover
why, unless they are mortal, females should always be degraded by being made subser-
vient to love or lust.

To speak disrespectfully of love is, [ know, high treason against sentiment and
fine feelings; but I wish to speak the simple language of truth, and rather to address
the head than the heart. To endeavour to reason love out of the world, would be to
out Quixote Cervantes, and equally offend against common sense;? but an endeavour
to restrain this tumultuous passion, and to prove that it should not be allowed to de-
throne superior powers, ot to usurp the sceptre which the understanding should ever
coolly wield, appears less wild.

Youth is the season for love in both sexes; but in those days of thoughtless enjoy-
ment provision should be made for the more important years of life, when reflection
takes place of sensation. But Rousseau, and most of the male writers who have fol-
Jowed his steps, have warmly inculcated that the whole tendency of female education
ought to be directed to one pointi—to render them pleasing.’

Let me reason with the supporters of this opinion who have any knowledge of
human nature, do they imagine that marriage can eradicate the habitude of life? The
woman who has only been taught to please will soon find that her charms are oblique
sunbeams, and that they cannot have much effect on her hushand’s heart when they
are seen every day, when the summer is passed and gone. Will she then have suf-
ficient native energy to look into herself for comfort, and cultivate her dormant fac-
ulties? or, is it not more rational to expect that she will try to please other men;
and, in the emotions raised by the expectation of new conquests, endeavour to forget
the mortification her love or pride has received? When the husband ceases to be a
lover—and the time will inevitably come, her desire of pleasing will then grow lan-
guid, or become a spring of bitterness; and love, perhaps, the most evanescent of all
passions, gives place to jealousy or vanity.

[ now speak of women who are restrained by principle or prejudice; such women,
though they would shrink from an intrigue with real abhorrence, yet, nevertheless,
wish to be convinced by the homage of gallantry that they are cruelly neglected by
their hushands; or, days and weeks are spent in dreaming of the happiness enjoyed by
congenial souls till their health is undermined and their spirits broken by discontent.
How then can the great art of pleasing be such a necessary study? it is only useful
to a mistress; the chaste wife, and serious mother, should only consider her power
to please as the polish of her virtues, and the affection of her husband as one of the
comforts that render her task less difficult and her life happier.—But, whether she be
loved or neglected, her first wish should be to-make herself respectable, and not to
rely for all her happiness on a being subject to like infirmities with herself,

1. The “sally” (an attack by besieged troops; an outburst 2. To outdo Cervantes’ comic hero Don Quixote in inef-
of wit) is from Pope's Epistle II, To a Lady, YQf the Char- fectual ideatism, including the ideals of courtly love.
acters of Women” (1735), 51-52. 3. Emile, ch. 5. ‘
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The worthy Dr. Gregory fell into a similar error. [ respect his heart; but entirely
disapprove of his celebrated Legacy to his Daughters.*

He advises them to cultivate a fondness for dress, because a fondness for dress,
he asserts, is natural to them. 1 am unable to comprehend what either he or Rousseau
mean, when they frequently use this indefinite term. If they told us that in a pre-
existent state the soul was fond of dress, and brought this inclination with it into a
new body, I should listen to them with a half smile, as I often do when I hear a rant
about innate elegance.—But if he only meant to say that the exercise of the faculties
will produce this fondness—I deny it.—It is not natural; but arises, like false ambi-
tion in men, from a love of power,

Dr. Gregory goes much further; he actually recommends dissimulation, and ad-
vises an innocent girl to give the lie to her feelings, and not dance with spirit, when
gaiety of heart would make her feel eloquent without making her gestures immodest.
In the name of truth and common: sense, why should not one woman acknowledge
that she can take more exercise than another? or, in other words, that she has a
sound constitution; and why, to damp innocent vivacity, is she darkly to be told that
men will draw conclusions which she little thinks of’—Let the libertine draw what
inference he pleases; but, [ hope, that no sensible motherwill restrain the natural
frankness of youth by instilling such indecent cautions, ## -

Surely she has not an immortal soul who can loiter life away merely employed
to adorn her person, that she may amuse the languid hours, and soften the cares of
fellow-creature who is willing to be enlivened by her smiles and tricks, when the seri-
ous business of life is over. -

Besides, the woman who strengthens her body and exercises her mind will, by
managing her family and practising various virtues, become the friend, and not the
humble dependent of her husband; and if she, by possessing such substantial qualities,
merit his regard, she will not find it necessary to conceal her affection, nor to pretend
to an unnatural coldness of constitution to excite her hushand’s passions. In fact, if
we revert to history, we shall find that the women who have distinguished themselves
have neither been the most beautiful nor the most gentle of their sex,

Love, the common passion; in which chance and sensation take place of choice
and reason, is, in some degree, felt by the mass of mankind; for it is not necessary to
speak, at present, of the emotions that rise above or sink below love. This passion,
naturally increased by suspense and difficulties, draws the mind out of its accustomed
state, and exalts the affections; but the security of marriage, allowing the fever of
love to subside, a healthy temperature is thought insipid, only by those who have not
sufficient intellect to substitute the calm tenderness of friendship, the confidence of
respect, instead of blind admiration, and the sensual emotions of fondness.

This is, must be, the course of nature.—Friendship or indifference inevitably
succeeds love.—And this constitution seems perfectly to harmonize with the system
of government which prevails in the normal world. Passions are spurs to action, and
open the mind; but they sink into mere appetites, become a personal and momentary
gratification, when the object is gained, and the satisfied mind rests in enjoyment.
The man who had some virtue whilst he was strugglinig for a crown, often becomes
a voluptuous tyrant when it graces his brow; and, when the lover is not lost i the
husband, the dotard, a prey of childish caprices, and fond jealousies, neglects the serious

4, Dr. John Gregury"s influential conduct manual, A Father’s Legacy to His Daugheers (1774).
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duties of life, and the caresses which should excite confidence in his children are lav-
ished on the overgrown child, his wife.

In order to fulfil the duties of life, and to be able to pursue with vigour the vari-
ous employments which form the moral character, a master and mistress of a fam-
ily ought not to continue to love each other with passion. I mean to say, that they
ought not to indulge those emotions which disturb the order of society, and engross
the thoughts that should be otherwise employed. The mind that has never been en-
grossed hy one object wants vigour—if it can long be so, it is weak.

A mistaken education, a narrow, uncultivated mind, and many sexual prejudices,
tend to make women more constant than men; but, for the present, [ shall not touch
on this branch of the subject. I will po still further, and advance, without dreaming of
a paradox, that an unhappy marriage is often very advantageous to a family, and that
the neglected wife is, in general, the best mother. ##:

I own it frequently happens that women who have fostered a romantic unnatural
delicacy of feeling,’ waste their lives in imagining how happy they should have been
with a hushband who could love them with a fervid increasing affection every day, and
all day. But they might as well pine married as single—and would not be a jot more
unhappy with a bad hushand than longing for a good one. That a proper education;
or, to speak with more precision, a well stored mind, would enable a woman to sup-
port a single life with dignity, I grang; but that she should avoid cultivating her taste,
lest her husband should oceasionally shock it, is quitting a substance for a shadow.
To say the truth, [ do not know of what use is an improved taste, if the individual be
not rendered more independent of the casualties of life; if new sources of enjoyment,
only dependent on the solitary operations of the mind, are not opened. People of
taste, married or single, without distinction, will ever be disgusted by various things
that touch not less observing minds. On this conclusion the argument must not be
allowed to hinge; but in the whole sum of enjoyment is taste to be denominated a
blessing?

“The question is, whether it procures most pain or pleasure? The answer will de-
cide the propriety of Dr. Gregory’s advice, and shew how absurd and tyrannic it is
thus to lay down a system of slavery; or to attempt to educate moral beings by any
other rules than those deduced from pure reason, which apply to the whole species.

Gentleness of manners, forbearance and long-suffering, are such amiable God-
like qualities, that in sublime poetic strains the Deity has been invested with them;
and, perhaps, no representation of his goodness so strongly fastens on the human af-
fections as those that represent him abundant in mercy and willing to pardon.® Gen-
tleness, considered in this point of view, bears on it front all the characteristics of
grandeur, combined with the winning graces of condescension; but what a different
aspect it assumes when it is the submissive demeanour of dependence, the support of
weakness that loves, because it wants protection; and is forbearing, because it must
silently endure injuries; smiling under the lash at which it dare not snarl. Abject as
this picture appears, it is the portrait of an accomplished woman, according to the
received opinion of female excellence, separated by specious reasoners from human

5. For example, the herd of novelists [Wollstonecraft’s upon him; and to our God, for he will abundantly par-
note, attacking popular sentimental fiction]. don” (Isatah 55.7).
6. A repentant sinner will find that God “will have merey
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excellence. Or, they’ kindly restore the rib, and make one moral being of a man and
woman; not forgetting to give her all the “submissive charms.”

How women are to exist in that state where there is to be neither marrying nor
giving in marriage, we are not told.’ For though moralists have agreed that the tenor
of life seems to prove that man is prepared by various circumstances for a future state,
they constantly concur in advising woman only to provide for the present. Gentle-
ness, docility, and a spaniel-like affection are, on this ground, consistently recom-
mended as the cardinal virtues of the sex; and, disregarding the arbitrary economy of
nature, one writer has declared that it is masculine for a woman to be melancholy.
She was created to be the toy of man, his rattle, and it must jingle in his ears when-
ever, dismissing reason, he chooses to be amused. # # s

As a philosopher, I read with indignation the plausible epithets which men use
to soften their insults; and, as a moralist, I ask what is meant by such heterogeneous
associations, as fair defects, amiable weaknesses, &c.?' If there be but one criterion
of morals, but one archetype for. man, women appear to be suspended by destiny,
according to the vulgar tale of Mahomet's coffin;* they have neither the unerring
instinct of brutes, nor are allowed to fix the eye of reason on a perfect model. They
were made to be loved, and must not aim at respect, lest they should be hunted out
of society as masculine. | : '

But to view the subject in anather point of view. Do passive indolent women
make the best wives? Confining our discussion to the present moment of existence,
let us see how such weak creatures perform their part? Do the women who, by the
attainment of a few superficial accomplishments, have strengthened the prevailing
prejudice, merely contribute to the happiness of their husbands? Do they display their
charms merely to amuse them? And have women, who have early imbibed notions
of passive obedience, sufficient character to manage a family or educate children? So
far from it, that, after surveying the history of woman, I cannot help, agreeing with
the severest satirist, considering the sex as the weakest as well as the most oppressed
half of the species. What does history disclose but marks of inferiority, and how few
women have emancipated themselves from the galling yoke. of sovereign man?—=So
few, that the exceptions remind me of an ingenious conjecture respecting Newton:
that he was probably a being of a superior order, accidentally caged in a human
body.? Following the same train of thinking, I have been led to imagine that the
few extraordinary women who have rushed in eccentrical directions out of the orbit
prescribed to their sex, were male spirits, confined by mistake in female frames. But
if it be not philosophical to think of sex when the soul is mentioned, the inferiority

7. Vide [see] Rousseau and Swedenhorg [Wollstonecraft's
note]. In.Emile, ch. 5, Rousseau arpued that because man
and wife were one (“one flesh™; Genesis 2.24), the wife
could have no independent moral judgment. Emanuel
Swedenborg (1688-1772), Swedish scientist, theologian,
and mystic, argued that marriage persisted in the afterlife
of heaven in the united form of a single angel.

8. In Paradise Lost, Adam smiles on Eve “with superior
Love," delighted by her “Beauty and submissive Chartms”
(4.497-99).

9. Asked about the heavenly fife of a woman who has mar-
tied more than once (“whose wife shall she be ™), Jesus
answers, “in the resutrection they neither marry, nor are
given in marriage, but are as the angels of God in heaven”
(Matthew 22.30). Wollstonecraft's Mary, A Fiction (1788)

closes with its ever frustrated, dying heroine cheered by the
thought of “hastening ro that world where there is neither
marrying, nor giving in marriage”—where wamen are no
longer controlled by fathérs and husbands.

L. In Paradise Lost, after the Fall, Adam reviles Eve as a “fair
defect / Of narure” (10,891-92) prone ro Satanic tempta-
tion and tempting Adum from his better knowledge, Pope’s
“Of the Characters of Women” declares that “Ladies, like
vatiegated tulips, show; . . . / Fine by defect, and delicaely
weak ... " (41-43); the coloring of tulips is caused by a
vitus that renders them both heautiful and weak.

2. Muhammad’s coffin was reputed to hang magically in
the center of his tomh, :

3. Isaac Newton (1642-1727), brilliant physicist and
mathematician, Dl P
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must depend on the organs; or the heavenly fire, which is to ferment the clay, is not
given in equal portions. # # #

Surely there can be but one rule of right, if morality has an eternal foundation,
and whoever sacrifices virtue, strictly so called, to present convenience, or whose
duty it is to act in such a manner, lives only for the passing day, and cannot be an ac-
countable creature,

The poet then should have dropped his sneer when he says,

If weak women go astray,
The stars are more in fault than they.’

For that they are bound by the adamantine chain of destiny is most certain, if it be
proved that they are never to exercise their own reason, never to be independent,
never to rise above opinion, or to feel the dignity of a rational will that only bows to
God, and often forgets that the universe contains any being but itself and the model
of perfection to which its ardent gaze is rurned, to adore attributes that, softened
into virtues, may be imitated in kind, though the degree overwhelms the enraptured
mind.

If, I say, for I would not impress by declamation when Reason offers her sober
light,0 if they be really capable of acting like rational creatures, let them not be
treated like slaves; or, like the brutes who are dependent on the reason of man, when
they associate with him; but cultivate their minds, give them the salutary, sublime
curb of principle, and let them attain conscious dignity by feeling themselves only
dependent on God. Teach them, in common with man, to submit to necessity, in-
stead of giving, to render them more pleasing, a sex to morals.

Further, should experience prove that they cannot attain the same degree of
strength of mind, perseverance, and fortitude, let their virtues be the same in kind,
though they may vainly struggle for the same degree; and the superiority of man will
be equally clear, if not clearer; and cruth, as it is a simple principle, which admits of
no modification, would be common to both. Nay, the order of society as it is at pres-
ent regulated would not be inverted, for woman would then only have the rank that
reason assigned her, and arts could not be practised to bring the balance even, much
less to turn it.

These may be termed Utopian dr sams.’—Thanks to that Being who impressed
them on my soul, and gave me sufficient strength of mind to dare to exert my own
reason, till, becoming dependent only on him for the support of my virtue, I view,
with indignation, the mistaken notions that enslave my sex.

[ love man as my fellow; but his scepter, real, or usurped, extends not to me, un-
less the reason of an individual demands my homage; and even then the submission
is to reason, and not to man. In fact, the conduct of an accountable being must be
regulated by the operations of its own reason; or on what foundation rests the throne
of God? #

4. In the 18th century, the question whether the soul had 6. This feminine gendering of “Reason” resists Milton's
a sex, like the hody, was widely debated, *Clay” is u famil- male assipnment of Reason and evokes the deity of the
far term for the body. French Revolution, “La Raison"—a feminine noun in
5. “Hans Carvel” (11-12), a satire by Matthew Prior French.

(1664-1721). These lines invert Cassius's remark in Ji- 7. Impossible social ideals, derived from Sir Thomas
fives Caesar: “The fault, dear Brutus, lies not in the stars, / More’s 16th-century treatise, Utopia.

But in ourselves, that we are underlings” (1.2.140-41 ).
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from Chapter 3. The Same Subject Continued

If it be granted that woman was not created merely to gratify the appetite of man, or
to be the upper servant, who provides his meals and takes care of his linen, it must fol-
low, that the first care of those mothers or fathers, who really attend to the education
of females, should be, if not to strengthen the body, at least, not to destroy the consti-
tution by mistaken notions of beauty and female excellence; nor should girls ever he
allowed to imbibe the pernicious notion that a defect can, by any chemical process of
reasoning, become an excellence, * # *

But should it be proved that woman is naturally weaker than man, whence does
it follow that it is natural for her to labour to become still weaker than nature in-
tended her to be? Arguments of this cast are an insult to common sense, and savour
of passion. The divine right of husbands, like the divine right of kings, may, it is to he
hoped, in this enlightened age, be contested without danger, and, though conviction
may not silence many boisterous disputants, yet, when any prevailing prejudice is at-
tacked, the wise will consider, and leave the narrow-minded to rail with thoughtless
vehemence at innovation. # * #

Throughout the whole animal kingdom every young creature requires almost
continual exercise, and the infancy of children, conformable to this intimation,
should be passed in harmless gambols, that exercise the feet and hands, without re-
quiring very minute direction from the head, or the constant attention of a nurse. In
fact, the care necessary for self-preservation is the first natural exercise of the under-
standing, as little inventions to amuse the present moment unfold the imagination.
But these wise designs of nature are counteracted by mistaken fondness or blind zeal.
The child is not left a moment to its own direction, particularly a girl, and thus ren-
dered dependent—dependence is called natural. :
- T'will venture to affirm, that a girl, whose spirits have not been damped by inac-
tivity, or innocence tainted by false shame, will always be a romp, and the doll will
never excite attention unless confinement allows her no alternative, Girls and hoys,
in short, would play harmlessly together, if the distinction of sex was not inculcated
long before nature makes any difference.—I will go further, and affirm, as an indis-
putable fact, that most of the women, in the circle of my observation, who have
acted like rational creatures, or shewn any vigour of intellect, have accidentally heen
allowed to run wild—as some of the elegant formers of the fair sex would insinuate.

The baneful consequences which flow from inattention to health during infancy,
and youth, extend further than is supposed—dependence of body naturally produces
dependence of mind; and how can she be a good wife or mother, the greater part of
whose time is employed to guard against or endure sickness? Nor can it be expected
that a woman will resalutely endeavour to strengthen her constitution and abstain
from enervating indulgencies, if artificial notions of beauty, and false descriptions
of sensibility, have been early entangled with her motives of action. Most men are
sometimes obliged to bear with bodily inconveniencies, and to endure, occasionally,
the inclemency of the elements; but genteel women are, literally speaking, slaves to
their bodies, and glory in their subjection.

_ Lonce knew a weak woman of fashion, who was more than commonly proud of
her delicacy and sensibility. She thought a distinguishing taste and puny appetite
the height of all human perfection, and acted accordingly.—I have seen this weak
sophisticated being neglect all the duties of life, yet recline with self-complacency on
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a sofa; and boast of her want of appetite as a proof of delicacy that extended to, or,
perhaps, arose from, her exquisite sensibility: for it is difficult to render intelligible
such ridiculous jargon.—Yet, at the moment, [ have seen her insult a worthy old
gentlewoman, whom unexpected misfortunes had made dependent on her ostenta-
tious bounty, and who, in better days, had claims on her gratitude. Is it possible that a
human creature could have become such a weak and depraved being, if, like the Syb-
arites,! dissolved in luxury, every thing like virtue had not been worn away, or never
impressed by precept, a poor substitute, it is true, for cultivation of mind, though it
serves as a fence against vice?

Such a woman is not a more irrational monster than some of the Roman emper-
ors, who were depraved by lawless power. Yet, since kings have been more under the
restraint of law, and the curb, however weak, of honour, the records of history are
not filled with such unnatural instances of folly and crueley, nor does the despotism
that kills virtue and genius in the bud, hover over Europe with that destructive blast
which desolates Turkey, and renders the men, as well as the soil, unfruitful.2

It is time to effect a revolution in female manners—time to restore to them
their lost dignity—and make them, as a part of the human species, labour by re-
forming themselves to reform the world. It is time to separate unchangeable morals
from local manners.—If men be demi-gods—why let us serve them! And if the dig-
nity of the female soul be as disputable as that of animals—if their reason does not
afford sufficient light to direct their conduct whilst unerring instinct is denied—
they are surely of all creatures the most miserable! and, bent beneath the iron hand
of destiny, must submit to be a fair defect in creation. But to justify the ways of
Providence respecting them, by pointing out some irrefragable reason for thus mak-
ing such a large portion of mankind accountable and not accountable, would puzzle
the subtilest casuist.? s # ‘

1f women be educated for dependence; that is, to act according to the will of
another fallible being, and submit, right or wrong, to power, where are we to stop!
Are they to be considered as viceregents allowed to reign over a small domain, and
answerable for their conduct to a higher tribunal, liable to error!

It will not be difficult to prove that such delegates will act like men subjected
by fear, and make their children and servants endure their tyrannical oppression. As
they submit without reason, they will, having no fixed rules to square their conduct
by, be kind, or cruel, just as the whim of the moment directs; and we ought not to
wonder if sometimes, galled by their heavy yoke, they take a malignant pleasure in
resting it on weaker shoulders.

But, supposing a woman, trained up to obedience, he married to a sensible man,
who directs her judgment without making her feel the servility of her subjection, to
act with as much propriety by this reflected light as can be expected when reason is
taken at second hand, yet she cannot ensure the life of her protector; he may die and
leave her with a large family.

A double duty devolves on her; to educate them in the character of both fa-
ther and mother; to form their principles and secure their property. But, alas! she

1. The inhabitants of a Sth-century Greek colony in Lealy 3. For “fair defect,” see Paradise Lost 8.891-92; Milton
famed for luxurious decadence. begins his ¢pic invoking divine inspiration to “ustify the
2. Both the hot, dusty winds from the deserts to the south ways of God to men” (1.26); a casuist studies the relation
and the infamously despotic Otroman Empire. of cases to principles (sometimes opportunistically).
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has never thought, much less acted for herself. She has only learned to please? men,
to depend gracefully on them; yet, encumbered with children, how is she to obtain
another protector—a husband to supply the place of reason? A rational man, for we
are not treading on romantic ground, though he may think her a pleasing docile
creature, will not choose to marry a family for love, when the world contains many
more pretty creatures. What is then to become of her? She either falls an easy prey to
some mean fortune-hunter, who defrauds her children of their paternal inheritance,’
and renders her miserable; or becomes the victim of discontent and blind indulgence.
Unable to educate her sons, or impress them with respect; for it is not a.play on words
to assert, that people are never respected, though filling an important station, who
are not respectable; she pines under the anguish of unavailing impotent regret. The
serpent’s tooth enters into her very soul,® and the vices of licentious youth bring her
with sorrow, if not with poverty also, to the grave.

This is not an overcharged picture; on the contrary, it is a very possible case, and
something similar must have fallen under every attentive eye.

I have, however, taken it for granted, that she was well-disposed, though experi-
ence shews, that the blind may as easily be led into a ditch as along the beaten road.”
But supposing, no very improbable conjecture, that a heing only taught to please
must still find her happiness in pleasingi—what an example of folly, not to say vice,
will she be to her innocent daughters! The mother will be lost in the coquette, and,
instead of making friends of her daughters, view them with eyes askance, for they
are rivals—rivals more cruel than any other, because they invite a comparison, and
drive her from the throne of beauty, who has never thought of a seat on the bench of
reason. : :
It does not require a lively pencil, or the discriminating outline of a caricature,
to sketch the domestic miseries and petty vices which such a mistress of a family
diffuses. Still she only acts as a woman ought to act, brought up according to Rous-
seau’s system. She can never be reproached for being masculine, or turning out of her
sphere; nay; she may observe another of his grand rules, and, cautiously preserving
her reputation free from spot, be reckoned a good kind of woman. Yet in what respect
can she be termed good? She abstains, it is true, without any great struggle, from
committing gross crimes; but how does she fulfil her duties? Duties!—in truth she has
enough to think of to adorn her body and nurse a weak constitution.

With respect to religion, she never presumed to judge for herself; but conformed,
as a dependent creature should, to the ceremonies of the church which she was

4. “In the union of the sexes, both pursue one common
object, but not in the same manner. From their diversity
in this particular, arises the first determinate difference be-
tween the moral relations of each. The one should bé ac-
tive and strong, the other passive and weak: it is necessary
the one should have both the power and the will, and that
the other should make little resistance. This principle be-
ing established, it follows that woman is expressly formed
to please the man . . . [who] pleases merely because he
is strong. This, I must confess, is not one of the refined
maxims of love; it is, however, one of the laws of nature,
prior to lave itself. . . . Hence arise the various mades of
artack and defence between the sexes; the boldness of
one sex and the timidity of the other; and, in a word, that

bashfulness and madesty with which nature hath armed
the weak, in arder to subdue rhe strong.” {From Woll-
stonecraft’s longer quutation, in a footnote, of Rousseau’s
Emile, ch. 5, on which she remarks, “I shall moke no other
comment on this ingenious passage, than just to observe,
that it is the philosophy of lasciviousness.”]

5. The husband owned all property including the prop-
erty a wife brought toa marriage.

6. Lear's lament over his-daughters' inhospitality after he
has ceded his kingdom to them and their hushands: “How
sharper than a serpent’s-taoth it is / To have a thankless
child” (King Lear 1.4,295-96).

7. See Jesus' admonition, “if the blind lead the bind,
both shall fall into the ditch” (Matthew 15.14).
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brought up in, piously believing that wiser heads than her own have settled that
business—and not to doubt is her point of perfection.” She therefore pays her tythe
of mint and cummin’—and thanks her God that she is not as other women are. These
are the blessed effects of a good education! These the virtues of man’s help-mate!!

I must relieve myself by drawing a different picture.

Let fancy now present a woman with a tolerable understanding, for I do not
wish to leave the line of mediocrity, whose constitution, strengthened by exercise,
has allowed her body to acquire its full vigour; her mind, at the same time, gradually
expanding itself to comprehend the moral duties of life, and in what human virtue
and dignity consist,

Formed thus by the discharge of the relative duties of her station, she marries
from affection, without losing sight of prudence, and looking heyond matrimonial
felicity, she secures her husband’s respect before it is necessary to exert mean arts
to please him and feed a dying flame, which nature doomed to expire when the ob-
ject became familiar, when friendship and forbearance take place of a more ardent
affection.—This is the natural death of love, and domestic peace is not destroyed by
struggles to prevent its extinction. [ also suppose the husband to be virtuous; or she is
still more in want of independent principles. ,

Fate, however, breaks this tie.—She is left a widow, perhaps, without a suffi-
cient provision; but she is not desolate! The pang of nature is felt; but after time has
softened sorrow into melancholy resignation, her heart turns to her children with
redoubled fondness, and anxious to provide for them, affection gives a sacred heroic
cast to her maternal duties. She thinks that not only the eye sees her virtuous ef-
forts from whom all her comfort now must flow, and whose approbation is life; but
her imagination, a little abstracted and exalted by grief, dwells on the fond hope
that the eyes which her trembling hand closed, may still see how she subdues every
wayward passion to fulfil the double duty of heing the father as well as the mother of
her children. Raised to heroism by misfortunes, she represses the first faint dawning
of a natural inclinarion, before it ripens into love, and in the bloom of life forgets
her sex—forgets the pleasure of an awakening passion, which might again have been
inspired and returned. She no longer thinks of pleasing, and conscious dignity pre-
vents her from priding herself on account of the praise which her conduct demands.
Her children have her love, and her brightest hopes are beyond the grave, where her
imagination often strays.

I think I see her surrounded by her children, reaping the reward of her care.
The intelligent eye meets hers, whilst health and innocence smile on their chubby
cheeks, and as they grow up the cares of life are lessened by their grateful attention.
She lives to see the virtues which she endeavoured to plant on principles, fixed into

8. 1n Emile, Rousseau advises, “The daughter should fol-
low her mother's religion, the wife her hushand's, Were
that religion false, the docility which leads mother and
daughter to submit to nature’s laws would blot out the sin
or ertor in the sight of God. Unable to judge for them-
selves they should accept the judgment of father and hus-
band as that of the church” (ch. 5).

9. Minor obligation; Jesus admonishes, “Woe unto you,
scribes and Phatisees; hypoerites! for ye pay tithe of mint and
anise and cuymmin, and have omitted the weightier matters
of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith” (Matthew 23.23).

Pharisees follow the letter rather than the spirie of the law.,

1. %O how lavely,” exclaims Rousseau of Sophia, “is her
ignorance! Happy is he who is destined to instruct her!
She will never pretend to be the tutor of her husband,
hut will he content to be his pupil. Far from attempting
to subject him to her taste, she will accommodate herself
to his. She will be more estimable to him, than if she was
Jearned: he will have a pleasure in instructing her.” [shall
content myself with simply asking, how friendship can
subsist, when love expires, between the master and his
pupil? [Waollstonecraft's note, quoting from Emile, ch. 5.
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habits, to see her children attain a strength of character sufficient to enable them to
endure adversity without forgetting their mother’s example.

The task of life thus fulfilled, she calmly waits for the sleep of death, and rising
from the grave, may say—Behold, thou gavest me a talent—and here are five talents.?

trom Chapter 5. Animacduversions on Some of the Writers Who Hauve
Rendered Women Objects of Pity, Bordering on Contempl
[PRAISE FOR CATHARINE MACAULAY]

The very word respect brings Mrs. Macaulay to my remembrance. The woman of the
greatest abilities, undoubtedly, that this country has ever produced.—And yet this
woman has been suffered to die without sufficient respect being paid to her memory,

Posterity, however, will be more just; and remember that Catharine Macaulay
was an example of intellectual acquirements supposed to be incompatible with the
weakness of her sex. In her style of writing, indeed, no sex appeals for it is like the
sense it conveys, strong and clear.

[ will not call hers a masculine understanding, bccausc [ admit not of such an
arrogant assumption of reason; but I contend that it'was a sound one, and that her
judgment, the matured fruit of profound thinking, was a proof that a woman can
acquire judgment, in the full extent of the word. Possessing more penetration than
sagacity, more understanding than fancy, she writes with sober energy and argumen-
tative closeness; yet sympathy and benevolence give an interest to her sentiments,
and that vital heat to arguments, which forces the reader to weigh them.!

When I first thought of writing these strictures [ anticipated Mrs. Macaulay’s ap-
probation, with a little of that sanguine ardour, which it has been the business of my
life to depress; but soon heard with the sickly qualm of disappointed hope; and the
still seriousness of regret—that she was no more!?

from Chapter 13. Some Instances of the Folly Which the Ignorance
of Women Generates; with Concluding Reflections on the Moral
Improvement That a Revolution in Female Manners Might Naturally
Be Expected to Produce
[CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS]

That women at present are by ignorance rendered foolish or vicious, is, I think, not
to be disputed; and, that the most salutary effects tending to improve mankind might
be expected from a REVOLUTION in female manners, appears, at least, with a face of
probability, to rise out of the observation. For as marriage has been termed the parent
of those endearing charities which draw man from the brutal herd, the corrupting
intercourse that wealth, idleness, and folly, produce between the sexes, is more uni-
versally injurious to morality than all the other vices of mankind collectively consid-
ered. To adulterous lust the most sacred duties are sacrificed, because before marriage,
men, by a promiscuous intimacy with women, learned to consider love as a selfish
gratification—Ilearned to separate it not only from esteem, but from the affection

2. An extravagant rewriting of Jesus’s parable of the tal- many branches of education, 1 refer to her valuable work,
ents (Matthew 25,15-28), on the duty to make good use Instead of quoting her sentiments to support my own,
of God’s gifts: A master, having given one servant five [Wollstonecraft’s note, referring to Letters on Education,
talents {a talent is a silver coin worth about $1,000 to- 1790; see selection from Macaulay, page 341

day), is pleased to learn that he doubled his money. 2. Macaulay died in 1791; approbation: formal praise;

1 Coinciding in opinion with Mrs, Macaulay relative to sanguine: blushingly optimistic.
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merely built on habit, which mixes a little humanity with it. Justice and friendship
are also set at defiance, and that purity of taste is vitiated which would naturally
lead a man to relish an artless display of affection rather than affected airs. But that
noble simplicity of affection, which dares to appear unadorned, has few artractions
for the libertine, though it be the charm, which by cementing the matrimonial tie,
secures to the pledges of a warmer passion the necessary parental attention; for chil-
dren will never be properly educated till friendship subsists between parents. Virtue
flies from a house divided against itself—and a whole legion of devils take up their
residence there.!

The affection of hushbands and wives cannot be pure when they have so few sen-
titments in common, and when so little confidence is established at home, as must be
the case when their pursuits are so different. That intimacy from which tenderness
should flow, will not, cannot subsist between the vicious.

Contending, therefore, that the sexual distinction which men have so warmly
insisted upon, is arhitrary, | have dwelt on an observation, that several sensible men,
with whom I have conversed on the subject, allowed to be well founded; and it is
simply this, that the lictle chastity to be found amongst men, and consequent disre-
gard of modesty, tend to degrade hoth sexes; and further, that the modesty of women,
characterized as such, will often be only the artful veil of wantonness instead of being
the natural reflection of purity, till modesty be universally respected.?

From the tyranny of man, | firmly believe, the greater number of female follies
proceed; and the cunning, which I allow makes at present a part of their character,
[ likewise have repeatedly endeavoured to prove, is produced by oppression.

Were not dissenters,’ for instance, a class of people, with strict truth, charac-
rerized as cunning? And may I not lay some stress on this fact to prove, that when
any power but reason curbs the free spirit of man, dissimulation is practised, and the
vatious shifts of art are naturally called forth? Great attention to decorum, which
was carried to a degree of scrupulosity, and all that puerile bustle about trifles and
consequential solemnity, which Butler’s caricature of a dissenter, brings before the
imagination, shaped their persons as well as their minds in the mould of prim little-
ness.* I speak collectively, for I know how many ornaments to human nature have
been enrolled amongst sectaries; yet, I assert, that the same narrow prejudice for their
sect, which women have for their families, prevailed in the dissenting part of the
community, however worthy in other respects; and also that the same timid pru-
dence, or headstrong efforts, often disgraced the exertions of both. Oppression thus
formed many of the features of their character perfectly to coincide with that of the
oppressed half of mankinds; or is it not notorious that dissenters were, like women,
fond of deliberating together, and asking advice of each other, till by a complication
of little contrivances, some little end was brought about? A similar attention to pre-
serve their reputation was conspicuous in the dissenting and female world, and was
produced by a similar cause. .

Asserting the rights which women in common with men ought to contend for;
I have not attempted to extenuate their faults; but to prove them to be the natural

1. Jesus advises, “if a house be divided against itself, chat
house cannot stand” (Mark 3.25). -

2. Sexual self-control; male chastity: refers to fidelity in
marriage. N

3, Those who left the established-Church of England to
form independent religlous sects; many of Wollstone-
craft’s friends were dissenters.

4. Samuel Butler’s mock-heroie, satirical-poem Hudi-
bras (1663-1678) takes aim at Puritans (dissenters who
formed the commonwealth government aféer the execu:
tion of Charles 1); Sir Hudibras, pedant and hypoerite, is
o country justice who sets out to reform England of vari-
ous popular entertainments. ‘
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consequence of their education and station in society. If 50, it. is reasonalﬂe to sup-
pose that they will change their character, and correct their vices and follies, when
they are allowed to be free in a physical, moral, and civil sense.

. Let woman share the rights and she will emulate the virtues of man; for she
must grow more perfect when emancipated, or justify the authority that chains such
a weak being to her duty.—If the latter, it will be expedient to open a fresh trade
with Russia for whips; a present which a father should always make to his son-in-law
on his wedding day, that a hushand may keep his whole family in order by the same
means; and without any violation of justice reign, wielding this sceptre, sole master
of his house, because he is the only being in it who has reason:—the divine, indefea-
sible earthly sovereignty breathed into man by the Master of the universe. Allowing
this position, women have not any inherent rights to claim; and, by the same rule,
their duties vanish, for rights and duties ate inseparable.

Be just then, O ye men of understanding! and mark not more severely what
women do amiss, than the vicious tricks of the horse or the ass for whom ye provide
provender—and allow her the privileges of ignorance, to whom ye deny the rights of
reason, or-ye will be worse than Egyptian task-masters, expecting virtue where nature
has not given understanding! s

el
RESPONSES

Anna Letitia Barbauld: The Rights of Woman'

Yes, injured Woman! rise, assert thy right!
Woman! too long degraded, scorned, opprest;
O born to rule in partial® Law’s despite,
Resume thy native empire o'er the breast!

one-sidec

5 Go forth arrayed in panoply® divine; armor
That angel pureness which admits no stain;
Go, bid proud Man his boasted rule resign,

And kiss the golden sceptre of thy reign.

* Go, gird thyself with grace; collect thy store
10 Of brightartillery glancing from afar;
Soft melting tones thy thundering cannon’s roar,

Blushes and fears thy magazine® of war. storehouse

5.1 had further enlarged on the advantages which might
reasonahly be expected to result from an improvement in
female manners, towards the general reformartion of so-
ciety; bue it appeared to me that such reflections would
more properly close the last volume. [Wollstonecraft's
note; no further volumes were published.]

1. Barbauld wrote The Rights of Woman in 1795 in reac-
tion ta A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (it.was not
published until 1825). She was offended by the revoly-
tionary rhetoric, and the seemingly un-Christian refuta-
tion of the “female” virtues of submission and obedience.
In Chapter 4 (“Observations on the State of Degrada-
tion to Which Woman is Reduced by Various Causes”),
moreover, Wollstonecraft cited her as a sorry example
of how-“even women of superiour sense” can voice sen-
timents that “rob the sex of its dignity”: “How could
Mis. Barbauld write the following ignoble comparison?

she exclaims, quoting *To a Lady, with some painted
flowers” and pointedly italicizing several lines, among
them: “Flowers SWEET, and gay, and DELICATE LIKE Yous /
Emblems of innocence, and beaunty tao . . . this soft fam-
ily, to cares unknown, / Were born for pleasure and de-
light ALONE"; “Your BEST, your SWEETEST empite is—T0
PLEASE." “So the men tell us," Wallstonecraft counters,
“but virtue, says reason, must he acquired by . , . useful
struggles with worldly cares.” Barbauld's Rights of Woman
retorts that women gain most from feminine influence of
and on the heart. Yet her letcers On Female Studies (1825)
echo many of Wollstonecraft’s values, including a lament
on novel-reading and an insistence thae the best wives,
mothers, and family managers are educated in “the gen-
eral character of a rational betng.”

For more about Barbauld, see her principal listing on
page 65, . .




